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Karaitic and Raslti Manuscripts

In this review-art ic le I  shal l  make some remarks con-
cerning the auct ion of 'Highly Important Hebreu'
Printed Books and Manuscripts ' .  which was held in
New York on June 26th. 1984. My attent ion was
drawn by three interest ing i tems or groups of i tems.
which u,ere all more or less reliably described in the
catalogue. publ ished by Sotheby's Department of Ju-
da icn .

I

It does not often occur that more than one third
of the offered books at one auct ion are incunabulat.
A number of the offered incunabula are well-known.
e.g. lot 2 (Alho. Yosef: Se/'er hu-'Ikkarim [Book of
Principles] Soncino: Joshua Shlomo Soncino 22 Hesh-
van - 2l  Tebet 5246 :  31 October -  31 December
1485) and lot  l3 (Yctctcov ben Asher o.f 'Toledo. Arbalt
Tttrint [The Four Orders of the Hebrew code of lawl

fSoncino] Shlomo ben Moshe Soncino [1490]).  Others
are less known and therefore interesting. Especially
lot 2l (Moshe hen Muimon lMaimonidesl Ronóant
tr'Ictreh I'let,ukhim [Guide to the Perplexed] translated
from the arabic by Shmuel ben Yehuda Ibn Tibbon

[Rome: Obadiah, Menasseh and Benyamin of Rome
c.1469-14721) and lot  32 (Shlonto hen Ayraham ibn
Ácleret of Barcelona fRushba] Teslruyor She'elot lAn-
swers and Questionsl [Rome. 1469-1412]) drew my
attention. Here we have two of the oldest, Hebrew
printed books sold at one time. About the exact date of
printing of these books a scholarly discussion was held
unt i l  1971. Now most scholars agree with Marx2 and
Offenberg3 who convincingly proved that these books
(lot 2l and 32) were printed in Rome between the years
1469-1412.

I I

At this auction a considerable number of MSS were
offered. Among these were two groups that are, in my
opinion. interesting. The first group consists of Rashi

MSS. Lot 57 is the most interest ing. because i t  is the
oldest. The other MS. lot 39 (Bible, Tanach. written
and signed by'  the scr ibe Mati tya ben Yona of Luna in
the house of Yisrael Pinchas in Prague, 28 Av 151249 :
26 luly 1489) l this Bible also contains the commentary
of Rashi] ,  is in at least two other ways valuable. First ly.
i t  is ' the oldest recorcled Hebreu,MS wri t ten and dated
in Prague' (see the descript ion in the catalogue) and
secondly,  i t  has a great l inguist ic value for the correct
reading of the French words in Rashi.

Let us restr ict  ourselves. however,  to lot  57 ( [Rushí]

lR. Shlomo Yir:uckí1. Commentary on the Pentateuch
and a comfilentar,v on the Haftarot, Megilat Esther
and the Beginning of Shir  ha-Shir im. Franco-German,
dated Elul [5]054 : 1294). The statement in the cata-
logue 'one of the oldest known MSS of Rashi 's com-
mentary'  is correct.  There are only a few other MSS
that are older.  So for instance Casatanense 3144.
made by Rashi 's pupi ls:  Munich 5 (2),  wri t ten in 1232
and Leiden Scal iger I  (Or.4118).  wri t ten before 1270.
These MSS were al l  ment ioned by Maarsena in his
edition of some parts of Rashi's commentary.

Of this MS not much is known, because A. Geigers.
who was one of the former owners. did not publish
suff ic ient detai ls6. Nor did A. Berl inerr give f i rst  hand
information on it. Maarsen in his work did not use it.
because he only published the commentary on the
Minor Prophets, Isajah and the Psalms, and this MS
does not cover these books. I hope that. aller a
thorough study, it will be possible to get a better un-
derstanding of the transmission of the older MSS of
Rash i ' s  commentary .

