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ABSTRACT 

the Massoretic text of the Hebrew Bible, Numbers 

are preceeded and followed by unusual diacritical 

marks. The design and· precise location of these marks hava 

been the subject of sustained discussion and debate. Though 

defined by Jewish law as part of its program to preserve the 

integrity and sanctity of the Torah text, various 

descriptions of the marks are known. This thesis presents 

an historical analysis of traditional rabbinic texts that 

discuss the graphic representation and loca~ion of these 

diacritical marks. The texts analyzad hare are gleaned from 

classical rabbinic sources, published texts recovered from 

the Beniza of Cairo, Massoretic and mystical literature, 

rabbinic responsa and scribal compendia. Each text is 

translated and analyzed to reflect its own historical period 

and the development of rabbinic law and lore explaining the 

presence of the markings in the text. 
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PRECIS 

, ~ " Dans la taxta massoratiqua de la Bible habraiqua, las 

Nombres 10:35-36 sent 
, , 

pracadas at suivis de marquagas 

diacritiquas rares. La forma at l'amplacamant axacta de cas 
, , 

marques ont ate la sujat de maintas discussions at de longs 

d'bats. Bian que cas marques scient d'finias par la loi 

•• Judaique comma faisant partie de son programma de 

~ ~ ~ ~ preservation de l'intagrita at de la saintata du taxta de la 

Torah, plusiaurs descriptions de laur usage sont connuas. 

' ,. Catta these prasanta una analyse historiqua des taxtas 

rabiniquas traditional& qui discutent la 
,. 

representation 

graphiqua at l'amplacemant de cas marques diacritiquas. Las 

textas 
,. 

analyses sont extraits de sources rabiniquas 
, .,., ,. ,..,. . 

classiquas, taxtas publias, ayant ate racuparas de la 8an1za 

du Caira, de la litt,ratura massor,tiqua at mystique, des 
, 

"raponses" rabiniquas at des concordances scripturallas. 

Chaque taxte est traduit at analys' pour rafl,tar sa propra 

pariode historiqua ainsi que 
, 

la davaloppament de la loi at , 
la tradition rabiniqua que la presence de cas marquages dans 

la taxta axpliqua. 
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PREFACE 

The text of Numbers 10:35-36, as it is written in 

contemporary, traditionally prepared Torah scrolls and 

printed Hebrew texts, is preceeded and followed by ~two 

graphic characters which are unique to the Torah scroll. 

These symbols resemble brackets surrounding words, as 

commonly found in modern books <see Appendix for 

facsimiles). In as ancient and carefully copied a text as 

the Torah scroll, the careful reader is likely to be left 

questioning the purpose and nature of these markings. 

As with the rest of the Torah, its detailed lore, 

traditions, and law, this graphic anomaly is a witness to 

the tradition of change in the text of the Torah. As well, 

it is a product of the textual evolution of the Hebrew 

Bible. There is much that can be revealed about the 

origin, history and evolution of these two graphic symbols 

from the Masoretic and Halachic literature. The evidence 

found in these sources clearly shows that these graphic 

characters do have a non-Sinaitic origin in the text which 

is held by tradition to have come from God to the Israelite 

people on Mount Sinai. 

Throughout the vast literature of Biblical 
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interpretation and legal literature, references to these 

symbols are recorded. Few years passed without some 

rabbinic interest in the interpretation, explanation or ~ 

rationalization of this issue. Traditional sources reflect 

more than a little controversy and disagreement over the 

graphic symbols used to denote this special text. Even a 

casual glance at the Masoretic and legal literature or the 

manuscript evidence shows that not until our own day has 

there been general agreement regarding the design of the 

marks used to indicate the significance of this text. The 

necessity for the markings and their placement in the text 

are questioned throughout post-Mishnaic times. 

The present work analyzes the abovementioned sources 

chronologically in order to describe the evolution which 

this text and its markings have undergone. The normative 

Jewish tradition has claimed that the text of the Torah 

remains as it was at Sinai. Many contemporary opinions 

reflect an approach to the tradition of transmission not 

much more sophisticated but less accurate than that. The 

following analysis of sources allows us to see that the 

evolution of the text proceeded, while, at the same time 

the Rabbinic authorities claimed that no change was taking 

place. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TEXT OF 

NUMBERS 10:35 - 36 

A popularly held tradition about the transmission of the 

Hebrew text of the Torah states that the text has been handed 

down throughout the generations in a perfect form as it was given 

to Moses by God on Mount Sinai. This claim is based on the 

evidence of the Torah itself <Ex: 20:19 et al.> and its 

accompanying traditional lore. The oral tradition which 

interprets and explains the Torah also states 

Moses received Torah on Sinai and transmitted 

it to Joshua ••••• l 

No less an authority than Maimonides, basing himself on Mishna 

Sanhedrin 10:1, proclaimed, 

One who claims that the Torah is not from 

God, even one verse, even one letter, saying 

'Moses said this on his own·, denies the 

Torah. 2 
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Paralleling the balief in the transmiGsicn of the Torah is the 

belief that since the recei vi .-,g of the Torah there has been no 

evolution of its te~t. In tru~h, however, the learned~ 

'Orthodox· tradition itself is not sil~nt on this point, nor does 

it support it. 

The abovementioned belit:·f~ abt!!.lt the transmission of the 

Torah pertain not only to the wording of the Torah, the te~~t 

which contains thE instructions, teachings and lnre of the Jews~ 

but also to the spaces it contains, the crown~ on the letters, 

~1d all oth~r graphic markings which are in the written scroli. 3 

However, the Jewish tradition itself presents si gni ·f i cemt 

evidence to show that the te~t of the forah 1-tas some symbols of 

questionable authenticity and origin which have 

themselves undergone an evolution which can be traced through the 

last two thousand years. 

The tradi ti anal text::. lhemset ve.;::. LDntain convinciny c:viden.=e 

of efforts on the? pa:rt of Ra..bbinj c leadet"!:i la 'fin, the text. 

