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the history of the Hebrew Massoretic Bible one name is
IN honoured above all: the name of Ben Asher. To be sure, the

Tiberian Bible Text had its prehistory. Generation . after
generation must have laboured, throughout the eighth and ninth cgnturles, to
perfect the written record of their ancient tradition. At some point a result
was achieved that must have seemed so perfect that we do not hear of
anyone afterwards achieving greater, or even similar, perfection. That acme
of perfection was the manuscript which centuries later became known as the
Aleppo Codex; the man who laboured on it for many years was the master of
the Massora, Aaron ben Asher.

While the historian must always be attuned to the coincidences of history
and the absence of absolutes, he cannot afford to ignore the full weight of
facts as they have emerged. The evidence at our disposal suggests that the
‘victory’ of a particular Ben Asher subtype of the Tiberian Massoretic Text
was not a mere freak of history.

The impact of that victory should not be exaggerated. Differences between
what were to become variant subtypes of the Tiberian text never went far
enough for it to fall apart into recensions. In fact, these differences were
mainly minutiae in orthography and accentuation marks. Scribes could
easily conflate subtypes, and textual development seems one uninterrupted
continuum. Hence, seen from one angle, our own fextus receptus — which
derives in the main from the typographical event of the Venice Biblia
Rabbinica (1525) — looks substantially similar to the text of the Aleppo
Codex. Yet, viewed from another angle, the minute details of massoretic
notation — which the modern reader all but ignores, aithough they are of the
very essence of massoretic activity — differ in tens of thousands.

It is only fit that this unique manuscript was studied more exhaustively
than any other. For it was only through painstaking research that its identity
could be established in the face of what seemed insurmountable obstacles.
Ever since the question of Ben Asher manuscripts surfaced in the discussion
two generations ago, the Aleppo Codex remained practically inaccessible to
scholars. It was guarded as a sacred treasure of the Aleppo community,
surrounded by an aura of sanctity. Yet, basing themselves on the few scraps
of knowledge available, scholars seemed to have good reason to distrust local
lore which identified the manuscript with the one and only codex which
Maimonides had accepted as a model for the layout of the ‘sections’ and the
Songs in a Torah scroll.

Moreover, measured by the yardstick of later and secondary massoretic
compilations — which in the event turned out to be fairly accurate yet hardly
absolutely reliable guides — it was quite easy to dismiss the original. This was
all the easier, since the codex must have lost its colophon fairly early.
Furthermore, the Pentateuch (which might have offered clear evidence) had
been almost totally destroyed in the riots against the Jews of Aleppo in 1948,
when about one quarter of the codex was lost. It comes as a shock to realize



that had a few more leaves been destroyed, our research could never have
yielded the decisive proof of the identity of the codex, a proof based on the
unique layout of the Song of Moses in Deuteronomy XXXIL.

Once we realize that the Tiberian Massoretic Text can be analyzed into
subtypes — each representing an attempt at noting down tradition — it
becomes almost meaningless to discuss the intrinsic superiority of one
subtype or another. All we can do is to evaluate the place of a given
manuscript within the framework of its own subtype.

One may be allowed to speculate beyond the bare facts. Full weight should
be accorded to the decision of Maimonides — perplexing as it seems for
various reasons — that in matters of halachic importance for writing Torah
scrolls (and that is what this is all about) he relies exclusively on one codex.
This has proven to be the Aleppo Codex. Since it is obvious today that the
system of notation of the Aleppo Codex is distinctly different from that of the
famous Cairo Codex of the Prophets — the achievement of Moshe ben
Asher, and a model within its own subtype — we must perforce conclude that
the Ben Asher referred to by Maimonides as the massorete responsible for
the codex of the entire Bible was someone else. The ascription of the Aleppo
Codex to the son, Aaron ben Asher, can be thus taken as substantiated.