One of the reproductions of this MS in Sotheby's
catalogue contains the commentary of Rashi on Levi-
t icus 14:2-14:40. This sect ion of the Bible deals with
leprosy, more exactly with the sacrifices made by the
priest after healing. Although I am aware of the fact
that this is not the right place to make a detailed
comparison with the Leiden MS Scal iger 1 (Or.4'718),
I nevertheless would like to mention the followins



A.  G.  P .  JANSON:  KARAITIC AND Rl5111 MANUSCTRIPTS 79

pornts. As one can see (fig. I and 2) the script in both
MSS used is the mas|tair script8. A closer look reveals,
however, that there are stil l quite a number of dif-
ferences in script between the two MSS. The olef, the pe
and the mem are entirely different. Nevertheless. both
MSS have what we cal l  an 'Ashkenazic background'.  I t
is rather difficult to say more on the script and the state
of preservation of Sotheby's MS 57, because there is
only the photograph in the catalogue. If we compare
the texts of both MSS with the critical edition of
Rashi's commentary on the Pentateuch of A. Berli-
nere, we can see that textual differences do indeed
exist. Most of these differences are of an innocent
nature (e.g. an art ic le is missing or added, both MSS
contaln more matres lectionis, interchange of m,n at
the end of plural  words. etc.) .  More interest ing is to
look for complete sentences or passages that are miss-
ing or added. There are in both MSS a few cases where
a sentence is lef t  out.  1.  in Rashi 's commentary on
Lev. 14:6 neither MS contains the except ion on a
certain rule. 2.  in Rashi 's commentary on Lev. 14:13
the Leiden MS and Sotheby's lot 57 differ from one
another.  In the Leiden MS a part  of  the commentary is
missing, but here we are dealin-e with an evident case of
honrcíotelett tort .  3.  Rashi 's commentary on Lev. 14:28
does occur in neither MS. 4. The French word in the
commentary  on  Lev .  14 :14  is  the  same in  bo th  MSS:
tendronts which means earlobe.

In short  I  can say that i t  is very important to study
once again the tertual  relat ions between the old Rashi
MSS. The one page of commentary of Rashi in Sothe-
by's MS lot 57, which we have studied here offers us
questions and perhaps answers on the relations be-
tween the old MSS.

I I I

Another interest ing group of MSS is the col lect ion
of Karai t ic MSS. These MSS are mentioned in the
catalogue under numbers 43, 44 and 45. The first two
lots give t:ollection.s of MSS. The last one is a siddur.
Arnong these collections of MSS, specific texts are
mentioned that are also kept in the Leiden University
L ib rary  10 .

It is known that Leiden University Library possesses
an important col lect ion of Karai t ic MSS 1 1. These MSS
are older than the MSS mentioned in the catalogue.
The catalogue estimates the date of composition of the
texts as in the 18th century (1ot 43) and 171 l8th century
tlot ,14). The MSS in the Leiden University Library had
been col lected by Levinus Warner who died in 166512.
It rs worthwhile to compare these texts in order to get a
better idea of how these texts passed through time.

Once again it is hardly possible to make a com-
parison with the Leiden holdings, because I can only
n'ork with the photograph and the description in the
catalogue. But let us look at lot 43 and to Halukat
Karaint We- Rabbanini especiallv.

This text was published in the l gth century by
S.Pinskerl3,  not in part  I I  as is stated in the cata-
logue, but in part I, albeit in the addenda of part I. The
information the catalogue gives us is rather scanty.
Only the title is mentioned and one photograph of the
f i rst  page of text is given.

It is strange that the author of this rext was not
mentioned in the catalogue, although the authors of
other texts are given, if at all known of course. But
perhaps the reason for this is the existence of the
photograph, so that no urge was felt to mention the
author, because the author is mentioned in full in the
heading of the text. In the Leiden MS no such heading
exists. Anyhow, already Steinschneider knew who the
author wast*, viz. Eliyahu ben Abrahanr. But there is
something else. The beginning of this text consists of a
poem. The first letters of each stich are marked (see
fig.4) and form accordingly the name Eliyahu ben
Abraham. Such an acrostic is also found in the Leiden
MS (see f ig.3) and in Pinsker 's edit ion. L.  Nemoy in his
book 1s states that El iyahu ben Abraham is the author
of our text but also mentions the fact that pinsker
assumed the author was Saadiah Gaon. This is rather
amazing, since the acrostichon was clearlv marked by
Pinsker.