This was done, whe>n necessary, by means of addition;:,, deletion!.>, 

or changes of many kinds, to maka the text agree with their 

notions of its perfect state. The ch.::mges made to the text 

referr~d to, in some texts, 4 as Tikunei Sofrim and the textual 

anomalies called Qere and l.::e_ti y_5 i'i\re two of the known types of 

emendations which are part of the traditional lore and attributed 

to the Sofrim.6 

Various reasons for the change';:; wh.i r.:h were made to the text 

are posited. According to some authorities these chan~es 

represent t.he original Sin<:dtic 't.ext."l In sc:>me cases it is clear 
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that a profanation of the name of God was removed from the text. 8 

Various types of embellishments to the text of the Torah are 

visible in the graphic markings which appear in the basi~ 

consonantal text. Flourishes or crowns of various shapes and 

sizes <Hebrew~) are found on the letters ~~~~!~~~~~~~2· 9 

Some letters are written in a script larger or smaller than the 

normal letters (~tywt zcyr~ and ~tywt rbty> e.g. Genesis 1:1, 

Leviticus 1:1, Deuteronomy 6:4. 10 In ten places in the 1orah 

words are written with dots placed above some or all of the 

letters. 11 The latter, the lore of the text tells us, are 

diacritical marks introduced into the text by Ezra the Scribe to 

mark questionable readings. In theory these marks were to be in 

the text only until the arrival of Elijah the Prophet, whereupon 

either the dots or the textual error would be removed from the 

text returning it to its proper, original, perfect form. 12 

Another of the graphic symbols which have been part of the 

text of the Torah since antiquity are the symbols which appear 

both before and after the text of Numbers 10:35-36. These 

symbols known as the "inverted nuns" are unique in the Torah and 

are found elsewhere only in Psalm 107. Their name stems from 

their most popular graphic representation, which resembles the 

shape of the common ~- These symbols or diacritical marks are 

unique in that they are not incorporated into the text itself in 

any way but rather stand alone, segregated from all other letters 

of the text. 

The text of Numbers 10:35-36 reads as follows: 

35) When the Ark was to set out, Moses 
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Advance, 0 Lord! 

May your anemies be scattered 

And may Your foes flee 

before You! 

36) And when it halted, he would say: 

Return, 0 Lord, 

You who are Isr·ael 's myriads of 

thousands! 

The verses which precede verse 33 tell of Moses' request of 

Vitro, his father-in-law 1 to accompany the nation to the Land of 

Israel and his subsequent refusal. Verses 33-34 tell of the 

nation's marching for three days looking for a resting place with 

the Ark of the Covenant travellir1g in front of them while God's 

cloud prevailed above 

begins with the tale 

them. Following verse 

of ev~nts at Tabera 

complained and was punished by a ra~aging fire. 

36, 

where 

chapter 11 

the nation 

The Mishna in Tractate Yadaim contains evidence that the text 

of Numbers 10:35-36 was considered unique and notable in ancient 

days. This chapter of the Hishna deals with the holiness of 

scrolls, 13 detailing that a scroll would 'defile the hands' of 

one who touched it if it was a holy text. 

(3:5> states, 

The applicable Mishna 

If the writing in a Acroll was erased yet 

there st1ll remained eigllty-five letters, a~ 

many as are in the paragraph vwh~n the Ark 
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was to set out ••• " (Numbers 10:35-36), it 

still renders the hands unclean. A [single] 

written sheet [in a scroll of the Scriptures] 

in which are written eighty-five letter, as 

many as are in the paragraph "When the Ark 

was to set out" renders the hands unclean. 14 

Thus we have here evidence that the eighty-five letter text 

of Numbers 10:35-36 had by this early date been established as 

the minimum length required for a Biblical text to be 'defiling 

of the hands' thus requiring its preservation from destruction. 15 

The detail of this Mishna is based on the work of the Sofrim. 

These were the scholars who were responsible for the scribal arts 

required in both religious and/or state affairs. In their 

schools we find the origin of classical Rabbinic Bible 

interpretation.16 Most importantly, the preservation of the 

already existing texts was a major concern of theirs. 

Kiddushin 30a contains an etymological legend explaining why 

the Sofrim were called by that name, 

lpykk ngr~w r>~wnym swprym ~hyw swprym kl 

h~wtywt ~btwrh, 

The earliest scholars were called Sofrim 

because they counted all the letters of the 

Torah. 
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Regardless of the authenticity of the this midrash, there can be 

no question about the centrality of the text of the Torah scroll 

in the occupation of the Safer. Clearly, one of the tasks of the 

Sofrim was the counting and recording of the words and letters of 

the traditional Torah text. This record more easily allowed the 

accurate preservation of the texts. They worked in schools of 

scribes on the redaction and canonization of the text. The 

Scribes were, as well, the bearers of the lore which accompanied 

the texts which they preserved and recorded. 

Few details of the actual work of the Sofrim on the ancient 

texts have survived. Among the Massoretic activities attributed 

to them are the Migra Sofrim, Ittur Sofrim <Nedarim 37b>, Tigun 

Sofrim <Bereshit Rabbah 39:7>, Digdugei Sofrim <Sukah 28a), 

Divrei Sofrim <Sanhedrin BBb>. These Rabbinic dicta refer to 

traditions about the interpretation of words and phrases in the 

text which were taught by the Sofrim. Just how many Tikkunei 

Sofrim etc. appear in the text is not apparent though a list of 

sixteen such occurrences appears in Midrash Tanhuma on Exodus 

15:7. 17 An example of this kind of Soferic work is clearly 

visible in the Mekilta D'Rabbi Yishmael.18 Referring to the 

verse "Surely he that touches you touches the apple of his eye" 

<Zechariah 2:12) Rabbi Judah said, 

"It does not say here: The apple of the eye," 

but: "The apple of His eye," referring, as it 

were, to the One above. Scripture, however, 

modifies the expression." 
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Surely the type of 'modification' referred to here is a reaction 

to the anthropomorphism in the text. In some cases 

'modifications' for similar anthropomorphisms were introduced 

into the text itself. Deuteronomy 28:27 and 3019 are two 

instances of note which have become incorporated into the 

Ketiv-Qere type of emendation. 20 Surely not all types of what 

have become known as Ketiv-Qere are to be considered actual 

emendations of the original text. In most cases a change is 

substituted only in the public reading of the text. 

