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DIGEST 

This thesis is an investigation into the identity of the ninth and 

tenth century Ben Asher family of Tiberian masoretes , centerin5 particu

larly on whether or not they were Karaites . I have attempted to appr oach 

the subject in a new way, at least providing groundwork for future in

vestigati ons . 

The first chapter defines terms and delineates the scope of our 

current knowledge about the Tiberian masoretes anc. their work . I have 

attem~ted to be critical in my examination of wnat we know about these men 

and the Bible manuscripts attributed to them. The second chapter presents 

in chart form a brief survey of the scholarly literature on the purported 

karaite i dentity of the Ben Asher fa'lli.ly of masoretes . Rather than in

vestigating all t he arguments in detail, as has been done in ~he more re

cent articles, J have attempted to present a fairly cor.:pr ehensive annotated 

list of sources . The third chapter includes a fairly complete list of 

rabbinic vassages dealin~ with masoretic issues. In order to demonstrate 

the deep concern of the rabbis for masoretic issues, 1 have collected, 

organized, and vre sented as many rabbinic citations as 1 could find and 

have interpreted a number of t hem in some detail . ~ne rabbinic material 

for some of tne masoretic topics itself could be (and has been) sufficient 

for dissertations , lon ~er articles, or books . At the least this chapter 

provides a groundwork :or : urther study in tne field. The fourth cnapter 

is perhaps the most original, for it offers comparative masoretic , r abbinic, 

and karaitic "commentary" on a number of Bible verses . By considering and 

comµaring these interpretations, we may conclude that the masoretes were 
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familiar with or drew upon rabbinic writing of their day in commenting 

upon the Bible . Furthermore , some of the Bible interpretations which they 

offer through spelling or accentuation are contrary to Karaite writings or 

doctrine, or would seem at least more likely to sprir.5 from Ra.bbanite 

than from Kara.He Bible scholars and scribes . This collection of verses 

is but a start . rutw-~ studies may well (and hopefully) uncover mor e ex

amples . But they demonstrate how primary sow-ces can be used for evidence 

in these arguments . The conclusion of the thesis is the likelihood that 

the Ben Asher fB.!1'.ily of masoretes were not Karaites, or at least drew upon 

rabbinic mater ial in their wor k . 
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PREFACE 

The scope of this thesis co ;.·ers several disciplines . It deals with 

Bi ble and the biblical text , center ing on textual phenomena and manu

scripts. It attempts to discover how the tannaitic and amoraic rabbis 

felt about the transmission of the Bible . It concerns itself wi th Kara

ism and the beliefs of t he followers of this splinter sect . It focuses 

on the ninth and tenth century Tiberian masoretes and searches for their 

identity. It touches on some elements of rabbinic and karaitic thought 

an~ belief. It involves a segment of medieval Jewi sh history and the 

methodology advanced by scholars t .n discover its roots . 

Such a wide and diversifi ed topic carries with it the excitement of 

interdisciplinary creativity and the pitfall of dilettantism. It has per

mitted me t o draw upon a wide range of academic skills and disciplines 

and synthesize a variety of scholarly areas . Since I did not come to this 

undertaking with expertise in some of the areas, I have been privileged 

to work with and learn f rom exper ts, sharpening my own ideas and expanding 

my base of knowledge . 

From the outset of the research for this thesis , Dr . David B. 

1·Jeisberg has been both an :iJ'lspiration anci a guide . His keen mind and 

editor ial acl.llTlen have served well to challenge and develop ideas and pre

sent them more clearly t han l imagined possible. More than a thesis ad

visor, his devotion as peda5ogue and scholar bas provided me with an ex

ample to follow . His en~husiasm and love for the biblical text are con

tagious and have pr ovicied me with the encouragement to continue and pro

duce more than I thought 1 was capable of . Dr. I . O. Lehman has graciously 
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shared with me some of his vast knowledge of Jewish manuscripts . His 

background in masoretic studies and Bible manuscripts has greatly en

r iched my learning and constantly provided me with new insights . Rabbi 

Lawrence A. Hoffman has been of enormous help in dealing with the Karaite 

material . He has led me to sources, aided me in their use, and been 

available for discussion about many of the ideas in the thesis . Dr . Werner 

Weinberg has instructed me in the principles of Hebrew orthography and 

helped. me with some of the difficult German sources . While they may 

justifiably take credit for some of the good in the thesis, I alone must 

bear responsibility for the bad . 'fo my own Ms . L. I owe a debt of thanks . 

More than helpin& with style and patiently listening and waiting as the 

ideas and thesis developed, she has been a source of encouragement , in

spiration, and strength . To my parents and Rabbi Herman E. Schaalman, 

who have helped me choose the r abbinate and encouraged me to persist and 

achieve , this thesis is dedicated. 



fhe followinr abbreviations ;,re used throuehout. t.l1e tnesis for trac

t.ates of the falmud , other rabbinic writ.ings , and published books or 

journals. Unless other:...:i$e indicated, tile Babylonian Tall'1Ud is referred 

to . I have adopted the abbreviations employed by the Soncino translation : 

Ab . I.both 

ARN • Avot deP.abbi NFtan 

5. B. = Baba Bathra 

!3M = Paba Hezia 

Ber . .. Ber akot.h 

Bil) .. Biblia debraica , Jrd edit.ion 

B'i' = Sabyl~nian Talmud 

EJ .. EncyclopaediP Judaica lJerusalem, 1Y71) 

Erub . n ' Erubin 

nor . norayotn 

HUCA rlebrew uninn Colle~e Annual 

JE "' Jewish Encyclopedia 

JJS c Journal of Jewish Studies 

JQJt Jewish <;'.uarterly Review 

JT = Jerusalem Talmud 

Ket " Kethuboth 

Mer . Merill ah 

Xan . c t:enahoth 

l-'.G\o.J c 1-.onatsscn:-ift fiir Geschichte und •"issenscnaft des Judenthufl\S 
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Naz . = Nazir 

Ned . Nedarim 

Pes . Pes ahim 

R. H. ftosh Hashanah 

Rab, Rabbah {e. ~ . Gen . Rar . Genesis habbah) 

Sanh . Sanhedrin 

Sh ab . Shabb?.th 

Sof , = Sofer im 

S , o , S , Rab, = Song of Sone:s Rabbah 

Sot. Sotah 

VT = Vetus Testamentum 

Yeb . = Yebamoth 



CHAPTER I 

Few issues of Jewish scholarship have been debated with such intense 

obduracy as has the identity of the Ben Asher family of Tiberian masoretes . 

The question of whether these scholars of Bible tradition were Karaites or 

Rabbini tes has been hotly debated by some of the best scholars engaged in 

c.he scientific study of Judaism over the past hundreci years . The quest 

for the true identity of Ben Asher has involved scholars of varied inter

ests and fields: historians, such as Heinrich Graetz ; grammarians, such 

as Wilhelm Bacher; authorities on Karaism, such as Jacot- Mann and Samuel 

Poznanski; and scholars dealing with the masorah, such as ?aul Kahle and 

Aron Dotan . Through the century of scholarship many arguments and proofs 

have been offered, r efuted, and f or gotten on both sides of the issue. 

Many highly reputable scholars have simply ignored past research in this 

field• stating that masoretic "writings were of Karai.te origin •• • Now 

there can be no doubt about it . 111 Scholarly prudence and scientific 

caution have often been discarded in considering this question, and others 

have noted that "the point need now no longer be laboured that these Maa

sori tes were not Karait.es. 11 2 But before reviewing the scholar ly litera

ture on this point, a general swmnary of our knowledge about Ben Asher is 

in order. 

Most of what we know about Hoses and Aaron Ben Asher i s clouded in 

obscurity and scholarly disagreement. The few documents which form our 

sole sources of information about them have been disputed by experts not 

only regarding their interpretation, but also their authentic i t y. Sch(')l

arly interest in the Ben A:>ber family stems from Maimonides's acceptance 
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of their ruethodoloG.Y and scribal practices. In a discussion of cpen and 

closed sections of the forah, Maimonides writes: 

y 1,•0 ,go~ K1 ~ ,;~ a~ ,), ~ i•?y 1 J)DOW ,goi 
0·~w D',90 O' ,WY1 0y~ ,K ,,,) K10W o , ,XD) 

, ,,y, o•,go~ l l DD ~ ' l~? D'JW 0D)D o•?wi,•J 
') p,p,1 ,WK 1) 1~'l0~ ,g7 l')D10 7)~ i•0 

1p • ny0w 10) n1:, o•nyg 10•l~1 0J,~ D' JW 
:'n)?0~ •nJn)W ~,,n~ ,goJ 'n)DO i•?y1 

The copy on which we based oursel ves in these matters 
is the one Jmown in Egypt, which contains the t wenty
four books and which was in Jerusalem several years 
ago, serving to correct copies according to it. 
Everybody relied on it, for it was corrected by Ben 
Asher, who worked on it for many years and corrected 
it as many times as he copied it . I have relied upon 
it for the copy of the Torah ~hich I wrote according 
to the law. 3 

Some scholars have attempted to limit Maimonides's endorsement of 

the Ben Asher manuscript, pointing out that it refers only to toe open 

and closed sections .4 But certainly the scope of the statement in the 

Mishneh Torah goes beyond that . Since the publication of the Mishneh 

Torah in 1180,5 the Ben Asher codex has been deemed authoritative and 

been sought after by scholar and publisher alike. It is noteworthy thai: 

Maimonides does not mention any other masorete by name . He refe rs only 

to the great confusion which he encountered in viewing several different 

copies of the Eible. 

We would expect Mai1nonides to particularly mention Ben Nattali , the 

otner leading masorete of the period. Less than a century earlier, Ben 

Naftali (BN) was significant enough to be given equal treatment with Ben 

Asher (BA) in Mishael ben Uzziel's Sefer HaHilufim. This list of dif-

ferences between these two masoretes (or masoretic schools) is one of our 

only sources of information about BN. We have no extant manuscripts at-

... ,._.., ---· ~-~,,....._,...._ ... ------~ - -~ . - - - ~ 
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tributed to BN. In particular, we have no Bible codices definitely 

written by him. 6 rle know nothing about his lHe. rlis first name is 

unsure, disputed to be eitner Moses or Jacob ben David . 7 t.ven his host 

name bas been doubted by some: since Naftali is the son of Jacob born 

after Asher, the sequence Ben Asher , Ben Naftali resembles a standard 

series of names . Chaim Rabin has pointed out that such a coincidence in 

the names of these t wo masoretic schools (or individual masoretes) ~.J")uld 

indicate that Ben Naftali was merely an invention to systematize variant 

readings by attributing them to a common source. Indeed a parallel can 

even be cited in the Kufan school of Arabic gramma.r . 8 

If BN existed, he is asswned by most scholars to be a contemporary-

of Aaron ben Asher, living in Tiberias in t he nin:Oh or tenth century. 