Our manuscript is not only the one considered halachically authoritative
by Maimonides but it is also the manuscript which agrees more than any
other known to us with the readings ascribed to Aaron ben Asher by later
compilations. Bearing in mind the secondary character of those compilations,
we may conclude that from now on everything must be judged in the light of
the codex, rather than vice versa. It is in this sense that we are entitled to
speak of the Aleppo Codex as the authoritative manuscript within the
boundaries of its subtype which, to all intents and purposes, became almost
identical with the Tiberian Massoretic Text a thousand years ago.

The study of Bible manuscripts should not be divorced from our
understanding of the vicissitudes of Jewish existence. We do not know how
many ancient manuscripts were destroyed arid what treasures have been lost
forever. Hence we must be doubly careful when arguing from silence. Yet for
various reasons we may venture another step, especially if we realize the
enormous creative effort involved in producing a codex of the entire Bible.

Maimonides did not rely on a codex of the Pentateuch, although he was
exclusively concerned with that part of the Bible. He chose the codex of the
entire Bible. We are entitled to ponder his reasons. Maimonides must have
had excellent reasons, and we may assume that they were based on his
personal knowledge. He must have been convinced that this was Aaron ben
Asher’s definitive work and that no equally authoritative codices of the
Pentateuch alone were available. Perhaps there was even more to it. Judging
by what we know of codices produced up to about 900 C.E., we may be not
far off the mark if we submit that the Aleppo Codex was the very first codex
of the entire Hebrew Bible to be executed according to all the minutiae of a
Tiberian system. Maimonides was aware of the unique status of the codex.
Once he had singled it out, it was guarded with greatest care and thus
survived down to our times.

Be that as it may: the manuscript we are publishing now is unique in so
many respects that in spite of all the surprising discoveries of our generation,



one is tempted to assert that it will be extremely unlikely that we shall ever
discover an early codex of the Tiberian Bible which will depose the Aleppo
Codex from its place of eminence.
-4 A *

A word of personal satisfaction and gratitude may not be out of order. When
the Hebrew University Bible Project started its activities about twenty years
ago, it was largely with a view to the possibilities opened by the fact that the
Aleppo Codex had been rescued and brought safely to Jerusalem. The Codex
has remained at the core of much of our work at the HUBP, and I have lived
with its problems — studying and planning, but also pleading and
fighting — on and off for all these years.

I cannot mention here all those without whose assistance and interest the
codex could not have been published. Three successive Presidents of the
State of Israel and three Presidents of the Hebrew University have been
actively involved, much beyond the call of their official duties. It is my
privilege to repay this debt in some fashion by presenting the first copy to
President ,Ephraim Katzir through President Abraham Harman of the
Hebrew University.

Our thanks are due, first of all, to the men who rescued the Aleppo Codex
and to its Trustees who enabled us to-proceed with this great project. I have
always enjoyed the help of my colleagues and of our secretary at the HUBP.
Special mention is due to Prof. I. Yeivin and Mr. D. Lyons who assisted in
preparing the apparatus of readings to be published in Part Two. The chief
officers of the Unjv'ersity obliged by helping us over many a bureaucratic
hurdle. Among the foundations without whose help our work would be
impossible, I should like to single out Yad Avi Ha-Yishuv and the Memorial
Foundation for Jewish Culture for their imaginative generosity. All those
involved in the*production of the volume regarded this work as a unique
challenge, and especially Mr. Shemuel Guttmann of Graphica Orot and Mr.
Zvi Ben-Zvi of the Central Press, Jerusalem, deserve recognition for their
personal interest. I was also fortunate in being able to steal many a precious
minute from Dr. M. Spitzer and to draw strength from his advice on matters
of printing.

It is a source of special satisfaction that we are able to publish this unique
codex such a short time after the first volume of the Hebrew University Bible.
This work has been at one and the same time a sacred duty and a scholarly
challenge. It will continue to be both. The codex is now here for every student
of the Bible to behold in its original perfection and to study it in detail. The
second volume will contain the scholarly discussion as well as the apparatus
of difficult readings, erasures and the like.

May. the Almighty grant me strength to carry this task to its completion.

Jerusalem
The Hebrew University
© July 5, 1976

Moshe Goshen-Gottstein
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