The work of the Sofrim is also evident in their introduction 

of graphic symbols of various kinds into the text. Though no 

single text is proof, it must be understood that the introduction 

of graphic characters into the text would have likely occurred in 

this period. It is accepted that the larger and smaller letters, 

the division of text into parashot and various diacritical marks 

in the text, including those around Numbers 10:35-36, were 

introduced into the text in the schools of the Sofrim.21 

The unique significance of the eighty five letter text of 

Numbers 10:35-36 was unquestionably part of the established 

tradition before Mishnaic times. The Tannaim preserved the 

Soferic lore about these verses in the Mishna. We will show that 

as time passed, as the tradition developed and was influenced by 

new sources and developments of the tradition itself, this 

significance led to the introduction of diacritical markings into 

the text whose original purpose was simply to offset these verses 

from the rest of the work. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE SECOND TO SIXTH CENTURIES 

In Bereshit Rabbah 64:81 we find a midrashic exposition of 

the names of the common, traditional books of the Torah. As part 

of the discussion we find the following: 

.;)1::. br kpr.:> cbd mn r;)~yt dspr wydbr wed gby 

wyhy bnsc h~rn wy.;)mr m~h spr bpny cEmw wyhy 

bnsc h,rwn wdbrtyh spr bpny c~mw mn tmn wed 

swpyh dsprj spr bpny c~mw 

However, bar Kappara made (counted) from the 

beginning of the Book of Numbers until "When 

the Ark began to travel, Moses said", as a 

book unto itself; (from) "When the Ark began 

to travel" and its text, a book of itself; 

from there till the end of the book, a book 

unto itself. 

Bar Kappara counted the text of Numbers as three distinct texts; 

the first ending with verse 10:34 and the third begining with 

verse 11:1. Bar Kappara's opinion is reminiscent of the opinion 

of the Mishna, cited above, which delineates the paragraph of 
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Numbers 10:35-36 as the shortest single and distinct text in 

existence or possible. 

The earliest evidence for the use of graphic symbols to 

denote this special text is found in Sifre on Number·s. 2 It is 

mentioned that Numbers 10:35-36 was denoted in a fashion 

described there as "dotted above and below", 

wyhy bnswc h~rwn ngwd clyw mlmClh wmlm\h. 

"When the ark was to set out"• is dotted 

above and below. 

It is possible to understand the phrase ngwd clyw mlmClh 

wmlmth as meaning that the text was written with dots before it 

and after it. From this text it can be understood that Numbers 

10:35-36 was once denoted, in some fashion, with dots. Not 

necessarily in a fashion similar to other dotted texts which 

still appear in contemporary texts and scrolls. The assumption 

that a dotted text must have dots over or above the words or 

letters in question is made because of the well known oc:curences 

of this in modern scrolls and texts and ancient texts as well. 

This instruction is unclear and inadequate. It can also be 

understood to mean that the text of Numbers 10:35-36 should be 

denoted not as those other dotted texts are ie. nqwd ~lyw mlmclh 

wmlmth means that dots were to be placed before and after this 

text's words. This potentially confusing scribal instruction led 

to the various formats for these diacritical marks which appeared 
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soon after. 3 

Various opinions are offered in Siphre regarding the purpose 

of the dots in the text of Numbers 10:35-36. An anonymous 

opinion statesy ~~?1 hyh zh mgwmw, [its place in the text is 

improper]. Rabbi Shimon stated that the text beginning with 

Numbers 11:1 should appear in place of the present verse 10:35, 

mpny ~1::1 hvh zh mgwmw. wmh hyh r,:)wy lyktb 

totyw? wyh~ kmt~wnnym 

For this is not its place. What should 

rightfully be written following it? "The 

people were as murmurers". 

The opinion of Rabbi agrees with the Mishna in Yadaim 3:5, 

mpny ~hw~ spr bcsmw, [because it is a book of itself]. His 

statement continues, 

mykn ~mrw spr MnmQg wnMtyyr bw ¥mwnym wpm~ 

~wtywt kpr~t wyhy bnsw~ h~rwn mtm?h ;)t hydym 

from here it is deduced that a text which has 

been erased but in which remain eighty-five 

letters as in the section of "When the ark 

began to travel" <Numbers 10:35-36> defiles 

the hands. 
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Rabbi's opinion is that the Mishna inherited the tradition 

from the Sofrim who preserved this text with its special status. 

The symbols around Numbers 10:35-36 are to aid in the 

identification of this text which has a status different from 

other texts. The text in question is the example for the Mishna 

and for this reason needed diacritical markings. 

The Siphre reflects the swift development of the tradition 

accompanying Numbers 10:35-36 after the appearance of the Mishna. 

The Mishna reflects a tradition whereby these two verses are 

considered a whole text of special status but not denoted with 

any symbols. This special status led to its becoming offset by 

'dots' which were common markers of 'texts of special status' in 

the ancient world, as shown conclusively by Lieberman. 4 Further, 

the second tradition in the Siphre is 

If the 

merely a variant 

text belonged in a explanation for the known dots. 

different place, in some future edition of the Torah, it would 

certainly have a special status worthy of being denoted in such a 

fashion. This future edition of the Torah is mentioned in the 

Babylonian Talmud Tractate Shabbat (16a) where Rabbi Shimon ben 

Gamliel states, 

ctydh pr~h zw ~tycgr mk~n wtktb bmgwmh 

In the future this portion will be uprooted 

from here and written in its place. 