We may furt.her assume that, like BA , there were probably several Ben 

Naftalis comprising a school of masoretes . We may consider that they 

wrote, pointed, and accentuated a Bible manuscript which is lost to us 

today, but wnich was known to Mishael b . Uzziel in the mid-eleventh cen-

tury. Ben Naftali's text is specifically mentioned in F..lias Levita•s 

1-fassoret HaMassoret (1538) as the accepted Bible text in the Oriental 

countries, 9 from which Levita excludes himself . Levita, in quoting 

Maimonides, accepts the Ben Asher tradition: 

And we , also, throughout all these colllltries , follow 
its [ BA] readings , whilst the Orientals adopt the 
text of Ben-Naphtali . 10 

Caspar Levias points out that the BA- BN division does not always corres

pond to that between Western and Eastern texts .11 Rabin goes one step 

further in stating that the lists of differences between BA and BN "reveal 

no systematic features, a.~d may be nothing but a gathering of traditional 

variants . 1112 It is noteworthy that in presenting the Maimonides quotation 
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which accepts the BA text , Levita felt obliged to mention the rival BN 

tradition and simultaneously label it as foreign . 13 Such an Eastern-

Western set of differences is alluded to in Abraham Ibn Ezra's (12th cen

tury) comment on Ex. 25:31, though neither BA nor BN is mentioned. 14 

Despite the attempt of Paul Kahle and others to uncover "pure" Ben Naftali 

manuscripts, we must conclude that no extant Bible codices may be attri

buted to BN with certainty.15 

If Maimonides and lbn Ezra knew of Ben Naftali, they dismiss him and 

his work with virtually no mention.16 Indeed, BN seems to have dropped 

into ~bscurity once Maimonides favored BA, except for the late sixteeuth 

and seventeenth century works of Mene~em di Lonzano and Jedidah Solomon 

Norzi. From the work of these two scholars , we know that the BN tra-

dition--or some remnant of it- -was still extant as late as the 17th cen-

tury. For in his masoretic conunentary on the Bible, ~at Shai (1626) , 

Norzi demonstrates a familiarity with both the BA and BN traditions. 17 

Just as Tiberias had emerged as the center of masoretic activity by the 

end of the ninth century, just as BA and BN had emerged dominant among 

the Tiberian masoretes by the beginning of the eleventh century, so BA 

18 emerged as the leading masorete by the end of the twelfth century. His 

was the authoritative text, the text to be copied. Despite the work of 

Mishael ben Uzziel and Norzi, BN, like many of the other early masoretes, 

faded into obscurity. As Ben Naftali lost prominence the differences be-

tween him and the other earlier masoretes blurred. Soon the earlier ma-

soretes were forgotten and all textual variants were ascribed to BN. At 

a later stage, the composite rival traditions attributed to BN were sup

pressed and lost, only to be reconstructed from Cairo Geniza fragments . 19 

Still we m~y well wonder why Maimonides (and the other medieval com-



5 

mentbtors) seem to support BA and to neglect BN. ?erhaps we could con-

elude that Maimonides did not know of the BN tradition . But Maimonides's 

thoroughness and its mention in the wor k of Mishael ben Uzziel would 

mitigate against the possibility that the BN tradition was unknown to 

Ma.imonides.
20 

Rather we must conclude that Maimonides probably knew of 

BN and included him among the "other masoretes" he mentions . He did not 

mention BN by name because he wished to establish as authoritative the 

work of his rival, BA. To include another name would have been confusing 

to the reader. Such &n explanation is fully consistent with the nature of 

the Mishneh Torah . It is a code, not a survey of opinions . Maimonides 

sought to establish law through the work, and he did so by presenting a 

simple point of view, often without citation or indication of opposing 

views. 21 Perhaps Maimonides ment,ioned BA by name to defend him from the 

attack by Saadiah Gaon in the latter's piyyut, Esa M1 shali. But such an 

opinion is conjecture, and the evidence is too scant to prove or adequate-

ly support it. 

While we may surmise about Maimonides 's motives and attempt to re-

construct the history of the BN tradition, one fact remains: after the 

publication of the Mishneh Torah in 1180, Ben Asher was the leading 

22 masorete . '!be prestige of the family and school bearing the name Ben 

Asher was raised by Haimonidesls preferential mention of the BA codex. 

Their work has remained desired, and the details of their lives continue 

to be the subject of scholarly interest . 1'he primogenitor of the family 

was Asher the Elder (died about 805), followed by: Nehemiah (died about 

830) , Hoses b . Nehemiah (died about 855) , Asher b . Moses (died about 880), 

Moses Ben Asher, and Aaron Ben Moses Ben Asher . 23 We know virtually 

nothing about any but the last two members of the family chain, Moses and 
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Aaron Ben Asher. Furthermore, what we know about this father and son is 

at best sketchy and unreliable. 

Moses Ben Asher, the father, lived in the second half of the ninth 

century. He is known as a scribe and masorete because of an extant Bible 

manuscript attributed to him. This manuscript (ms . ) is followed by a 

colophon which testifies that this codex was written in Tiberias in 895. 

The ms. is of the former and latter prophets, pointed, accentuated , and 

with masoretic notes. But these features of the ms. create many problems, 

for they deviate greatly from the methodology attributed to the BA school. 

Comp~ison of the ms. with the variant lists in Mishael b . Uzziel's Sefer 

HaHilufim demonstrates the following: in almost two thirds of the cases 

the ms. follows the reading assigned to BN, one third the BA reading, and 

occasionally its own independent reading. In nearly one fourth of the 

readings where BA and BN agree, the ms. differs from both of them. Were 

we not to know the scribe, we would asSUJ'lle it to be either BN or some 

other ruasoret e, but certainly not BA. 

Therefore we may well suspect, along with some scholars who have 

doubted the authenticity of the colophon, that this manu.script is incor

rectly attributed to Moses Ben Asner . 24 Otherwise we must assume that 

the tradition of ~ointing or scribal methodology differed between father 

and son, Moses and Aaron Ben Asher. A third solution to the problem has 

been offered by Aron Dotan . tle suggests that Moses Ben Asher wrote only 

the consonantal text, the pointing and accents being added by another 

scribe.25 Yet it does not seem reasonable that a masor~te-~whose chief 

concern would be with vocalization and accentuation--would leave those 

important and central aspects of his work to another scribe . How much 

less does it seem likely that he would seek assistance from a scribe be-
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longing to a rival school . ~erhaps the codex was attributed to Moses Ben 

Asher later in an attempt to indicate authenticity and assure survival. 

But it would be presumptuous to affirm or deny authorship without having 

viewed the document and relying on logic as the sole deciding factor. 

Other than this doubted Bible manuscript, we have no other works by 

Moses Ben Asher . His name is me.ntioned in an Arabic genizah fragment, 26 

and he is presumed to be the author of the famous "Song of the Vine." 

l'he presumption is based on the acrostic of his name formed by the first 

letters of the seven remnant verses . Since the poem is central to the 

alleged Karai~m of the Ben Asher family, it will be discussed fully below. 

Dotan states that "it would appear that he l Moses Ben Asher ] also wrote 

piyyutim • •• , 1127 but the comprehensive Davidson index of Hebrew poetry 

and piyyutim28 does not list hi.JTI. 

Regarding A·_ron Ben Asher (or: Aaron Ben Moses Ben Asher , Moses 

Ben Asher's son) we have more material and information. Most authorities 

agree that Aaron Ben Asher lived in Tiberias in the first half of the 

tenth century. 29 He is credited with having fixed the masorah: he final-

ized punctuation, accentuation, and marginalia. He is t he last of the 

Ben Asher family and is therefore the final redactor of the authoritative 

Bible texts which we now have . Certainly the masoretic endeavor continues 

to this day, with the careful comparison of Bible manuscripts and pains

taking preparation of new Bible editions. 30 But with Aaron Ben Asher 

closes one chapter in masoretic histor y; because of Maimonides's endorse-

ment of BA, it is a crucial chapter , one that bas been read and studied 

laboriously in the intervening mi.llenium. 

Aaron Ben Asher wrote several treatises on masoretic and grammatical 
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subjects, such as vowels, accents, and other diacritical marks . These 

treatises have been collected in Digduqe HaTeami.m, which has appeared in 

three editions: in the first edition of the Bomberg Rabbinic Bible 

(Venice, 1516-18 ); by Seligman Baer and Hermann Strack in lb79; and by 

Aron Dotan in 1967, reorganized and based on new materials. Aaron Ben 

Asher likewise compiled a list of eighty homonyms , which was incorporated 

into the end masorah and the anonymous masoretic work Oklah V'Oklah. 

With the aid of these treatises and the list of Miehael b. Uzziel, 

scholars have been able to evaluate the three Bible manuscripts attri-

buted to Aaron Ben Asher. 

These three codices have all. been claiJned--and doubted--to be the 

authentic work of Aaron Ben Asher. Together with the 895 Cairo manuscript 

of the prophets (:C), they form a locus of extant Ben Asher Bible codices: 

1. Leningrad Bl9a ( : L) , which is a complete Bible, copied by 

Jacob hen Samuel in 1008. 

2. British Museum Or lt44S (: B) , which comprises the major portion 

of the Yentateuch (Gen . 39:4 - Deut . 1:33) and is undated. 

3. The Aleppo Codex (=A), which is a complete Bible,31 pointed and 

provided with masorah . 32 

The Leningrad Bl9a Codex fonns the basis of the Biblia Hebraica3 

(:BH3), edited by Rudolf Kittel, ~aul Kahle, A. Alt , and o. Eissfeldt. 

As Kittel stated in his 1929 Foreword to the Biblia Hebraica3: 

in this edition, in place of the text of hen Chayyim or 
any other Masoretic te.xt resting on manuscripts of the 
thirteenth and fourteenth century A.D., there is offered 
for the first ti.me the text of ben Asher, several hundred 
years older, in the form in which MS . L gives it . At the 
same ti.me arrangements are being made for utilizing for 
this edition the two other standard MSS. known to belong 
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to the family of ben Asner : that in Aleppo, and the 
MS . of the ?rophets in the synagogue of the Karai~es 
in Cairo.33 

In his 1937 introduction to BH3, raul Kahle states that the Aleppo Codex 

was unavailable for use in preparation of the volume. He adds , however , 

that the Mishael b . Uz7.iel list in Sefer HaHilufim substantiated L as an 

authentic Ben Asher codex. Careful examination of the work of Mishael b. 

Uzziel proved for Kahle that : 

1. The Moses Ben Asher codex of the Prophets (C) cannot be called 

a characteristic BA ms.; Kahle resolved the conflict by con-

eluding that f atber Moses and son Aaron operated under different 

principles . 

2. The British Ymseum Or ~445 (B) codex is a Ben Asher manuscript . 

Kah.le concluded that B represents an early BA ms . , while 1 was 

a recension later in Ben Asher's life. 

Based on this information, Kah.le felt justified in using L as the 

basis of BH3. It was the oldest dated ms. of the complete Hebrew Bible, 

"the best available representative of the ben Asher text.n34 The new 

fourth edition of t he Biblia Hebraica, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, 

is similarly based on L. The new editors, Karl Elliger and Wilhelm 

Rudolph, state that 

the argument that it is still reasonable to use • • • L 
as the basis of an edition of the Hebrew Bible requires 
no substantiation whatever one thinks about its relation 
to the text of Ben-Asher. 35 

Lis still "the oldest dated MS of the complete Hebrew Bible .n36 

Perhaps this !'lore cautious and defensive statement reflects an 

attack on L and Biblia Hebraic! ) made by Moshe Goshen-Gottstein, in which 

he calls into question the authenticity of L as the BA-Maimonides codex, 

as well as the reliability of BH3. He further states that not only is A 
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a superior ms. to L, but also that A is more authentically attributable 

to BA. 37 The authenticity of L as a BA ms . was also brought into question 

by J . L. Teicher, who states that the codex represents an eclectic, not a 

genuine BA text . 38 Teicher further claims, on the authority of Strack, 

that "the text of this codex diverges from the Massor etic rules established 

by Aaron b. Asher.1139 

Between 1937, when Kahle called L "the oldest dated MS. of the com-

plete Hebrew Bible," and 1968, when Elliger and Rudolph quoted him, the 

long- sought-after Aleppo Codex emerged. Subsequent to the establishment 

of the State of Israel in 1948, the Codex was removed from its repository 

in Aleppo, Syria, and transferred to Israel, \olhere it is now kept . 4° For 

many years t he keepers of the ms . in the Old Synagogue had refused Bible 

scholars permission to photograph or even study it for long periods of 

time. 41 Only after the Old Synagogue in Aleppo was severely damaged and 

the ms. partially destroyed did the guardians agree to release the codex. 