I t  is obvious that El i jahu ben Abraham was the
author of Halukat Karaim v.e-Rohbonhl. Several schol-
ars in our time have given convincing arguments for
this. So why did the staff of Sotheby not menrion rhe
author? Especially when one realizes that there was a
tradit ion in the Near East in the lSth century. which
explicitly mentions Elijahu ben Abraham as the author
of our text. This tradition existed even before Stein-
schneider and Pinsker publ ished their  works.

Let us now compare the text of the photograph to
the Leiden MS (Warner 25 :  Or.4763).  Once more I
admit that this is not the proper place to make detaiied
comparisons. After all there is only one photograph.
Nevertheless I would like to compare what I have in
order to get a better idea of the interrelationship of the
MSS.

In the first place there is a remarkable difference
between the two MSS concerning the script. However,
we must realize that the Leiden MS is at least 100 years
older than the text in Sotheby's lot  43. The Leiden MS
was jotted down very quickly and therefore the text is
sometimes difficult to read. Lot 43 is written in a clear
and neat hand. In the margin a few sentences from the
poem, referred to above, were written down, obl.iously
because the copyist had made a mistake. It is a pity that
some of the letters are cut off. This makes one aware of
the fact that other marginal texts, if any, may have
been damaged as well.

A closer look at the poem at the beginning of the text
learns us that, as stated, the letters of the acrostichon
are marked in lot  43 as in the edit ion of pinskerl6 but
not in the Leiden MS. In the Leiden MS. however. the
poem is clearly divided in verses. There are 7 lines. The
first eleven stiches contain the acrostichon and also
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Fig .  I  .  Le iden Cod.  Or .  4718 / :  55b.Rashi's commentary on the Bible. Reduced.
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Fig. 2. Lot 57 in Sotheby's Catalogue. Rashr's commentary on the Pentateuch. Reduced.
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Fig. 3. Leiden Cod. Or. 4763 f. t}Bb.
with the letters of the name
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Fig. 4. Lot 43 in Sotheby's Catalogue. Chalukat ve-rabbanim. The letters of the acrostic
are clearly marked by two dots.



84 MANUSC'RIPTS OF THF

have the fol lowing rhyme scheme : a.a.a.a.a.a.a.a.a.a.a.
The next three stiches offer us a few problems. First of
all there is the strange rhyme scheme which is clearly in
contrast with the f i rst  part  (b.b.a.) ,  and secondly I
think the twelfth stiche is too long. Hówever, this is not
the appropriate place to discuss these matters at length.
As far as I  know only the Leiden MS makes clear to us.
by the division of the text, that we are dealins with a
poem.

Concerning the textual differences I can say the
following. There are a few minor differences between
the Leiden MS and Sotheby's lot  43. I  think words
were forgotten because of the quick copying of the
Leiden MS. I f  we compare Warner 25 with the edit ion
of Pinskerl '  we can see that Warner 25 omits words at
least three t imes. Lot 43 is in agreement with Pinsker 's
editron at these instances. Warner 25 and lot  43 agree
twice against Pinsker 's edit ion.

The conclusion is that the Leiden MS is ' , 'a luable.
because of i ts age. but that lot  43 is valuable as w,el l .
because of the clearness and completeness of the tert .

The above remarks lead to the conclusion that ner.r
and thorough research has to be cione on Karai t ic MSS
in orc' ler to get a better impression of the histor1,,  of
Karai te texts.  This mar also improve our knou' ledge
on Karai t ic af Íairs in general .

I V

I would l ike to conclucle mv remarks by stat ing that
the rnaterial offered b1, Sotheby in 1984 is, as I
understancl not )"et avai lable to scholars. because sev-
eral  people and inst i tut ions have insisted on an inquir l ,
into the provenance of the mater ial .  According to the
nat ional and internat ional press the transfer of some of
the sold i terns has been blocked or cancel leci .  I t  is
hoped that the books and MSS which u,ere unavai lable
for such a long time. lvill be released in the near future.