Avot D'Rabbi Natan,5 chapter 34, refers to ¥ny smnywt, 'two 
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symbols' which are used in the Torah for a pr~h qtnh, a short 

section of text'. In answer to the query, ~yzw hy~ pr~h gt:nh?, 

[Which is a short section ?J, 5 the text of Numbers 10:35-36 is 

referenced. Saul Lieberman has described some diacritical marks 

which were used in the ancient world in a similar fashion to the 

ones found in Avot d'Rabbi Natan. In Greek they are called 
1"'\ 

semeia o-~~(~OL and were used to deliniate short sections of 

text just as they do for Numbers 10:35-36 in the text of the 

Torah. 7 We have here an instance of the Rabbinic use of Greek 

text editing techniques. The Mishna had established the text as 
r J.Ae.. 

a 'short section' CGreek f'-:JCp 011 f'~ which was then marked as 

such in the fashion popular and accepted in that day. 

Tractate Shabbat 16a-b gives some more insight into the 

various traditions which had developed to explain these symbols. 

One opinion claimed that the smn~wt, 'the symbols' deliniated the 

eighty-five letter text of a single book of the Torah. This 

follows the opinion of the Mishna in Yadaim and is relevant to 

the Talmudic discussion about texts which should be preserved 

from destruction because of their length or importance and status 

as texts of themselves. 

A second opinion, that of Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel, takes the 

symbols to be markers of a text which should appear elsewhere but 

was placed here to separate two sections of the Torah which spoke 

of calamities, <pwrcnywt>, for Israel.B These are the stories 

ending with Numbers 10:34 and starting with Numbers 11:1. This 

conception of the diacritical marks around Numbers 10:35-36 is 

far removed from the essential ideas of the Mishna and, as will 
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be seen, is the beginning of one of the major midrashic 

explanations of the phenomenon of 

surrounding Numbers 10:35-36. 

the diacritical marks 

Having seen the beginning of the midrashic tradition about 

these diacritical marks, we turn to the symbols themselves. The 

information found in extant versions of Tractate Sofrim9 reflects 

the early confusion about the graphic symbol to be used in 

marking this text in question. The text of Sofrim reads, 

hkwtb ~rvk lcswt ~ypwr bptybh ~~ wyhy bnsc 

h~rwn mlmcln wmlmtn ~hw spr bpny c¥mw 

The writer, [scribeJ must make a Mypwr at the 

beginning of "When the ark began to travel" 

<Numbers 10:35-36), above and below, for it 

is a text of itself. 

The name of the graphic symbol to be used and thus its 

character and nature is not clear from the 

available. 10 While some versions have only the 

[symbolJ, others have either ~cwr, (space) or what 

scribal corruption of the word ¥wpr, <ram's horn>. 

manuscripts 

word symn 

may be a 

The latter 

would surely refer to a ram·s horn shape, used here to describe 

the graphic symbol to be written before and after Numbers 

10:35-36. It is possible that the reading ~cwr reflects a 

tradition wherein the te>:t was offset by spaces. This method of 

marking the text would be far more typical for a Biblical text in 
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that all divisions and deliniations of text in the Torah scroll, 

other than the one found at Numbers 10:35-36y are composed only 

of spaces in the text. As well, all separate books in the Torah 

scroll itself are separated by the space of four blank lines. 11 

If, as the Mishna suggests, this is a separate text, then the 

four-line space would be appropriate and expected. Further 

analysis of the history of the symbols used to mark the text of 

Numbers 10:35-36 will show the Mwpr, [ram's horn] text version to 

be the tradition which gained authority. This ~wpr-shaped 

diacritical mark is the earliest reference to what later becomes 

well known as the 'inverted nuns'. The visual resemblance 

between an 'inverted nun and a shofar or ram's horn shape is 

clear. 

In this early period of Rabbinic history major developments 

had taken place in the evolution of these graphic markings. In 

times as early as those of the Sofrim special status had been 

afforded the text of Numbers 10:35-36 for unknown reasons. Tt-.i s 

special status led to the introduction of dots into the text of 

the Torah whereby this text was clearly offset from the 

surrounding text. These dots were, in time, replaced by other 

popular symbols whose source was in the Greek culture predominant 

and influencial to Judaism during the Rabbinic period. 
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Here we have evidence of the diacritical markings being dots. 

This statement is very similar to the above mentioned statement 

in Siphre2. More significantly, in the text from Midrash Mishle 

is a second, relevant statement of Rabbi Judah that the text was 

"a text of itself and was withdrawn". The exact meaning of this 

statement is not clear. It has been interpreted variously to 

mean that the verses comprising Numbers 10:35-36 were once part 

of a larger work, the whole of which was withdrawn from 

circulation or that these two verses were considered a work of 

themselves and withdrawn from circulation. 3 The latter concept, 

that these verses are themselves a separate book, is familiar 

from Mishna Yadaim 3:5 and Bar Kappara's enumeration of the 

number of texts in the Torah. The former interpretation of the 

statement leads us to wonder about the origin of these verses. 

The relevant text from Midrash Haserot V'Yiterot,4 holds a clue. 

to that source. It reads, 

tryn pswgyn ~clyhn nwnyn hpwkyn wntplw btwrh 

Mhm mnbw~t ~ldd wmydd ••• wy~ ~wmryn mlmd ~hyh 

Mm spr gnwz 

There are two verses over which there are 

'inverted nuns' which were included in the 

Torah for they are from the prophecies of 

Eldad and Medad ••• some say that they (the 

'inverted nuns') teach that there was a 
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withdrawn book (spr gnwz) there. 

Here, introduced as the source of these verses, is a previously 

unknown text which presumably contained the literary remains of 

the prophecies of Eldad and Medad.5 

The accuracy of the claim made in these midrashic works has 

been the source of discussion for many scholars but is not of 

relevance in this inquiry. Of importance for us is the evidence 

contained in these works of a rabbinic concept that the 85 

letters of Numbers 10:35-36 had been introduced into the Torah 

from a text which had been taken out of circulation, ngnz. 6 More 

importantly, the idea that some verses of the Torah, few though 

they may be in this case, had their origin in another ancient 

text rather than at Sinai, is of significance to the present 

discussion. This idea is closely akin to the previously 

mentioned rabbinic ideas namely that at all times this text was 

perceived as different from all others and thus worthy of special 

attention. If Numbers 10:35 and 36 did come from another text, 

surely preservation is required, as mentioned in the Mishna, for 

it is a text of itself, unique, as stated in Siphre in the name 

of Rabbi Judah. 