1n 1960, lzhak Ben- Zvi, then ?resident of Israel, announced to "the Jewish 

public and the world of Biblical scholarship that the precious MS . has 

been found and is now in safe keeping . 1142 The announcement was made in 

the first volume of Te.xtus, the organ of the Hebrew University Bibl e Pro-

ject . This Project took as its principal t ask 

the publication of a reliable critical edition of the 
Hebrew Bible, based upon the vener able codex of the 
Ben Asher school until recently preserved at the Old 
Synagogue of Aleppo • • .43 

The Hebrew University Bible Project bas been working with the Aleppo 

Codex for at least fifteen years, 44 and still has not published any por-

tion of the "crit ical edition of the Hebrew Bible, 11 except in t he pages 

of Textus and other periodicals. While the scholars of the Hebrew Uni-
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versity Bible Project continue to prepare their critical edition in Jerusa-

lem, the scholars in Stuttgart continue to work--independently~on their 

critical edition, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. Currently, then, there 

are two new critical editions of the Hebrew Bible being prepared i.ndepend-

ent of one another, both presumably utilizing Dead Sea Scroll and ancient 

version materials: the Hebrew University Bible ~roject , based on the 

Aleppo Codex, A; and the Biblia Hebraica stuttgartensia, based upon the 

Leningrad Bl9a codex, L. 

The participants of the Pr oject clail'll that the Aleppo Codex is the 

same codex which Maimonides saw and wrote about in the Mishneh Torah. 45 

Their claim is based in large part on a fifteenth :entury commentator to 

the ¥ushneh Torah, Saadya b. Davia al-'Adeni, who states the association . 46 

But this identification of A as the BA codex which Mai.Dion.ides used has not 

met with universal scholarly accord . Most notably, ~rof. M. D. Cassuto, 

who was the last to see ~ne Aleppo Codex before it was partially destroyed 

in 19118 , and the only modern scholar to study it while it was still com

plete, denied the association of A with Maimonides. 47 

William Wickes, who viewed portions of A, concluded th.at 

the statement assigning this Codex to Ben-Asher is a 
fabri cation--merely introduced to enhance the value 
of the same,--and that the wtlole long epigraph • •• 
is untrustworthy and undeserving of serious notice.48 

Kahle attacks Wickes as being unable to make a critical judgement about 

the validity of the text;49 but his attack is less about Wickes than it 

is about his colleague Seligman Baer, and his predecessor Wolf Heidenheim. 

But Isidore Harris, on the other hand, accepts wickes's statement, without 

the slightest mention of influence of Baer or Heidenheim, and happily re

fers to Wickes as "this splendid scholar. 11 5° The scholarly doubt concern-

ing the authenticity of A was reinforced by M. Zobel who noted in the 1928 
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Encyclopaedia Judaica: 11Hingegen stammt eine dem A. [arons ] zugeschriebe

ne Bibelhandschrift in Aleppo nicht von ibm. 1151 

More recently Aron [or Aharon ] Dotan has raised serious doubt as 

to whether Aaron Ben Asher vocalized t he Aleppo Codex. Working from pub-

lished photographic reproductions, Dotan checked A for consistency. He 

compared the masorah to the vocalization of the manuscript and compared 

both of them to the other works of BA, particularly Diqduqe HaTeamim. He 

has detected inconsistencies and has concluded that the vocalization of A 

is not by Aaron Ben Asher . 52 At the very least, Dotan has demonstrated 

that the authenticity of A can be subject to doubt and shown that A cannot 

be used as the sole authority and representative of the BA tradition.53 

So challenging to the Aleppo Codex is Dotan's new edition of Dioduoe 

HaTeamim54 that the 1879 Baer- Strack edition of Diqduqe HaTeamim has been 

re~ssued , 55 complete with an introductory essay by D. S. wewinger entitled 

11'I'he Aleppo Codex or Digduqe Hatte 1 ar.rl.m?" The article i s an attack on 

Dotan •s methodology in his edition of Digduqe HaTeami.Jll, for the "clash" 
• 

between it and the Aleppo codex "is of such severity that they cannot exist 

side-by-side. 1156 It seems hardly coincidental that wewinger is "responsi

ble for 'Massorah studies 1157 on the new Hebrew University Bible Project, 

which is based, of course, on the Aleppo Codex. 

J . L. Teicher also dismissed the Aleppo Codex, saying that it was 

neither 

'Written oy Solomon b . Buya'a, nor pointed by Aaron b. 
Asher . The text of the Bible was written not earlier 
than tne eleventh or twelfth century, and the colophon 
at the end of it refers probably to another manuscr ipt . 
The Aleppo codex has no connect1on whatever with Ben 
Asher ' s model codex consulted by Maimonides in Cairo. 
It does not repre$ent the genuine Ben Asher text .58 

In response to Teicher's attack, Kahle ironicall.y defers to Cassuto ' s 



13 

opinion. Noting t hat "Cassuto bas not any doubt that the Aleppo codex 

is a real Ben Asher codex • •• ," Kahle puts off further discussion "to 

a,.ait the information Cassuto is able to give us . 11 59 

Another thorough account of the schols.rly history on this point is 

by Moshe Goshen-Gottstein .60 He supports Kahle 1 s attack on Wickes, cal-

ling it a refut ation and a~tempts to explain Cassuto 1 s "rashly" adopted 

--but often repeated--position of denial of authenticity to A. While 

Goshen-Oottstein1 s explanation is both ingenious and thorough, it is 

nevertheless open to question . The major problem confronting Goshen-

Got tstein js that Cassuto never explained why he felt that A is not the 

codex used by Maimonides . Cassuto seemed to avoi d giving pr oof for his 

verdict , saying at one point only that it was based on "technical rea

sons.1162 l n trying to reconstruct what those "t echnical reasons" might 

have been, Goshen- Gottstein notes that Hailllonides states that the number 

of lines in the Song of Moses (Deut . )2) must be seventy lines, while A 

sets out t he Song in sixty- seven lines. He surmises that when Cassuto 

"saw the MS at Aleppo, he was struck by this discrepancy and considered 

it such def ini te proof against the identification that he entertained no 

further doubts • 1163 Goshen- Gott stein goes on to show from manuscripts of 

the Mishneh Torah that Maimonides actually required 67 lines, the number 

70 being spuriously i ntroduced by l ater copyists (and perpet uated in the 

printed editions ) who sought to reconcile the text of the Misbneb Torah 

. 64 
with tractate Soferim. Cassuto 's supposed objection is therefore un-

founded, and A stands as ~he ms. which Maimonides used. 

But in dismissing ~"hat he felt must have been Cassuto•s "technical 

reasons, 11 Goshen-Gottstein builds an argument from silence. He admits 

that "Cassuto did not intimate hi.s reasons for disqw;,.lifying A from being 



the MS which Maimonides used. 116~ The halachic consideration attributed 

to Cassuto by Goshen-oottstein is a reason, which in his words, 11we must 

asswne. 1166 Goshen- Gottstein1 s attempt to confirm this assumpt.ion with 

remembrances from Cassuto's traveling cotnpanion-- "to the best of his re

collection11- -67 only underscores the flimsiness of the argwnent f r om 

si.lence. The simple truth is that we do not know why Cassuto denied the 

association between A and Maimonides ' s manuscript. As inventive as we 

might be in attributing to Cassuto (and subsequently disproving) likely 

objections, we can never be sure what his real reasons were . Goshen-

Gottstein manages to rule out other poss1ble objections because there 

would be "nothing easier for Cassuto •• • to state. 1168 But the nalachic 

reason attributed by Goshen-Gottstein seems to be just as easily stated as 

the other possible reasons which he rejects. 

One point, however , is clear: Cassuto 1 s objection to A is most 

likely based on the fentateucho.l section of A, for this is the only por 

tion of the Bible with which Maimonides cor.cerned himself. 69 Cassuto seems 

to have been so dissatisfied with the Torah part of A that he chose in-

stead Codex C, which does not contain the Pentateuch at all. Since most 

of the Torah section of A was destroyed since Cassuto examined it, we can 

never check his possible objections. We simply cannot compare A with 

Maimbnides 1 s specifications listed in the Mishneh Torah, except for the 

last seven chapters of Deuteronomy. It seems far too coincidental to me 

that Cassuto's only objection with A is to be found in those l ast seven 

chapters of the Torah-- the only remaining section of the Pentateuch which 

we may check for accuracy. Cassuto's verdict against A as the Codex which 

.Maimonides used must still stand, despite Goshen-Gottstein 1 s ingenious at-

tempt to neutralize it. 
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ln their attempts to explain away Cassuto ' s verdict against A, 

both Ben-Zvi and Goshen- Gottstein hint that Cassuto' s visit to Aleppo was 

brief anri his opinion hasty . Ben-Zvi stat;es that "unfortunately, the 

Aleppo congregation did not permit him l cassuto) to spend there more than 

a few days . 117° But Kahle, wh o corresponded with Cassuto after his visit. 

writes: 

Cassuto was able to study the codex thor oughly for a long 
time • • • We are therefore dependent for this codex on 
the information Cassuto has to give • • • By studying 
the codex thoroughly be came to the conclus~on that it is 
not very likely that it is this codex to which Maimonides 
refers . 71 

Goshen-rot r;stein call3 Cassuto's "hypothesis" an opinion "which he appar

ently adopted r ather rashly, 1 on the rebound. 1 11 72 Yet at least t wo years 

passed between Cassuto's visit to Aleppo in 1944 and the f irst statement 

in 19h6, and at least another year passed before Cassuto announced the 

opini on himself in January, 19L6. 73 Ben-Zvi and Goshen-Oottstein not~rtth-

standing, it would appear that Cassuto 1 s verdict was based on a thorough 

examination of A and was ce.refull.y considered before it was announced . 

Even more than Wi ckes1s, Teicher's, and Dotan's objections, Cassuto's opin-

ion must be regarded most ser iously because of his scholarly reputation 

and sin5Ular oppor tunity to examine the entire Aleppo codex . 

The t hird manuscript attributed to Aaron Ben Asher is the British 

Kusewn Or 44LS Codex (B) . Christian David Ginsburg t hought the text was 

written about 820-BSo , 74 and t he Masorah added about a century later, 

"probably • • • in the life- ti.me or the Ben- Ashers, circa A.D. 900-940 . II 75 

Ginsburg concluded that B was the "oldest Hebrew MS. yet known, 1176 and 

used it as the primary ms . fo r the Pentateuch portion of his Massoretico-

Critical Edition of the Hebrew Bible. 1n the marginal masorah Ben Asher's 
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name is listed without the benedictory phrase indicating tnat he would be 

dead. Ginsburg concluded, therefor e , t hat Aaron Ben Asher was still alive 

when the masor ah was added. Ginsburg noticed differences between this ms . 

and the text of Ben Chayim. But he erroneously assumed the Ben ChayjJn 

text to be that of BA, and assigned B to a period prior to Aaron Ben Asher . 