One f inal  remark: the catalogue of this auct ion is
excel lent.  The photographs are clear and the descrip-
t ions are good, al though not always exhaust ive.
However,  the bindingof the catalogue is disappoint ing.
After having read the catalogue for the first time I
found all leaves were loose. This is a remarkable thing
if one compares it with other catalogues published by
Sotheby. Those catalogues al l  have good bindings. and
this 'h ighly important '  auct ion would equal ly have
deserved a wel l -bound catalogue.

NOTE;
* I wish to thank Mr. George Snycler of Sotheby's

Hebraica Department (New York) for kindiy allowing me to
reproduce two pages from MSS 57 and 43 from Sotheby's
auct ion sale ofJune 26th. 1984.

I l2 incunabula were offered. The total amount of books
offered was 34.

2 See H. Marx. 'On the Date of Appearance of the First
Printed Hebrew Books' in Alerandet Marr Jubílee Volunte

M I D D L E  E A S T  I  ( 1 9 8 6 )

on Íhe Occusion ol hi.s Seventieth Birthdat'. Ed. by Saul
L ieberman,  New York,  1950,  pp.48l -501 (Engl ish Sect ion) .'To summarize: we find that all printers who began their
work under the influence of Sweynheym and pannartz in
Rome before l4ll showed a definite preference for a wide
foliocolumn on leaves about 40cm tall. In consequence we
are led to believe that the Hebrew books showing the same
characteristics [so lot 21, a.j.] ... were l ikewise produced at
Rome during the same period' (p. a90).

3 See A. K. Offenberg, 'Catalogue of Hebrew Incunabula
in the Bibliotheca Rosenrhaliana I and ll '  in Stuclia Ro-
senrhalíana 5 ( l97l ). 125-143, 246-26't . Offenberg wrote :'The strongest argument in support of Marx' hypothesis I
found in the paper used. In all three of the books mentioned
[among them also lot 21. a.j.] here precisely the same sort
of paper is used. which has a watermark-pair showing a
crossbow in circle. this paper recurs. as appears from Bri-
quet, Vol. I, p. 52 no.746 via the crossreferences to Sotheby
and Desbarraur-Bernard, in at least 5 editions of Sweyn-
heym and Pannartz ancl of Ulrich Han published in Rome
betu,een 1169-1172. On these grounds I clate the three above
books to betr . r 'een 1469-1112' (pp.  132-133).

o J. Maarsen. Pur.sclmndatu. Tlp ComntenÍarv of Rashi
ort tltc Prctltltet.s and Hagíogr.aphs Ettítect on the Ba.sis o/
St,yerul ,Vartust'rípt.s ontl Etlítion.s. pcrrt I. The Mirtor propli_
c1.r (Amsrerdam l930). purr II; lsujtth. (Jerusalem 1933) part
I I I :  Psal r t ts .  Jerusalem 1936.  See pur .s t ,hant lata par t  I .  pp.3_

s See Encl.r ' lopaedia Jutlaíc,a 7 (Jerusalem l97l)" pp. 357_
360. 'A. Geiger was one of the leaclers of the Reform_
movement in  Judaism and an outstancl ing scholar . . . . .  He
l i ved  f rom 1810 -1874 .