The latter rabbinic idea that this text is from another 

source is radical for it ultimately calls into question a 

foundation stone of Jewish religious belief. An important pillar 

of the tradition has long been that the whole Torah, down to the 

smallest of the 'jots and tittles' is of divine origin. 

Maimonides stated in his thirteen principles of the tradition, 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE SIXTH TO THIRTEENTH CENTURIES 

During the period of formal Masoretic activity the Masoretes 

concerned themselves with the accurate recording of details 

concerning all markings in the Torah, be they letters or 

diacritical markings of any sort. Their intent was to record for 

posterity all details about the text of the Torah which they had 

received via the tradition, thus preserving the theoretically 

original text received on Sinai. The evidence to be presented 

from this period shows that a whole new series of legends had 

become associated with or had developed to explain the 

diacritical marks surrounding Numbers 10:35-36. 

Both Midrash Mishle and Midrash Haserot V'Yiterot contain 

significant information from this period about the verses in 

question. In Midrash Mishlel we find 

wyhy bnswc h'rwn byn lm~lh byn Imth ngwd. 

rby ?mr spr hyh bpny c~mw wngnz 

"When the ark set forth" is dotted both above 

and below. Rabbi Judah says it was ~ text of 

itself and was withdrawn from circulation 

(ngnz >. 
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"The Torah has been revealed from heaven: This implies our belief 

that the whole Torah found in our hands this day is the Torah 

that was handed down by Moses and that is all of divine origin." 7 

A solution to this problem is easily proposed if it is said that 

the text of Numbers 10:35-36 though not of Sinaitic origin is 

still of divine origin i.e. the prophecies of Eldad and Medad 

were real prophecies and thus worthy of preservation within the 

Torah.B Thus, the Torah remains a text wholly divine. 9 

Notwithstanding the above compromise solution to the problem 

of the source of these verses, there still remains evidence for a 

rabbinic idea that various sources, be they all or partly divine, 

were used to compile the text of the Torah which exists today. 

This claim would not be surprising if its source were in the 

modern higher textual criticism of the Bible rather than 

mainstream rabbinic lore. 

As we have seen, by the year 900 c.e. there evolved three 

distinct ideas about the diacritical marks which surround Numbers 

10:35-36. First, we have the tradition that these marks were 

introduced to symbolize this text as a 'short text'. The second 

tradition states that the symbols offset a text which has its 

source in the Book of Eldad and Medad. Thirdly, one tradition 

held that the markings denoted the misplacement of this text in 

an edition of the Torah. 

Lieberman, as stated above, has determind these markings to 

be diacritical marks used to symbolize a 'short section' of text. 

This, we remember, is how the Mishna referred to the text. 

Notwithstanding the theory of Lieberman about these markings, it 
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is certainly clear that this text had about it some very special 

status which was in need of a standard method of deliniation from 

the rest of the text. The method chosen by the scholars of the 

Hellenistic/Rabbinic era to single it out as that unique text 

with special status was found in the introduction into the text 

of standard, familiar, Greek, diacritical marks. 

It is certain at this point that the theories of the 

Masoretic period, as presented above, had their source in the 

markings introduced into the text in the Hellenistic period. 

These diacritical marks were popular and understood in the 

ancient world and thus an obvious choice. An understanding of 

their primarily secular purpose was eventually lost to the Jewish 

tradition. What was preserved, however, was the notion that 

these markings delineated a text whose origin was different from 

the one which was given to Moses on Mt. Sinai. This being the 

meaning of the markings, the text had to have a source which was 

claimed to be the book of Eldad and Medad. 

The preservation of this text was necessitated by its being a 

'short text'. This, in its Jewish context, was one fulfilling 

the mimimum requirements of holiness. The best method determined 

to preserve it was to incorporate it into another text.10 The 

location of its placement in that host text was still under some 

discussion in the Talmudic period as witnessed by Rabbi Shimon 

ben Gamliel's st4tement that this text was misplaced in the 

Torah. 

The graphic representation of the markings themselves has 

also undergone considerable evolution. The earliest markings 
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c were to be dots. Under the influence of Hellenistic culture and 

its scribal traditions, these symbols evolved to re~mble these 

used to mark texts of special significance. The te>:t from 

Midrash Haserct V'Yiterot, mentioned above, is the earliest text 

in which we find the symbols around Numbers 10:35-36 described as 

'inverted nu~s·, nwnyn hpwkyn. The evolution of a figure 

described as 'inverted nun' from the 'shofar-shaped' figure 

described in Maskehet Sofrim, is evident. 

A Geniza text published by E. N. Adler is, chronologicaly, 

the next text which deals with this issue.11 As part of the 

discussion on the following point 

wmybcy lyh lswpr lcswt try nwnyn hpwkyn lpr~t 

wyhy bnswc h~rwn 

He must learn that the scribe is to fashion 

two inverted nuns at the section 'When the 

ark began to travel'?, 

we find graphic representations of two diacritical marks followed 

by 

Similarly "Others go down to the sea in 

ships, to ply their trade in the mighty 

waters ••••••• " <Psalm 107:23ff). 
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This reference to Psalms is to the only other Biblical 

passage in which diacritical marks of the sort found at Numbers 

10:35-36 appear. Only the shortest stretch of the imagination is 

needed to picture the diacritical marks which are represented in 

this text as having the shape of fish hooks, that which 

fisherman, they who "go down to the sea in ships" use in their 

trade. A second midrashic conection is surely to be found in that 

the Aramaic word 'nun' means 'fish·.12 

This text contains further evidence of the belief that the 

source of this text was the Book of Eldad and Medad. Clues to 

this period's representation of the diacritical markings around 

the text are also found here. 

follows 

It quotes a midrashic text as 

mh r~w bkm<ym> lytn nwnyn hpwkyn Cl wyhy hem 

kmt~wnnym ~· ~rw ~kmym kl htwrh kwlh mywbdt 

lnbw~t m~h hw? mnbw~t ~dd wmydd lpykk syygn 

bnwn kpwp wntpl btwrh 

Why did the sages place inverted nuns on 

(before> 'The people were complaining'? For 

the sages said, 'The whole Torah is from the 

prophecy of Moses except for the prophecy of 

Eldad and Medad', therefore they were 

enclosed in a bent nun and included in the 

Torah. 
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We see from these texts that the technical term employed to 

refer to this diacritical mark had become 'inverted nun' · Cnwn 

hpwkh) and it looked like a curved or bent ~' Cnwn kpwph). 