-zinsburg concluded the marginal signature of "the great master Ben Asher0 

was associated with the masorah only, added a century later. 77 Kahl.e ' s 

judgment, however, is that "der Kodex. ungefabr in derselben Zeit geschrie

ben ist wie die Masora. 11 78 By comparing the text with the readings listed 

by Mishael b. Uzziel, Kahle concluded that the codex was by Aaron Ben Asher 

"in his earlier period. 11 7 9 Kahle, then, would date the manuscript later 

than Ginsburg; but by attributing the codex to Ben Asher (which Ginsburg 

does not do), Kahle would seem to increase its value . According to Kahle , 

B is still older than L: 

the London MS . [BJ represents substantially a recension 
f r om the earlier period of ben Asher , while the Lenin
grad MS. [L] may be

8
5egarded as a recension from a later 

period of his life. 

The authenticity of B has been doubted also by Teicher , who noted that it 

"does not follow the genuine Ben Asher tradition. 1181 

In summary, none of the manuscripts attributed to Ben Asher is 

agreed upon by scholars as authentic and authoritative. None represents 

an unchallenged or even "pure" Ben Asher text . There is no scholarly con

sensus regarding any of the codices attributed to Ben Asher . 82 Indeed, 

Teicher has denied the authenticity of each of the manuscripts . 83 The 

attempts of scholars to establish these codices as authoritative and final 

has led only to frustration and confusion . Harry Orlinsky has described 

this scholarly process as 
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working witn manuscrip~s that are late and inaciequa~e 
and :;:9lf-contractictory; and it is improper and misleading, 
at tbis late date, to attribute to such manuscripts 
authority that they siJtlply do not merit . 84 

Orlinsky even doubts the rationale behind seeking a Ben Asher text: 

It should not be claiJTled that the text published [based 
on a given ms.] is t hat of Ben Asher , or of Ben Naftali 
• • • or the like, not onJ.y because none of these is .! 
priori any more authentic or 11masoretic" than any other 
but also because no such text is in existence ; the 
Aleppo Codex, Leningrad Bl9a • • • are full of Ben Naftali 
readings. Indeed, it may well be that all these manu
scripts exhibit a 11mixed11 text not because any of them 
were "pure" to begin with, until "contaminated•• by 
foreign readings, but because they were "mixed" (from our 
point of view) already at the outset.tlS 

These two points of Orlinsky would do well to direct the work of scholars , 

cri tics, and Bible readers alike= that we have no authoritative manu-

scripts, and t hat we have no 11pure11 manuscri!-ti> . Orl1'1sky goes one step 

further to even doubt the unquestioned assumption behind the quest for a 

"pure'' Ben Asher codex: 

'What is there inher ently in the masoretic work of the Ben 
Asher school tbat gives it greater authority tnan that of 
the Ben Naftali school? Why shoulci t he vowels, the dage sb, 
the maqqef ••• and the l ike, as used by Ben Asher's 
school be more acceptable to an editor of 11the11 masoretic 
text t han their use by Ben Naftali's school? (dad the 
matt er been left t o Saadia Oaon to decide, thi s tenth 
century scholar would have ruled vigorously in fa~·>r of 
Ben Naft ali as against Ben Asher ••• ) Surely 
Maimonides, authority that he was :i.11 matters of halacha 
and philosophy, was in no position to deal adequately 
with the problems of ~he rise of the Maaorah and the 
achievement of a masoretic text; so that if this notable 
halachist and philosopher is said to have derived from the 
school of Ben Asher, as one upon which everyone could de
pend, even if that manuscript could be identified with 
full confi dence, it would still have to be treated ~~e 
same as every other manuscript of the Hebrew Bible . 

If we can doubt Mailnonides's ability t o judge Bible codices , then surely 

we must doubt the ! priori superiority and authenticity of a Ben Asher 

codex, even if one existed. 

But the histor y of Hebrew Bible editions has focused not only on the 
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quest for the Ben Asher text. Many scholars and editors have sought to 

publish "the" masoretic text. Not only have there been scores of ancient 

Hebrew Bible manuscripts, but dozens of printed Hebrew Bible editions. 

L'l Ginsburg 1 s words, 

the Jews should have hailed with delight this 
invention [ of printing] as a Divine gift and sung 
its praises becau&e it enagled them to Jli\lltiply and 
circulate the word of God . 1 

And multiply and circulate they did , creating edition after edition, with 

many of them claiming unique authenticity, singular reliability as the 

Een Asher text , or unquestionable validity as "the" masoretic text. The 

proliferation of printed editions of the Hebrew Bible has resulted in a 

confusion of conflicting claims . Ginsburg lists and describes 24 such 

editions, up to the Bamberg Bible of 1$2)- 28.68 In his Prolegomenon to 

3insburg' s Introduction, Harry Orlinsky lists more than three dozen ad-

ditional editions, many of which claim to be "the" masoretic text. 6ut 

with all tnese editions, Orlinsky points out that "tnere never was any 

such thing as 'the masoretic text ' in existence. 1169 Nor is it possible to 

produce 11 the masoretic text" of the Bible in the future: 

While it is impossible ~ priori to achieve "the 
masoretic text" when none ever obtained, it would 
seem possible in theory to produce a Hebrew text of 
the Bible with the claim that it is derived from "a 
masoretic text" • • • 90 

Nor is any one masoretic list 

! priori more authoritative or "masoretic" than 
another • • • From the very outset there were 
different lists compiled by different scholars on 
the basis of different manuscripts; it is no longer 
possible to reconstruct the time and place and cir
cumstances of this process. 91 

''Masorah, 11 after all , means basically tradition and transmission. 

It refers to the ways in fthich the Hebrew Bible was handed down through 
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the generations . While the etymology of the word is in doubt , the idea 

behind it is clear. It is the concept of textual transmission reflected 

in Avot 1:1, where it is stated that 11Moses received t.he Torah f r om Sinai 

and handed it on to Joshua and Joshua to the elders and the elders to tne 

prophets .•• 11 The tradition was kept :intact by the exercising of ex-

t r eme care . Vowels and punctuation signs were fixed; sections were set 

and counted; verses were established; books were set in order; and even 

the letters were cour.ted. Rules for scr ibes were art iculated, and forinu-

las for accurate and consistent copying were listed . Today we have many 

of thes~ r ules , formulas, and lists. We know something about some of the 

men who had a hand in for mulating them and in carrying on the work of the 

masor ah . But most of tne work is anonymous , and much of what we know about 

the masoretes is sketchy and suspect. 92 Undoubtedly the gr eatest source 

of in.formation about their work is the product of their labor s , the Hebrew 

Bible itself. 

The word i1"1 1 00 is not or iginally Hebr ew, but comes from Aramaic . 

It ap.iJears in many forms in Hebrew and cognate literature, but it is a 

rare word in the Hebrew Bible . Its meaning t here i s taken from Ezek. 20:37 

(as- n '1oz:q) , the word being translat ed as 11 fe tter''93 or ''bring int o the 

bond of. n94 Caspar Levias points out that the vowels and accentuation 

actually fetter the text, for the fixing of pr onunciation limits exposi

tion . 95 Until modern times, the biblical word n, 1 oo was used by the 

masoretes to describe their activity, and was gradually replaced by t he 

current word i1 i; oo , 96 which ap,1Jeared for the first tillle in the six-..... 
teenth century. 97 The final meanin,s, however, seems clear enough : the 

verb form means to t ransmit or deliver; the noun means tradition or trans-

. . 98 nussion . 
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It is best to understand the masoretic process as a continuing pro-

cess, a growing and accretion which constantly incorporates into itself 

new insights with each new generation . Those who study Bible manuscripts 

and concern themselves with masorah are themselves masoretes, engaged in 

the same pr ocess as Aaron and Moses Ben Asher. Of course there are good, 

r eliable pieces of work and ~here are shams, with wide ranges of variance 

between them . But the basic process of studying and transmitting the text 

of the Hebrew Bible continues to this day. In our age we are confronted 

with the work of many masoretes, and the number continues to gr ow. iilhen 

we s~ek a universal masor etic text--11the 11 masoretic text--confusion in-

evitably results . 

To help us make sense out of this confusion, perhaps we would be 

wise to abandon our search for "the" masoretic text and adopt a more 

moderate approach . Manuscripts , like games, relate to one another :in a 

complicated manner . Some are dependent on others ~nd must be discounted 

as independent sources. The failure to realize this was Ginsburg 's 

shortcoming in his Bible edition, as Kahle points out . 99 But to presume 

that all masoretic or BA manuscripts must stem from a single discover

able Urtext is to be guilty of another shortcoming. l OO We should content 

ourselves to work with the manuscripts we possess and try to discern the 

family resemblances101 among them. They are complicated relationships, as 

can be seen by a comparison of the four BA manuscripts . Among these 

codices , "we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and 

criss-crossing. 11102 Rather than trying to discover which ms . is the 

father, we should attempt to group the family and uncover the similari 

t ies and r elationships between them. This is Orlinsky1 s point , 
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The scholc..rly opinion on the identity of the masoretes hes fluctuated 

~reatly in the past hundred years . F..xtreme stands were taken , evidence 

reevaluated , positions modified . The controversy has involved many of 

the best schol ars of the scientific study of Judaism and captivated the 

attention of students of histor y , Bible, Hebrew ~ramrnar , rn6Sorah , Karai.sm, 

C11 d Rabbinics . The centur y of scholarship divides into three per iods , 

each ending with the publication of a major Jewish encyclopedia, which at

tempted t.o summ&ri ze the opinion of the day . 

rhe firs~ period begins with 1860, when the masoretes were first be

lieved to be Karaites . This period continues until 1910, with the publi

cation of the Jewish Encyclopedia. It is characterized by a nearly even 

division in the scholarly world regarding the identity of t,he masoretes . 

The second period begins after the publication of the Jewish Encyclopedia 

and continues until the publication of the 1928 Encyclopaedia Judaica. 

During this period almost every scholar argued that the mosoretes were 

Rabbanites. In the history of the scholarship it is a period of reflect-

ion and unification. The third per iod actually befins with the r esumption 

of Jewish scholarship after v.·orld v.·ar II and continues through the publi

cation of the 1971 Encyclopaedia Judaica. The question remains unresolved 

and debated today, as the recent publica1.ion of the EJ de.n1onstrates . 

In the follow inc; charts, 1 have attempted to arrange the sources 

chronologically, placinr, t llem in the appropriate column depending upon 

their conclusion . Sources listed between the t wo columns appear to be 

undecided . 

21 
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1st Period: 1860-1910 

Karaite Rabbinite 

1860 - Pinsker1 

1861 - Pineles2 1861 - Schorr3 

1862 - FUrst L 

1871 - Gr aetz6 

1889 - Harris8 

1895 - GraetzlO 

5 1865 - Gottlober 

1871 - Oppenhei.m7 

1892- 9L - Harkavy9 

1895 - Bacher11 

1901 - Levias12 

Graetz was the chief spokesman in this period for the Karaism of Ben 

Asher. The main arruments he presents are as follows : 

1. Judah Hadassi , a Karaite , speaks of Ben Asher as a 

fellow Karaite. 

2. Ben Asher is referred to as "'IZl7.z:>,, , a Karaite 

title. 

J. The introduction to Diqduqe HaTeamim refers to BA as 

a i, ~ ~WZI , another Kar&ite term. 

li . Ben Asher seelTIS to have valued the Prophets and Hagio

grapha as equivalent in sanctity to the Torah . 