6 Descr ipt ion of  th is  lo t  in  our  cater logue:  'However 
th is

MS contains much more not publishecl b1 Geiger..I See -Eirr,]'r,lopaedia Judoica 4 (Jerusalèm 197 l). pp.664_
665. A. Berliner prepared the flrst crit ical eciit ion of Rashi,s
commentar)  on the Pentateuch.  Ber l iner  was a staunch
supporter of orthodoxl, ' and an opponent of Reform. He
l i red Í iom 183- l  Lrnt i l  1915.  Because Ber l iner  was an oD_
ponent of Reform. there existed a certain fi iction betweËn
him and Geiger. The catalogue states : .It seems that Berliner
did not actually examine or have access to the oresent MS
due to the animositl '  rvhich existed between him and the
owner of  the MS..  A.  Geiger ' .

o See S. A. Birnbaum. Tlrc Hebrerr Scrípts,2 vol. Leiden
1971.  'The sty le general ly  used as a bookhand for  non_bib_
lical. non-talmudical and non-liturgical texts' (part I, col.
365) .

e A.Berliner, Raschií (Salon.toni.s Isaaciclis ) in pentaÍeu-
t' hunt cotnntentoriLts. Berlin I 866.

to ln the description of lot 43 Seíër Dinirn is mentioned.
The Leiden University Library possesses three copies of this
text. Also Chalukat Karaím Verabanim is mentioned: the
Leiden University Library possesses one copy of this text
and then there is Mateh Elohínt which is also in the Leiden
Univers i ty  L ibrar l  in  two copies.

11 See M. Steinschneider, Catalogus Coclic.um Hebrcteorum
Bibliot hecae Academiae Lugduno- Batavae. Lugduni-Batavo-
rum, 1858. Especially his Praefario (V-XXIV) in which he
roughly describes the Leiden collection. See also A. v. d.
Heide, Hebrew. Manuscripts of Leiden Llniversity Library.
Leiden, Universitaire Pers, 1977. 'There are about 30 karaite
manuscripts which form an important part of the collec_
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t ion. . . '  (pp.1 l -12)  and Levinus Warner and hís Legacy.
Three cenÍuríes Legatum Warnerianum in the Leíden (Jniver-

sity Library, Catalogue of the Commemorative Exhibition
Held ín the Bibliotheca Thysiana ./rom Apríl 27th until May
l5th 1970. Leiden, 1970. 'Two groups of Mss., viz. the
Karaitic ones and the translations from Arabic. have been
described in more details than others. This is because the
Karaitic MSS. (Warneriana) form the nucleus of the Leiden
col lect ion ' (p 35) .

12 See Levinus Warner and his Legacy. Three cenÍuries
Legatum Warnerianum etc., for more information on
Warner. Warner, born in 1619, spent almost half of his l i fe
in Istanbul. There he collected manuscripts and books. Most
of these are sti l l  in Leiden.

13 S. Pinsker. Lickute Kadmoniot. Zur Geschichte tles Ka-
raísmus urul cler karaeischen Literatur. Nach handschriJilichen

Quellen bearbeitet. Wien 1860, pp.99-106. Already Warner
(see Levinus Warner and his Legacl" pp. a9-50) was very
interested in this text. As a matter of fact, he was studying
the Karaim and their beliefs. He planned to publish the

results of this study. However he did not publish the text
of this study himself. The unfinished text was eventually
published by J. C. Wolfius in Bibliotheca Hebraea, sive
notiÍ ia tum oucÍorum Hebr. cujuscumque aeíatis,... Ham-
burgi  et  L ips iae 17l5-1733 (4 vol . ) .  Vol . IV,  1086-1115.

to Steinschneider, Catalogu.r: 'auctore Karaeo Elia b.
Abraham' (p.104) .

1s L. Nemoy. Karaite Anthology. Ercerpts.from the Early
LiÍerature. New Haven, 1952.'A more detailed account has
been preserved in a tract on the differences between the
Karaites and the Rabbanites, written by a Karaite named
Ehjah ben Abraham, who probably l ived in the twelfth
century' (p.4) and 'Pinsker who first published the tract has
assumed that the author of the account was the Gaon
Sa'adiah' (p.4). For more about Eli jah ben Avraham see
S. Poznanski . The Karaite Literary Opponents of Sa'adiah
Ga'on. London 1908, pp. 72-74 and Enc,vclopaedía Judaica 6,
Je rusa lem 1971 .  p .646 .

'6 Pinsker, Lickute Kadmoniot. p.99.
17 Pinsker, Líckute Kadmoníot. pp.99-100.