Oddly, the mark that appears in Adler's edition of this text is 

not as described in the text itself but does resemble the 

shofar-shaped mark of Maseket Sofrim. 

Immediately following the text cited above is a forceful 

declaration about texts of the Torah. It outlaws scrolls in 

which dots appear in places other than the usual ten. This is a 

decree nullifying all texts of Numbers 10:35-36 in which dots 

appear and shows that as late as the end of the first millenium 

of the common era texts containing dots at this passage were 

still extant. 

The major Masoretic work Diqduqe Ha'Teamim of Aaron ben Moshe 

ben Asher 13 mentions the diacritical marks at Numbers 10:35-36 as 

follows: 

~wtywt mnwzrwt: hm t [9] wsymnyhwn ktybn ~wt 

l~hwr b [2] btwrh 

Segregated letters: there are nine, their 

symbols being reversed letters: two in the 

Torah ••••• 

The reference to the markings as 'segregated letters' shows that 

an attempt was being made in the Masoretic literature to 
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establish the symbols as letter-like but offset from the rest of 

the text. Exactly which letter was to be reversed to create the 

appropriate marking is not mentioned. This letter-like but 

segregated design stemmed from need to prevent the 

nullification of a Torah scroll in which extraneous symbols 

appeared. The description of the symbols as (a 

reversed letter) shows that the intent was to ensure that it was 

not possible to mistake the letter-like markings for any two 

letters of the text. By segregating the symbol, whatever its 

design, from the rest of the eighty-five letters of Numbers 

10:35-36, the text itself remained unchanged. More 

significantly, Diqduqe HaTeamim shows that a symbol, visibly 

different from all other markings of any kind in the Torah, had 

now been introduced into the scroll with little known basis and 

for no substantial, clear, and accepted reason. 14 

The comment of Hai Gaon to Tractate Shabbat 103a15 reflects the 

authority invested in Diqduqe HaTeamim and its tradition. In 

reference to symbols which could be drawn on the Sabbath without 

its violation, he stated 

,:,ynn wtywt ydwc:wt bktb M'hn nkr:;,wt ~1:> svmnym 

bClm~ kgwn nwnyn hpwkyn dktby gby wyhy bnswe 

h::>rwn 

They are symbols which are not recognized in 

the script in which they are found, rather 

symbols in the spaces16like the inverted nuns 
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<nwnyn hpwkyn) found at "When the ark began 

to travel". 

In this comment, the Gaon decrees that two symbols which are 

not recognized letters of a common alphabetic script are not 

considered as actual letters, thus, they do not nullify a Torah 

scroll. These unrecognized symbols, "in the spaces" are the 

segregated symbols of Diqduqe HaTeamim. 

The later Masoretic work Okhlah Ve'Okhlah 17 reflects the 

further entrenchment of these symbols in the tradition. 

find a list titled 

t (9) pswgyn ~yt bhwn khdyn symn hpwkh 

nine verses which have symbols similar to 

this inverted one. 

In it we 

The text of Frensdorff includes a facsimile of a reversed 

'nun-shaped' symbol which is best described 

partially elongated left square bracket <See 

the approach of this author is to deny 

representations of diacritical marks found in 

as similar to a 

Appendix). Though 

any actual graphic 

texts printed or 

otherwise, the reversed and inverted nun-like marking found in 

Oklah Ve'Oklah is a likely representation for its supposed period 

of history. 

It is apparent that the word hpwkh or hpwkyn, as used to 

describe the graphic design of the markings, was interpreted in 
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various ways. It was understood both as inverted and as 

reversed. This variation in meaning proves later to be a major 

complication in any interpretation of the description of the 

diacritical marks. 

Our next major sources of information about the development 

of the diacritical marks are the commentaries of Rashi on both 

the Bible and the Talmud.18 Berliner's edition of the Biblical 

commentary reads 

c~h lw symnywt mlpnyw wml~~ryw lwmr s~yn zh 

mqwmw wlmh nktb k~n kdy lhpsyg byn pwrcnwt 

lpwr~nwt 

He made symbols before it (the text> and 

after it <the text) because this is not its 

place. Why was it written here? In order to 

interrupt between one calamity and another. 

Rashi followed the tradition of earlier authorities placing 

the diacritical marks before and after the text of Numbers 

10:35-36- The major deviation from the tradition of the 

Masoretic period is in Rashi's terminology. His descriptive use 

of mlpnyw wml~~ryw to locate the markings 'before and after' is 

far more explicit than any previously encountered, 'above and 

below', mlmelh wmlmth. Rashi's opinion as to the purpose of the 

markings was that they were to show that the present location of 

the text is not its proper or permanent location. It was placed 
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here as a buffer between two texts which told of calamities. 

This is an opinion previously spelled out in Tractate Shabbat 

116b-17a by an anonymous rabbi. 

Rashi 's comment to the use of the word symnywt in Tractate 

Rosh Hashanah 17b reads byn pswg lpswg yl symnyn hpwkyn kzh ••• 

[between verses there are symbols such as these ••• ] followed. in 

the printed editions. by an inverted and reversed nun character. 

The symbol represented in the printed edition of the Talmud is 

the symbol used by the printer/typesetter to represent the 

marking found in the manuscript and is not necessarily the symbol 

which Rashi would have chosen. The influence of the printer's 

ability or lack thereof. to produce an accurate or proper 

representation of symbols other than the standard letters is 

illustrated here. 