5. Moses Ben Asher's codex contains an epigraph claiming 

that he wrote the whole Bible for use in the synagogue . 

• 
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6. Saadiah Gaon attacks Ben Asher . 

On the other hand , Harkavy, Bacher , and others point out that Ben 

Psner writes fror.i a Talmudic point of view , makes use of rabbinic lanf!Uage, 

and draws upon Sefer Yezirah . The term ? ~ ::iwz:> is not an exclusively 

kare.itic title. Rabbinic doctrine is not uniformly against considering 

the Prophets and the Hagiographa as part of the 'l'orah. Maimonides 1 s en

dorsement of BA mitigates against Ben Asher ' s poss i ble Karaite a.ffilia

tion. 13 

* * * 
2nd Period : 1910- 1930 

Karaite Rabbinite 

1927 - Kahle18 

1913 - EppensteinlL 

1920 - Poznanskil5 

1920- 22 Mann16 

1926 - Mann17 

1928 - Zobel19 

Ln this period the arguments and evidence of the precedi ng generation 

are reexamined and evaluated . Some note that the Karaite documents which 

were edited by Firkowitz are suspect and nrust be doubted . Others attacked 

the generalization that all earlier Jewish erammarians and masoretes were 

Karaites . ~ahle , at Lhis stage, seems ambivalent on the issue and doubts 

whether it can be proven conclusively tnat the masoretes were either 

Karaites or Rabbinites . 



Third Period : 1930- 1972 

Karaite Rabbinite 

l95L - K1 c.r20 

1956 - Wieder 21 

1957 - Allony22 

1959 - Kahle
25 

1971 - Ben HayyilJl28 

1960 - Loewinger 26 

1957 - Zucker 23 

1957 - Dotan2L 

1960 - Ben-~vi27 

1971 Dotan29 

'rhis per iod bei;ins with the publication by Benjamin Klar of new rnanu-

script evidence that Saadiah Gaon in his piyyut Essa M' shali, 

was attackinf Ben As her, Klar and Wieder observed that in the Song of the 

Vine , Moses Ben Asher t r aces the history of t he masor etes t hrough the 

Elders of Bathyra . Klar and wieder maintain, and Kahle accepts , that the 

Elders of Bathyra are ''the s piritt:al ancestors of Kare.ism who had inher i 

ted the pr ophetic t r aditions and transmitted them to t.he Karaites . 113° 

Zu cker, on the other nand , qucs t ions the assertion that Saadiah Gaon di

rected his polemic at Ben Asher. Dotan summarizes all the arguments and 

s cholarly literature to date and argues convincingly not only that Ben 

Asher was not a Karaite~ bu t also that he was a Rabbinite . Using new 

manuscript materials, he has r eed i t ed Diqduqe HaTeami.m and has discover ed 

evidence of Ben Asher 1 s knowledfe o1 a.'1d dependence upon r abbinic li t era-
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ture . Dotan 's arp,ument is acknowledf?ed by l.oewinger and Ben Hayyim and 

accepted by Sen- Z¥i , althou~h Kahle either overlooked or i~nored it , or 

perhaps completed i'he CCLiro Geniza2 before Dot.an ' s article was available t o 

him. 

That the issue is still unres olved can be demone t r ated by reading the 

two articles on Moses and Aaro~ 8en Asher in the 1971 Encyclopaedia Judaica . 

Ben Hayyim writes there that Aaron Ben Asher was a Karaite and that Kara.ism 

was a family tradition. 31 In the very next article in the encyclopedia, 

Dotan notes that the Song of the Vine "contains one of the decisive proofs 

that M. Ben- Asher was not a Kar eite. 1132 These two articles bring testi

mony that scholarly opinion is still divided on the issue of the Kare.ism 

of the Ben Asher family . Throufhout the post hundred years of investivation 

into the question, evidence has been dee111ed by some scholars as clear and 

decisive , while others considered it unreliable. No doubt tne prospect 

that the Hebrew Bible was finalized in its current form by a member of a 

spljnter sect was jarrinr to many investirators into this question. Ii 

is possible that some of the scholars wno dealt w) t h this issue have 

soupht to 11rescue" the masoretes from the accusation of Karaism. 

Even with a massive array of evidence on both sides of the question, 

a sinfle scholarly cons ensus t1as not been attainable . Despite attempts 

to ''prove" tnat Ben Asher was lor was not) a r\.araite through manuscripts 

of his writings , of writinfs about him, of his tit.les and beliefs, no ap;ree

ment has been found . Perhaps the time nas come to seek other types of 

ev i dence : the r abbinic C?ttitude t..oWards masoreti c activity anci 11commen

t.ary" cont ained wi thin the Hebrew Bible itself. 



CfiAPT~ III 

The central question of whether or not the Tiberian masoretes were 

Karaites must depend on the association of their work with the rabbinic 

t radition. We have attempted to show that it is difficult to prove their 

affiliation conclusively, and the arguments and "proofs'' that have been 

offered based on outside sources have met with some reservations all 

around. The paucity of applicable Karaitic material anci our ignorance 

of the lives of Moses and Aaron Ben Asher make it virtually impossible 

for us to prove from external criteria whether or not they were KaraiteE. 

We cannot even establish generally-accepted criteria for proving i.heir 

association with the Karaite or Rabbc.nite movements, for often the two 

6I'OUps stood close together . Despite the attempts of many scholars to 

label the Ben Asher family, their identification based on external grounds 

remains doubtful . 

But we do know what they did, just as we have some likely samples 

of their wo~k . Even if each of the purported BA codices has been doubted 

at some point, we at least have a few likely examples of masoretic texts . 

Furthermore we can be fairly certain about the nature of the masoretic 

endeavor: spelling was fixed , letters and words were counted, vocaliza

tion and accentuation were added or finalized, variants were preserved, 

certain orthographic phenomena were noted and listed. Work towards a 

systematic grammar and concordance was begun in order to insure the con

sistency of the vocalization and accentuation. All these efforts were 

made to prepare accurate Bible texts, to preserve the words of scripture 

exactly and guard them from change. Such endeavors were Wlquestionably 

26 
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based on the sanctity of each letter anri diacritical mark. The under-

taking was jn divine service because every word, letter, and dot was 

ordained by God. 

We may well ask whether these masoretic values anri concern with ~he 

Bible would indicate Karaism, or whether the rabbinic tradition similarly 

involved i tself with caref'u.l scriptural transmission . was the 1118.SOretic 

enterprise alien to the interests and inclinations of the tannaitic and 

amoraic rabbis , or was this a concern shared by them as well? Were the 

masoretic endeavors following in "legitimate" rabbinic paths , or were they 

reflec~ive of an interest with the Bible which we nQght categorize as 

anti- rabbin ic? rhese questions may l<>ad us to a larger question, posed 

by lsidore Harr is more than eighty years ago : 

Were t he vocalisation and accentuation of the Scriptures 
construct ed independently of tradition ? Ko question 
can have a profounder interest for Jews than t his • • . 1 

The answer must grow out of an investigation of what the tradition is, 

how the rabbis viewed masoretic activity (albeit centuries before the Ben 

Asher family) . Harris admits that "the Massorites came to follow in the 

wake of Rabbinical t radition , and their system found • • • acceptance 

with the Rabbanites . 112 Yet he maintains that 

men who devoted themselves to Biblical studi es were often 
••• set down as Karaites; the name K"lp being often 
applied in Talm~dic literature to one who had made a 
special study of Scripture, l i ke R. Chanina K"lp 

(Ketuboth S6a, raanith 27b) , and Levi bar Sisi (Jalkut on 
Hosea, no . 533) .3 

Certainly Harris could not have meant to imply the anachronism that these 

two early Amoraim were Karaites, since the Karaitic movement was not be-

gun by Anan hen David until one hundred years after the completion of the 

Talmud and five hundred years after these rabbis l i ved. The Jastrow 

dictionary.ti anci. Soncino t ranslatior? render this word X"lp as "Bible 
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teacber, " considering it a sim}Jle noun of vocation, not a denigrating or 

ostracizing appelati on. Yet tiarr is indicates that 11 one who had made a 

special study of Scripture" would be so unusual as to merit a special 

title. rlut a thorough investigation of the rabbinic literature will re-

veal , I believe, that biblical study was not extraordinary, but common-

place , and that the Mas~retic endeavor was generally of concern to the 

rabbis . 

A methodological note is in order here . What I have done in this 

chapter is to collect rabbinic citations mentioned in a number of sources. 

I have or ganized, classified , and presented them in an attempt to arrive 

at a r abbinic understanding of thE biblical text . w'hile 1 h~ve made a 

great effort to be complete, there are undoubtedly many citations which 

have escaped my attention . Purthermore, generalizat ions f r om such a 

compilation are frequently doubtful . With a corpus of mater i al as vast 

and diversified as the rabbinic literature, generalizavions must be made 

cautiously. Often opposite conclusions can be reached by two reputable 

scholars dealing with essentially the same literature, since it is so vast 

and varied. Un the relative sanctity of the three sections of the Hebrew 

Bible (Torah , t rophets, and Writings ) , we find two acknowledged authori-

ties articulating opposi te statements on what the rabbis believed. 

Kaufmann Kohler writes: 

the pr ophets and other sacred books were looked upon only 
as mea.'1s of "opening up" or illustrating the contents of 
the Torah . These other parts of the Mikra were declared 
to be inferior in holiness, so that, according to the 
Rabbinical rule, they were not eveQ allowed to be put into 
the same scroll as the Pentateuch.6 

Compare the words of Solomon Schechter : 

• • • the term Torah is not always confined to the Penta
t euch . It also ex-tends , as already indicated, to the 

~~ - ....... ~~~- .._...... - -.-...-. __ _ ·----· -·- - . - ---- ~ . ,.. 
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whole of the Scriptures on which the Rabbis ' laboured' 
with the same spirit and devotion as on the Pentateuch. 
For indeed 'the Torah is a triad, composed of Fentateuch, 
~rophets , and Hagiographa. '~ve I not written to these 
three things in counsels and in knowledge? 1 7 

Therefore I am not pr esuminJ here to pr esent a comprehensive and 

authoritative statement on t be r abbinic understanding of the biblical text . 

Rather I am attempting to demonstrate that the masoretic endeavor is con-

sonant with that rabbinic understanding. 1 am trying to show that toe 

activity of the masor etes was in keeping with the rabbinic tradition . 

W'nile l have assembled over two hundred citations to attempt to prove this 

poin~ , I re<llize that it may not r epresent the dominant view of the rabbis, 

though it cannot be disputed that it repr esents a viewpoint that is au-

tnentically rabbinic and widespread. The search for "the rabbinic opinion" 

may be as quixotic an endeavor as t he search for 11the masoretic taxt" (see 

Chapter 1 , pp . 16- lb and 20. ) . 

We may begin by noting that , in addition to R. Chanina and Levi bar 

Sisi, there were a nwnber of other rabbis who were concerned with Bible 

study and transmission . R. f!ananel "'as cieclared to be "quit e qualified 

8 to write the whole Torah by heart" (Meg. 18b) . R. Samuel b. Shilath was 

9 known for teaching Bible to young children (B.B. 8b, 2la; Ket . 50a) . 