The orientation of the markings in Rashi's view is to be 

hpwkyn inverted and their placement before Numbers 10:35 and 

after Numbers 10:36. However. it is not absolutely clear from 

the text of Rashi's comment whether this use of hpwkyn is to be 

understood as 'inverted' or as 'reversed'. 

printer/typesetter understood hpwkyn as both inverted 

The 

and 

reversed. It is possible that the printed text does reflect an 

authentic design for the diacritical mark since the notion of a 

reversed letter was documented earlier in Diqduqe HaTeamim. 

Nevertheless, Rashi's comment is silent on the point of reversal 

of the letter. 

The followers of Rashi preserved their mentor's tradition 

regarding the position of the markings before and after Numbers 
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10:35-36. However, the Hilkot Sepher Torah1 9 of Jacob ben Meir 

(Rabbenu Tam) preserves not the inverted or inverted and reversed 

nun-shaped mark but a kaf-shaped mark. This could, once again, 

be the printer/typesetter's liberty with a manuscript but it is 

impossible to determine which of the two orientations is correct. 

The kaf-shaped marking would be close to the understanding of 

hpwkyn as 'inverted', as found in Rashi's comment in Rash 

Hashanah. As well, it is not too distant from the nun shape in 

that a is basically an elongated nun. It 

possible that Rashi's descendants chose to use the 

is certainly 

'kaf' rather 

than the nun letter since Rashi's comments are not specific about 

the symbol to be used. Most likely Rabbenu Tam intended to 

follow Rashi's teaching accurately but the tradition became 

confused. 

One would certainly have expected Maimonides to have included 

the relevant information about these diacritical marks in his 

great codification of Jewish law, the Mishne Torah. We know of 

his desire for accurate texts and his supposed use of a ben Asher 

text in compiling his laws pertaining to the writing of Torah 

scrolls.20 He wrote, "He [the scribe] should be careful 

regarding the large letters and the small letters, the dotted 

letters and the different letters like the 'curled' letter ~ 

Cp"cyn hlpwpwt>, and the bent letters which the scribes have 

copied one from another." 21 The absence of any mention of the 

diacritical marks at Numbers 10:35-36 at this point is odd, 

especially because other instances of extra-textual diacritical 

marks are included, specifically, the dotted letters. Maimonides 
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does tell us that scribal traditions which were developed by 

scribes themselves do not invalidate a scroll. 22 

Regarding the apparent ommission of various laws not 

found in the code I. Twersky has written, 

uwhile the role of human fallability, the 
impact of forgetfulness, and the possibility 
of inadver-tent omissi on must be taken into 
account, an attempt should also be made to 
identify a few basic reasons for deliberate 
ommission. One must be attuned to the 
silences as well as to the sounds of 
Maimonides writing. 

It is known that Maimonides 
systematically omitted laws and practices 
which he considered to be rooted in 
accidental, transient, non-obligatory 
beliefs. As part of his quest for a 
sensitized and rationalized view of religion 
and morality, he wanted to jettison certain 
objectionable beliefs and improper 
customs." 23 

A similar lack of information is found in the important Masoretic 

work of Meir Abulafia, Masoret Seyag LaTorah. 2 4 

The witness to the next generation of Masoretic activity is 

the major scribal work, Qiryat Sefer by Menahem Meiri. 25 In 

reference to the diacritical marks around Numbers 10:35-36 Meiri 

states 

y~ mpr~ym mcnyn nzwrw ~~wr whn nwnyn hpwkwt 

~y~ mhn ¥tym btwrh ~~t lpny wyhy bnswc w~ot 

ll>pryh 

Some explain that the meaning of mnwzrt is 

as in the vvse "they turned their backs" 
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<Isaiah 1:4). They are the inverted nuns of 

which there are two in the Torah, one 

preceeding "When the ark 

travel ... «(Numbers 10:35) and 

it. 

began to 

one following 

Clearly Meiri was familiar with the name and description of the 

segregated diacritical marks (mnwzrwt) which he tries to 

rationalize in a rather clever midrashic fashion. His midrashic 

explanation is based on a text of Numbers 10:35-36 in which the 

diacritical marks were nuns which were both segregated and 

reversed. His explanation connects the 'turning away' of Israel, 

from God, as described in Isaiah 1:4 with the 'turned away' or 

reversed orientation of the diacritical marks in the text. This 

is the first evidence to this date (13th century> of a rabbinic 

opinion in which hpwkwt was to be interpreted as 'reversed' 

though, if we can accept the graphic representations of various 

earlier texts <eg. Rashi on Rosh HaShanah, Okhlah Ve'Okhlah>, in 

practice this had been common for quite some time. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE THIRTEENTH TO FIFTEENTH CENTURIES: 

MYSTICAL INTERPRETATION 

Throughout the history of the diacritical marks at Numbers 

10:35-36, there have been many efforts to justify, rationalize, 

or explain each format using contemporary, traditional methods of 

interpretation. We have seen 

techniques in texts such as Ginzei 

Qiryat Sefer2 • The ability and 

such efforts 

t1itzrayim1 

tendency to 

using midrashic 

and in Me'iri's 

re-interpret the 

purpose or message of the diacritical marks is nowhere clearer or 

more signifcant than in the mystical tradition which began to 

change the face of the Jewish tradition in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries. 

The Zohar interprets the symbols found 

10:35-36 as representing the presence of God, 

around Numbers 

the Shechinah.3 

This, in itself, leads to some difference of opinion between 

Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Shimon regarding the 

symbols. Rabbi Eliezer's opinion was that the 

design 

Shechinah 

of the 

rested 

above the Ark while it travelled ahead of the body of the nation. 