Most notewor thy of all was R. Meir, a scholar and scribe of great repute 

l U 11 
( 1 Erub . 13a, So~ . 20a), 11 a good copyist of the very best . " 

Moreover , tne work in l-lhicn they were engaged was viewed as very 

important by the rabbis . fhe scribe is cautioned to be careful, for his 

occupat ion is sacr ed. Should he omit or add a single letter, he would 

destr oy the entire universe (~ot . 20a, ' Erub . l)a) . One example which ~he 

r abbis used in discussing this point was the dalet in the word "ehad11 in -
Deut . 6: ~ , the Shema. The rabbis deemed it praiseworthy to extend the 



30 

recit.ation of the individual wor d nehad," one. But this must be done 

wi t h special care not to mix up the dalet and the bet, lest the word 

enad be misunderstood for the word aner, whicn means other (Ber . 13b) • . 
Were you in error t o change dalet to resh , causing ehad to become aher , . . 
you would destroy the world (Midrash Song of Songs 5:11) . Indeed Deut . 

6:4 is viewed as a pa.racligm that changin5 even one letter of the Tor ah 

can bring about destruction of the world , for such a simple change would 

bring about a blasphemous reading (Lev. Rabbah 19:2; Gen. Rabbah 1:1) . 

Consequently the rabbis expound upon the inportance of the scribe1 s work . 

rie must take pre~autions against a fly ' s perching on top of a dalet and 

blotting out part of it, thereby creating a res~ (and bringing about the 

destruction of the world) . Therefore , a special ingredient , called 

vitriol , is put into the ink , to preserve t ho proper letterins and the 

world. It is noteworthy that the masoretic texts have this word with a 

majuscule dalet , as if to guard against the possible error which the rab-

bis warned against on this particular word. It is hardly coincidental 

that the very letter about which the rabbis expressed concern was written 

oversi zea by the masoretes, as if to guard a~ainst the destr uction of the 

world by such a hypothetical fly. 

Just as the rabois dwelt on words and letters, tney called attention 

to the great ca.re which must. be taken in writing books (l'es . 12a) •12 A 

book of the Bible which is not corrected is referred to as "unrighteous-

ness, 11 and r.iay not be kept longer than thirty days (Ket . 19b) . Rabbi 

Akiba hi.~self empnasized the importance of a corrected Torah scroll13 and 

urged R. Simeon to teach nis son from a revised Bi ble copy {res. 112a) .14 

riow close this correction process corresponds to Maimonides ' s description 

of the Ben Asher codex: 
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it was corrected by Ben Asher, who worked on it for 
many years and corrected it as many t:ilnes as he 
copied it .15 

It was Rabbi Akiba who also said 11I'lasorah [or t radition] ia a fence 

around the Torah" (Ab . J : lJ) . 16 Rober~ Jordis has pointed out17 that 

Akiba uses t he word masoret as a generally fatniliar term, indicating that 

the rnasoretic process was lmol•n in his time (first half of the second 

century, C. E. ) . The rabbis were familiar not only with the term 

but also with the term scribe . It is the sc r ibe who maintains the fence 

around the Torah, pr otecting it from change . ln seeking to discover the 

nature of scribal work, the rabbis set out to find the etymology of the 

Hebrew word i !l ' o , (scribe) • They interpreted the root meaning to be 

f rom the verb 1:; c , to count. rbe rabbis understood the scribes 

( o , , ~ 'o ) to be counters of lett.ers {iiag. 15b, Kid . JOa) •18 rlow well 

the rabbis understood the masoretic process, in which time was s~ent 

counting not only letters, but also words and verses . The Amoraim f urther 

enumerated the functions of the scribe . Their responsibilities would in-

elude fixing pronunciation, cancelling the ~ conjunctive, indicating 

which words are read but not written, and which are written and not read 

(Ned . 37b- 38a; Sofri.m 6:8- 9) .19 Apart from indicating the duties that a 

scribe would have , the rabbis themselves engaged in the activity of wor d 

counting and concordance formation. The rabbis enjoyed pointing out ad-

ditional scriptural occurrences of words in the verse they were expounding, 

and based some of tneir hermeneutic princivles on this analytic technique. 

Furthermore, they counted occurrences of given words in th.e Bible, much as 

the masoretes did . In 1 £rubin 17a, they build a midrashic explanation on 

the fact that the word n ~VJx "l.:J occurs three ti.mes in the Bible. In Pes. 

10J- 104a, the r abbis explain that the Havdalah service mentions separation 
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three times because that is the number of occurrences of the word ?-; ::ii l 

in the biblical text. 20 Nahum of Gimzo, Akiba's teacher, used the prin-

ciples of "amplifications and restriction'' in his exposition (Shebu 26a; 
21 

Hag. 12a . ) Another of the generation preceding Akiba, Simon the Amson-
• 

i te, expounded the occurrences of the particle n~ in the Bible (Kid. 57a; 

Pes. 22b) . 22 lnasrnuch as the rabbis were cogni zant of the need to co\ll'lt 

letters and word~, and engaged in this practice themselves, we may safely 

infer their deep interest with the details of the biblical text . More 

than just piously stating that Torah speaks in the language of men (Sifre 

on Num. 6:3) 23 or setting down the rule that the literal meaning of the 

biblical text is primary (Shab. 63a) , 2!i the rabbis became involved with 

the language of the text itself, its details and elements . 

They counted letters. In the name of h. Jochanan, the rabbis noted 

the number of large and small lett ers (Meg. 16b; Sof . 9:1- 7). 25 In the 

name of R. Nachman, they mentioned odd letters, such as the split or 

rniniscule ~ in Num. 25:12 (Kid. 66b) . 26 They discussed the taggin, or 

tittles on certain letters (Menachot 29b) , 27 special signs (Sifre 84) , 28 

and isol ated letters , or inverted nuns, in Num. 10 :35- 36 and in Psalms 107 

(Shah . 115b, R.H. 17b, Avot Rabbi Natan 34:4, Sifre Num., ch. 84, 

Sofrim 6:1) . 29 Each of the suspended letters in the Hebrew Bible is 

mentioned by the rabbis: the suspended nun in Judges 18:30 (B.B. 109b; 

ARN 34:4 and 37; Mechilt.a, Yitr o, I ; JT Ber . 9: 2- 3, l)d; JT Sanh. 11:7; 

S. o . S. Rabbah 2:S) ,30 the suspended ~s in Ps . 80:ll, and Job 38 :13 and 

15 (Pes . 118b, JT Sanh . 10, Jb) . 31 On the dotted letter s over fifteen 

words in the Hebrew Bible, the r abbis expounded and listed. Rabbi Yose 

said ther e is a point over the he in :'ipn "l (Num. 9:10) to indicate that 

the word means not really distant, but only as far as beyond the threshold 
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. 32 or the Temple Court (Mishnah Pes. 9: 2) . The rabbis prepared a compre-

hensive list of all the dotted words in the Torah (Sifre Num. 69) 33 and 

used the dots as evidence for their interpretations. They were not only 

aware of the orthographic phenomenon, went through the masoretic process 

of listing and counting them (ARN 34) , but also considered them divinely 

ordained and an integral part of t.he text of the Hebrew Bible . The exten-

sive rabbinic commentaries on these dots and the verses in which they ap-

pear, their source and dating, are dealt l.1.th extensively by Romain Butin, 

Lieberman, and Ginsburg.34 Lieberman points out that the rabbis noted and 

used the dots , viewing them as "sign[s] calling for special interpretation," 

just as "everything unusual in the script of the sacred text . 1135 

O!:ten , though , it was not the unusual but the conunonplace which caused 

the r abbis to comment about the orthography of the biblical text . The rab-

bis traced the history of the rise of the square Hebrew letters (Sanh . 22b) 

and created stor ies explaining why some letters have final forms (JT Meg. 

I:9) .36 Some concluded that the final (or double ) forms ~ere originally 

given to Moses on Sinai, forgotten, and subsequently revived (Shabbat 10/J ; 

Meg. 2b- Ja) . 37 The rabbis similarly concerned themselves with the matr es 

lectiones, and the differences between plene and defective writing . They 

sought methods of remembering which words were written in each way 

{Sof. 7) ,38 and built many Midrashim around the orthography of certain 

words . 

ni!loo 

'!'hey pondered inconsistencies in spelling, such as in the word 

(Sanh . Lb)J9 and attempted to clarify ambiguities which re-

sulted f r om an unpainted text, as in the possible singular or plural read

ing of the word n' lo {Men. J IJa- b ) . /JO They recognized words where 

the orthography or pointing was difficult or doubtful (Ned . lOa on I Ki . 

21:33; Pes. 16b on Ex. 12:46) , 1.U and compound words, such as ~ ,, ) ~n 
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ll2 which may be written as one word or two (Pes . 117a; JT Meg. 1:9) . As 

Gord.is has pointed out , they even understood dialectic variations well 

enough to build a midrashic interpretation on the interchangeability of 

guttural letters (Gen. Rab . 15:12 and Deut. Rab . sec . 2) . 43 
So keen was 

the rabbinic interest in Hebrew orthography that we have a midrashic col-

lection based on bomiletical interpretations of plene and defective 

spellings , as well as other spelling changes. Dotan dates this a7,.Tt> 

n 1, • n ' ' n l i, on as a ninth or tenth century collection, corresponding with 

the time of the Ben Asher family of masoretes, but offers no proof or dis

cussion of the datiilg.44 J . D. Eisenstein mentions the midrasbic collec

tion , but offers no date or place of compjlation .45 Letters and spelling 

were of interest to the rabbis . They noted the col'lll'llon variations and the 

unusual phenomena, offered explanations for some and interpretive mid.rashim 

for others . Acting as masoretes , they counted and compared, pointing up 

inconsistencies and dealing with them as best they could. 

Paul Kahle points out tnat the pronunciation of the aspirated BuDKPT 

letters was different in the Tannaitic period than in the post-Masoretic 

period. Raba enumerates in the Talmud (Eer . 16b)46 eight places where a 

special effort must be made at accurate pronunciation, since the last let-

ter of the first word and the first letter of the second word are identi-

cal. But since two of t he ex.amples he mentions involve BGDKPT letters 

which talce a dagesh (bet and peh) , ther e would not be any problem in pro

nunciation in the post-Masoretic period (or per haps even earlier) . 47 

Since t he introduction of the dagesb lene , the final feb and~ would be 

pronounced differently from the initial peh and bet, and no confusion 

could result . But rather than dwell on the differences in pr onunciation 

between early and late Hebr ew, we should note that the masoretes, in estab-

\119- ---r""- __.. _____ - ----
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lishing and fixing tbe dagesh and raphe, were able to differ entiate more 

clearly i n reading. Raba would surely have been delighted at the intro-

duction of a mark which would ensure clear pronunciati on of at least some 

of the pr oblem verses he mentions. Again, the Amora and the masorete 

seem to have the same goal in mind. 

Just as letters were of co~ern to the rabbis , so they concentr ated 

on vowels . The rabbis raised the quest i on anci debated whether the tra-

ditional text of the Bible should be with or without vowel points (Sifra 

on Lev. 12:7 ) and conclude<i that the vocalized text is authoritative 

(Sanh . 11a ) . 4B Yet elsewhere in the Ta.llllud (B.B. 2.la- b) , we read an anec-

dote wnich speaks of a confusion betwePn t wo possible readings ;:J ! (re

member) or ,:i T (male) . Such an event can only make sense if we assume 
f ' 

that there were no vowels in the Bible at the time of the rabbis . 49 

Furthermore, in the post- Ta.lllludic tractate Sofrim, t he r abbis find it 

necessary to offer an ex-planation why there are no vowel points in the 

bibl1cal text (Sof . 4:6- 9) . The r abbis further interpreted the wor d 

nl , 1pl , the word meaning vowel points, as stylus lines on parchment, 

thereby evidencing that there were no vowels in use at the ~ime (S.o.s . 

Rab. l:ll ) . Yet in commenting on Neb. 8:8, t he rabbis in four parallel 

passages indicate that vowels might have been in use at the time. The 

rabbis askeo the meaning of the verse in Nehemiah: "And they read from 

the book, f rom the Law of God clearly; and they gave the sense, so that 

the people understood the reading. " (Neh. 6:8) The Rabbis saw four ele-

ments in the verse: reading in the book, distinctly, giving the sense, 

and causing tne people ~o under stand . Reading in the book was understood 

as miqra, or scripture. Clearly or distinctly was understood as t r ans-

lation . }iving the sense referred to verse divisions or accents . Causing 
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the µeople t o understand the reading refers to accentuation
50 o~ masorah, 

the decisions (o~y~j00 ) or the beginning of the verses51 or verse be

ginnings, reasons , and masorah. 52 It would seem that t he vowel signs would 

be fixed before accentuation and cert ainly before the masorah that is 

mentioned . We may, however, infer that the masorah referred to is the 

vowel signs, or we may conclude that the vowel signs were understood to 

exist at the ti.me. In any case, we must note thei.r exclusion in these 

four rabbinic passages, where we might expect them to be mentioned. 

Either they were too trivial to be mentioned, or they did not exist at 

that t.:.me . By the mid- ninth century we know from Natronai Gaon that vo'!Yel 

signs were established. In mentioninto, the vowels, Natronai interestingly 

notes that t hey were marked by the Sages, not given at Sinai . A cautious 

conclusion for us would be that the vowel signs were a concern of the 

rabbis, even if they did not consistently acknowledge their existence . 

Even if we cannot be sure if they had a vowel system, we can sense the 

rabbis ' interest in such a system and the problems it would solve. 

The r abbis' concern for proper reading extended into the area of 

accentuation. We have further evidence of the existence of some kind of 

accentuation system at the ti.me of the rabbis . As mentioned above, the 

rabbis interpreted the words in Neh. 8:8 "causing the people to understand 

the reading 11 as accentuation and masorah (or , perhaps, masoretic notes ) 

(Meg. )a, Ned. 37b) . 53 The rabbis further stated that one should read 

Bible and Misnnah with a melody (Meg. 32a), indicating that such a melody 

was known to th~m. 54 In interpreting Eccl . 12:9, the rabbis understood 

that in teaching the people knowledge, Kohelet was a~tually teaching them 

the accentuation signs ( 'Erub. 2lb) . 55 'fhe teaching of accentuation signs 

is further mentioned in Ned. 37a. A rabbi or teacher of children cannot 
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receive pay for teaching the Torah, which would be using the Torah for 

his own support . But the rabbi can be paid for teaching the accentuation 

signs, a statement l.'bich implies that the notes existed.56 ~ven the hand 

which pointed to the accentuation signs took on special importance. The, 

right hand is more important than the left and should not be used for 

cleaning oneself , fot it is used to point to the accents in the scroll 

(Ber . 62a) . 57 This comment not only indicated the existence of accentu-

ation signs at the time, but also :Ur.plies that they were acceptably 

written in the Torah scroll. 

A systPm of verse division was also in existence at the time of the 

rabbis, and they commented on it. Clearl y t.he Mishnah which sets the mini-

lltUlJ1 requirement of three ver ses for a Torah reading implies the existence 

of verses at the time (Meg. 4:4).58 In Exodus Rabbah (2 :6, to Ex. ):4) 

the verse divider ( po!:> ) is mentioned explicitly. The Talmud mentions 

marks called seruoin, or intermittances, and Rashi comments that at the 

begirmin.g of the verse the full text was ~Tit.ten , but only initials were 

written at the end (Git . 60a ) . 59 Such a system of shorthand was based on 

a division of the text into verses at the time . Sofr im 3:7 indicates that 

the sign separating verses may occur at the end of a verse or at the begin-

ning. But books which are punctuated with the verse marker s at t he begin-

nings of the verse should not be read. In several places, the rabbis 

mentioned five places in the Eible where verse aivisions are unsure , there-

by indicat ing that not only were they accustomed to such verse divisions, 

but also that tney used them to understand the meaning of the text. 

1''r orn an examination of t hese rabbinic pas sages , we may be able to 

sense t hat t he rabbis wer e deeply inter ested in what we may call t he 11maso-

retie endeavor. 11 Additional ly, t he rabbis conunented extensively on textual 
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variants , such as Qere-Ketiv doublets . '!'hey wove lerends about the af:!e 

and composition of Lhe Bible and attributed the most ancient status to 

the various textual phenomena. We ma..v conclude from this invest ipation 

that it is likely that the rabbis were deeply concerned with the accurate 

transmission or the tP.xt of the Bi ble. Their interests and the i nter ests 

of the masoretes form a common locus . Fr om this we ma,,y under stand that 

the masoretic endeavor was far from a r evolutionary anti- rabbinic undez·

t.aking. hat.her it was in the mainstream of rabbinic thourht and concern. 

It was t r aditional . 



CHAPTER IV 

We have seen that the best sources of inJormation about the masoretes 

a.re their works, primarily the masoretic texts. While we may be unable to 

find a single certain candidate for 11the 11 masoretic text, we are neverthe

less able to use our better Hebrew Bibles as pr:iJllary sources of informa

tion about the men who pointed and preserved them. it/bile most of the 

masoretic work centered around preserving a received text of the Bible, 

occasionally we encounter ver ses where t he masoretes seem to be commenting. 

Perhaps the verse was already widely- lmown, ha11ing been the center of a 

rabbinic controversy. Perhaps we wolUd expect the plain meaning of the 

verse to dictate one method of accentuat i Jn, and yet we find another in 

the Bibl e . Perhaps, as we have noted above, we finp variances from the 

verse as it is cited in the rabbinic tradition . Perhaps certain masoretic 

phenomena indicate that the verse received and should be read with special 

attention. 

I have her e isolated a number of such verses, where the masoretes 

seem to be commenting, and have compared their commentary to rabbinic and 

karaitic interpretations of the same verses. I have attempted to be cau

tious in ascribing commentary to the masoretes , using several editions of 

the Hebrew Bible, secondar,y corranentators, and logic to check for accuracy. 

After noting the verses, I have attempted to trace them through rabbinic 

and karaitic literature to determine if the verse comment tends to fit in 

with either interpretation and understanding of the verse . Accordingly, 

l have tried to conclude whether we can classify the masoretic comment as 

either possibly rabbinic or possibly karaitic . 

)9 
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Clearly the list is far frorri exhaustive. The search for such verses 

which incorporate not only masoretic ''commentary, 11 but also rabbinic and 

karaitic interpretations) is difficult detective work. ::iimply finding spe

cific issues where Karaites and Rabbanites differed is no mean task. It 

is consequently quite rare where such differences relate to the specific 

reading of a Bible verse, eS}Jecially a verse which carries a masoretic 

comment. But apart from thei.r rarity, such verses are extremely valuable 

for our study. 'l'hey indicate concrete examples where the masoretes took 

a svand on an issue and incorporated thei.r position into the very text of 

the Hebrew Bible. 

Our first case in point. is I Sam. 3:3. Here the accent division of 

the verse seems contrary to the meaning of the words: 

~j~ ?K,DWl ~~j' 0,0 D,~7~ iJl 
A 
:o~~7M ll,K OW i0~ '~ 7j~~~ 

The lamp of Jod was not yet gone out 
and Samuel lay down; in the Temple 

1 of the Lord, where the ark of God was. 

The ''natural" accentuation would produce this translation: 

The lamp of God had not yet gone out, 
and Samuel lay down in the Temple of 
the Lord, where the ark of God was, 

thereby shifting the major accent of the verse, or atnach, back two words. 

What explanation can we offer for a masoretic accentuation of the verse 

which seems contrary to the pl<Un sense? The answer can be found in the 

Babylonian Talmud, (Kid. 78b) where the rabbis note that Samuel should not 

have been sitting in the Temple. The pr ivilege to sit in the Temple was 

reserved for kings of the house of David, and no one had the privilege to 

sleep ther e . Accordingly, the rabbis understood the verse contrary to the 

simple meaning of the words so as not to perpetuate in Scripture a descrip-
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tion of a clearly scandalous situation. They understood the verse to read: 

rhe lamp of God had not yet. gone out, 
:in the Temple of the Lord, and Samuel 
lay down in his place. 

Rashi points out that we are forced to understand this verse accord:ing to 

the Gemara because the Temple was the sol e province of the Levites who 

guarded it and that Samuel would ~ot have been permitted to sleep :in the 

Temple court. 

rhe Talmud clearly offers a theologically conditioned reading of the 

verse in question , and this was accepted by the masoretes and has been 

t ransmitted to us in our Hebrew Bibles . 2 In so accentuating the verse, 

the masoretes introduced a comment, perhaps even altered the meaning, and 

corroborated the rabb:inic understanding of the verse . 

Our second example, Gen. 49:6-7, is one of the five verses which the 

rabbis listed as be:ing of unsure division (Yoma 52ab) . The word in ques-

tion is ., , ·ut , or cursed; the question is whether it should be read as 

the last word :in verse six or as the first word in verse seven : 

:, ,~ ''PY oJi ~,~ l ~,~ l l~~ o~~~ ,~ 

. .. nn~p ,~ on,~y, lf ,~ o~~ ,l,~ 

The former reading, contrary to the masor etic text , would indicate: In 

their anger they slay men; at their will they maim cursed oxen . The se-

cond reading, followed by the rnasoretic text is: When angry they slay 

men; at their will they maim oxen; cursed be their anger so fie r ce . 

The difficulty of the verse i s attested in several places: in Yoma 

S2ab; in ..techilta,.3 where the five enumerated ver ses appear again and are 

explained; in Meg . 9a 1 where )t is listed as one of the verses changed by 

the translation of the seventy- two elders. The translation there lessens 

the charge against S:iroeon and Levi: For in their anger they slew an ox 
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for "men" so as to make the sin of these two brothers less severe. The 

alternate reading given in the Mechilta and Yoma similarly tones do;m the 

offense. Slaughtering cursed oxen would certainly be less culpable than 

simply killing them at will. 

Perhaps the resultant reading "cursed oxen11 would refer to an animal 

ritually llnclean for slaughter but killed or sacrificed nevertheless. 

Such issues of ritual purity and impurity were among the most hotly debat

ed by Karaites and Rabbanites. The Karaites rejected the oral tradition 

regarding ritual slaughter, though the Rabbanites, in response , traced jt 

back to Sin~ calling it a primary revelation. S In later times t he Kara

ites would neither buy from rabbanite butchers, nor eat food .from rabban

ite tables.6 The different standards of ritual purity of meat drove 

Karaites and Ra.bbanites apart, greatly fragmenting the Jewish conununity . 

lf a Karaite were commenting in punctuating this verse, he might delight 

in the opportunity to create the sin of slaughtering cursed oxen in the 

text of the Bible. 

But the verse is punctuated to the contrary interpretation. The 

raasoretes chose to place "cursed" in the following verse, rejecting the 

opportunity of either lessening the sin of Simeon and Levi or specifying 

it further as improper ritual slaughter. Ra.shi (Yoma 52b) interprets the 

rejected phrase "cursed oxen" to refer to Canaan, l<Jho is cursed in Gen. 

9:2S. Perhaps, if such a traditional interpretation was known at the time 

of the masoretes (two centuries earlier }, t heir punctuation may be seen as 

non- polemical. They avoided the opportunity not only to lessen the sin, 

but also to create verses which would exacerbatie Karaite-Rabbanite or 

Jewish- Jentile relations . 



A third example centers around the word n i 9 t>t> , whi ch may be spel-

led either plene or defective. ri!>o, o occurs three times in the ·rorah: 

Deut . 6:8, as defective; Ex. 1):16, as plene; Deut . 11:18, as questionable. 

R. Ishmael uses these three occurrences of the word to prove that the 

phylacteries sh-0uld have four sections. He c5.tes the two Deut. occurren-

ces as defective; the plene reading counts double , and the four sections 

are proven . Rabbi Akiba rejects this interpretation, proving the four 

sections from a derivation of the word n~>tn o itself. But R. Ishmael' s 

Bible was not the same as Rashi' s. In checking the three citations men

tioned by Rabbi Ishmael , t he eleventh century commentator noticed that 

there was only one defective spelling, Deut. 6:8 . The second example cited 

by Ishmael , Deut. 11:18, was in error, and the Talmud text and even the 

argument were called into question. (Rashi and rosafot on Zeb . 2Sa; Men . 

34b) . The discrepancy has been dealt with by D. s. Loewinger , who has 

demonstrated that Rashi 1 s Bi ble, the Tosafists' ~ible, and our Hebrew 

bible, a.re at vari ance wit h the readings specifically set out in the Talmud. 

The word i s of particular int erest to us , since the Karaites rejected 

the use of phylacteries . 7 Loewinger points out that 11Karaite exegetes and 

philologists tried t o give the word Totepheth a meaning contrary to the 

Rabbanite conception, which expressly connects this word with the phylac

teries . 08 The example he cites is f r om Pinsker ' s n i ~ l l znp 't> i p'J , in 

which the word n9~1 ~ is interpreted to mean lucid and pure things before 

one's eyes. 9 Loewinger uses this evidence to try to demonstr ate that 

karaitic masoretes changed the Talmud's spelling of the word to detract 

f r om R. Ishmael 's argument . 

But before we jump to conclusi ons, we should examine our own maso-

retie works . The Marginal Masorah correctly lists ri!loo' in Deut . 6:8 as 
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a singular occurrence and Ex. 13:16 as a double occurrence. But on Deut . 

ll: l 8, the ver y verse in question , it lists n!>l'.>H> 7 as a singular occur-

rence , with the note, 11 so it is written . 11 It would appear that the maso-

retes copied and fixed the tradition here as they received it, adding a 

marginal 11 sic ! 11 to demonst rat e thefr knowledge of what the text should be . 

They list a total of four occurrences of the word n!> ti i b in the Bible, 

the fourth being the correspondent to the Ex. 13 :16 spelling. Had ~hey 

been Karaites, they cer tall1ly would not have added such a marginal not e , 

nor accounted for four occurrences of the word. Rather than adopting a 

Karaite spelling, the masoretes passed along the spelling they received 

with comment , agreeing with the observ2tion that Rashi and the rosafists 

would make, perhaps agreeing with R. Alciba ' s position as well . 

Our fourth exampl e , Deut. 31:16 , is mentioned in the Yoma 52ab list 

of unsure ver ses . I t is perhaps the most enlightening for our study, 

since it has a relationship with both rabbinic and karaitic material. The 

difficulty for the rabbis stems from the placement Of the major pause in 

the verse , or atnach . Our masoretic texts read as follows: 

09~ op1 1 ·n ~ ~ DY ~'w 1ln ~~o ? x · ~ iOX' l 
A 

',n.., n l l 
1 And the Lord said unto Moses : ''Behold 

• T , K~ , ;, 3 thou are about to sleep with thy 
fathers; and this people will rise up, 
and go astr ay after the foreign gods 
of the land • • . 10 

If the atnach is placed under the word op i - -so that the word is grouped 

with the first half of the sentence--the verse woul d imply the resurrecti on 

of Moses : "The Lord said to Moses: ' You are about to sleep with your 

fathers and rise .' 

This second reading had obviously fo\Uld favor with some rabbis , who 

sought t o deduce from it the doctrine of bodily resurrection. Rabban Ga-
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maliel gave this verse as the Torah verse in this three- fold proof of 

resurrection, "but they did oot accept it [ as conclusive proofJ. 1111 

R. Joshua b. Hananiah used this verse to demonstrate that God both resur-

rects the dead and knows the future. When confronted with the possible 

diVision of the verse that we currently have in our Hebrew Bible, he re-

plied that only future knowledge would be derived from the verse. Rabbi 

Johanan also used this same verse to prove the same two theological doc-

trines (Sanh. 90b) . The Gerr.ara is not totally satisfied with the proofs 

offered and attempts t o seek others. Verse after verse is offered as the 

rabbis atta,pt to demonstrate that bodily resurrection is derivable from 

the Torah . So important and vexing was th;s problem that they modified 

their normal methodology for proof texts in order to establish the doc-

trine: 

in the well- known controversy about the scriptural 
authority for the belief in resurrection, both the Pro
phets and the Ha6iographa are quoted under the name of 
Torah, and the evidence brought forward by them seems to 
be of as much weight as that derived from the Pentateuch. 12 

The search for a Torah proof text was the center of a rabbinic controversy, 

as we can further see by looking at Mishnah Sanh. 10:1. Among those 

Israelites who have no share in the world to come are those who say "that 

there is no resurrection of the dead prescribed in Law [ TorahJ. 1113 The 

text of this mishnah , however, offers us a variant; for some manuscripts 

omit the words "prescribed in the Law. 1114 So deep- seated was the contra-

versy over the derivability of resurrection from the Torah that it gave 

rise to both a variant mishnah reading and a modification of the usual 

methods of offering proof. We may safely conclude that there was a split 

on this issue in t he rabbinic tradition: some rabbis felt that resurrection 

was deducible from the Torah, while others did not . 



The Karaites were virtually unanimous on the subject of resurrection . 

we must admit that our material on Karaite theology is scant . With the 

exception of the rejection of the authority of the Talmud, there is "no 

essential difference between Karaite and Rabbanite theology. 1115 We do 

know of two Karaite schismatic groups, whi ch denied bodily resurrection. 

One was founded by a man known variously as Abu- Amran Moses, Abii-' Imrlln 

(MQsa) Az- Za'afarani, at-TiflisI, and Moses the Persian . In the ninth 

century he moved from Babylonia to the Armenian city of Tiflis . 16 His 

followers , the Tiflisites, probably were concentrated mainly in Armenia17 

and constituted what we may call a non-Karaitic splinter sect . 18 None of 

their writing has survived, so everythinR we can say about them must be 

reconstructed from Karaite polemic attacks on them. One such attack, by 

Yefet ben Ali, accuses Abu-A.mran Moses of having for saken the belief in 

resurrection from t he dead . 19 Graetz mentions Abu- Amran's denial of re-

surrection , adding that he "flihrte noch andere Abnormalitaten ein , die 

nicht weiter bekannt sind. 1120 The English translation renders this phrase 

as "introduced other innovations , 11 21 losing some of the color of Graetz •s 

pejorative judgement . In his Hebrew translat ion of Graetz , Rabinowitz adds 

the implication that the Karaites and Rabbanites agreed on this point of 

theol ogy: 

This Tiflisite also denied resur,rection of the dead and 
some other pr inci ples of the Jewish faith which are 
according to the Rabbanites and the Karaites.22 

We must keep in mind , however, that the only knowledge we have of this 

position is from Karaite polemicists who accepted the doctrine of bodily 

resurrection and attacked Abu- Amran for his denial of it . 

A second Karaite schismatic group which denied resurrection is men-

tioned by Daniel al-Kwnisi, who lived at the end of the ninth and beginning 
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of the tenth centuries (contemporary with Moses and Aaron Ben Asher) . 

Al- Kumisi mentions that some Babylonian Karaites denied bodily resurrection 

and maintained that the spirit, not the body, is the subject of God ' s re

wards or punishment . 23 We must interpret both these statements by central 

Karaite figures as referring to fringe schismatics in the sect . By noting 

how they differed from basic Karaite teaching we can determine that Kara-

ite doctrine agreed with rabbinic doctrine in its accep~ance of resurrec-

tion of the dead. There are no extant karaitic sources which maintain 

another position. We know nothing of how the Karaite doctrine was proven 

or deduced . We do not even have any statements positing or explaining the 

position- -only negative statements attac!{ing those who denied it . I'he rab-

binic tradition, on the other hand, is rich with discussion. ~ile it 

accepts the doctrine of resurrection, there is clear disagreement among 

the rabbis as to how the belief is derived. 

1When we examine Deut. )1: 16 in the Hebrew Bible , we can see that the 

masoretes commented in punctuating the verse . By making opi begin the 

second half of the verse, they took a stand in the rabbinic controversy. 

Rather than saying that the masoretes were opposed to the doctrine of re-

surrection of the dead--which both Rabbanites and Karaites accepted--we 

can interpret the masoretic punctuation as being opposed to deriving that 

doctrine from the Torah. Such a position is a legitimate rabbinical stand, 

being found in both the Talmud and the Mishnah. While it is a minority 

opinion among the rabbis it is unquestionably a rabbinic opinion; it may 

not be karaiti.c. The Marginal Masorah only underscores this fact . The 

note on the word 0 p 1 is: 

[ 'l'his is among the) five verses whose grammatical construc
tion is undecided,24 
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a near- direct quotation f rom Yoma 52a! While the other four verses25 do 

not carry such a masoretic note, its presence on this particular verse is 

especially enlightening. Not only would the masoretes seem to be aware 

of the rabbinic dispute regarding the derivability of the doctrine of re

surrection from this verse , but they were also aware of the fact that this 

verse division was questioned by the r abbis . Of this we can have no doubt . 

In the preceding verses we can see masoretic interpretation wnich tends 

to substantiate a r abbinic understanding of the verse , whether the tan

naitic or amoraic r abbis noted the verse particularly, or whether it 

only formed a poC't.ion of their t.heological perspective, we can see that 

the masoretic interpretation is consonant with rabbinic interpretation of 

the verse. wherever possible , I have t r ied U> incl ude karaitic matter as 

well as rabbinic matter for the purposes of comparison. 1n mos r, cases , 

it. is difficult to dis~inguish clear differences between karaitic and rab

binic interpretations , e.nd even more difficult to fit a masoretic inter

pretatior1 neatly into a framework. 

But patterns emerpe . We can see that some consonance between maso

retic and rahbinic interpretations is present, and corresponding similari

ties to karai tic interpretations are generally not . Moreover, we may be 

able to discern that the masoretes were L~volved in the interpretation of 

the Bible, as well as its transmission and perpetuation . Just as some 

r ?bbis were involved in a rnasoretic enterprise, so some masoretes were 

seemingly involved in a rabbinic enterprise of interpretation. We may 

take as t.ue modest ~oal of tnis t.hesis to clarify a few of these inter

pretations and to point out some of the similarities in the rabbinic and 

masor etic endeavors . I'he most we may conclude with is a likelihood that 

the masoretes knew of and accepted parts of the rabbinic tradition, that 



L9 

they were not likely t o have been Karaites . Conclusive pr oof is not 

available; onl y the gatherinr of more primary evidence can make our con

clusion more likely to be accepted . 
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