Because of God's love for His people, the Shechinah was concerned 

with them, and thus, during the travels in the desert, while 

ahead of the mass of Israelites, she kept an eye out for the 

people, 
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kh.:>y .::~yyl.:> dCz 1 t kd .:>yhw _,zyl .:::lhdr .::~pwy l!:ltr 

dnpyq 

like a gazelle which when it leaves turns to 

whence it came 

i. e. the Shechinah's body faced forward but her eyes peered 

backward looking at the people. The text continues, 

w"cd kd .::~rwn.:> hwh ntyl !)mr m~h kwmh h- P 

t¥hwk Iwn .:lhdr .:mpk lgbn kdyn n"wn .:>thdr:;, 

lgbyyhw ••••• km~n dmhdr .:>npyh lm.:>n drQym, 

thus when the ark travelled Moses said, 

"Arise 0 God ••• "(Numbers 10:35) <he meant) 

don't abandon us, turn your countenance 

towards us. Then the nun turned its face 

towards Israel ••••• as one turns towards his 

beloved. 

When the ark set down to rest, 

kdyn .:Jhdr.:~ nw"n :Jnpyh / mysr=>l lgby 

then the nun, (the Shekinah), turned her face 

from the people towards the Ark. 
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Rabbi Shimon 7 on the other hand, did not wholly agree with 

Rabbi Eliezer. He stated, 

~bl hkh 1~ 
/ 

~hdr~ ~nph~ mysr>l hky 

but not thus did <the Shechinah) turn from 

Israel, when the ark rested, for if so the 

nun should be turned around in a manner 

opposite the previous one above, that is, a 

reversed nun <nwn mnwzrt l~hwr~>; one nun 

turned backward and a second normal nun 

facing the Ark. 

His point was that the Shechinah would never have turned its face 

away from the people of Israel and the orientation of the 

diacritical marks should reflect that. Certainly the basis for 

the comment of Rabbi Shimon rests in the scrolls and texts of his 

day in which the diacritical mark before Numbers 10:35 was 

identical to the mark following Numbers 10:36. 

The Zoharic motif text of the gazelle looking back to whence 

it came is borrowed from Song of Songs 2:9. This analogy used 

with the symbolic interpretation of the diacritical marks is 

based on the allegorical interpretation of Song of Songs in which 

God is the lover and the nation of Israel is His beloved. 
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In the fifteenth century Tzemah ben Shlomo Duran of Algiers 

wrote a many faceted response to an inquiry regarding the purpose 

of the nuns at Numbers 10:35-36 and Rashi's statement that they 

should be located elsewhere in the Torah. 4 [See Appendix for 

text.] His response is a concise compendium of the mystical lore 

about the diacritical marks which had developed during the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 

He begins with short reference to the statements from Mishna 

Vadaim 3:5 regarding eighty-five letter texts defiling the hands 

and the midrashic exposition showing that the Torah contains 

seven texts. This is followed by numerous symbolic and mystical 

explanations for the inclusion of nun-shaped symbols in the text. 

Duran, as he states clearly in the response, intended to include 

only minimal information on any of the topics he would mention, 

ht~wbh bzh ;)rwkh :l'l=' ~.:ony mzkyr l k r;:,~y prkym 

lbd 

the answer to this is lengthy thus I mention 

only chapter headings. 

He states that the markings symbolize the one hundred 

blessings which a Jew is to recite daily, each letter nun having 

a numeric value of fifty. 5 Another of his explanations claims 

that the marks separate various tales of calamities, a familiar 

Talmudic concept. A rather obscure explanation for the shape of 

the letter nun itself is also suggested. He states that the 
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shape of the letter nun is reminiscent of the letter 'kaf '. If 

the sound of the letter is joined to the sound of the letter 

nun the word "kn" <nest> is formed. Following this twlsted 

linguistic/midrashic path, he makes a veiled reference to the 

complaints of the Israelites, recorded in Numbers 11:1, for which 

the nation of Israel would afterwards lament. The root of the 

Hebrew for 'lament' is "knn", comprising the letters which make 

the word "kn", kwf and nun. Duran concludes this particular 

section of his response saying "w?Yn lglwt ywtr mzh" [no more 

than this is to be revealed]. 

Duran begins his explanation of Rashi 's remarks regarding 

the proper location of the text by, once again, using the 

numerical value of the letter nun. He explains the inversion or 

reversal of the diacritical marks saying that marks had to be 

oriented as such in order to not invalidate the text by their 

extraneous nature. This is the same concept as introduced in 

Diqduke Ha'Teamim. In another place he says that this, the 

inversion of the letter nun, whose numerical value is fifty, 

points to the location, above the present location, where, 

according to Rashi, the text should be, 

wlkn hy~ hn- hpwkh klwmr ~y~ 'n t50J prMywt 

lm<lh mmgwm zh 

therefore the nun is inverted that is to say 

that there are fifty sections of text above 

this place. 
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Thus, he determined, the proper location for our text is 

following Numbers 2:17. 

From the information which is included in Duran's responsum, 

between the lines of mysticism and kabbalistic symbolism, we have 

few details to learn about the design of the diacritical marks. 

It is not at all clear from his information whether the 

nun-shaped symbols were to be reversed or inverted or both. The 

symbolism whereby the diacritical marks are used to point to the 

proper place in the text makes sense with either orientation 

since this notion is based on the numerical value and not their 

orientation. If the nun is inverted then it symbolizes that what 

is at the bottom should be above. If the symbol is reversed it 

shows that what came after should be before. Once again, the 

meaning of the word hpk (inverted) is the problem. 

It is apparent that the mystical meaning of the symbols was 

of far more importance during this period than the details of 

their design. In fact, it is apparent that the mystical interest 

in these diacritical marks and the effort expended to rationalize 

their existence within the tradition of mystical interpretation 

led to their further entrenchment in the tradition. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PRINTING PRESS 

The introduction of printing technology in the late fifteenth 

century and its popularization in the sixteenth century had a 

tremendous impact on all matters where texts of any kind were 

concerned. Until then all the issues of orientation and 

representation of the diacritical marks were decided by an 

individual scribe based on his learning or that of the scholars 

in his community. By the end of the fifteenth century, the 

printing press was able to spread one particular ve~iion of any 

text, accurate or not, in vast numbers to far reaching places. 

The task of preparing and editing a text for printing at the 

famous Bomberg press in Venice fell to Felix Praetensis and later 

to Jacob ben Hayyim Ibn Adoniyah. In essence, they made the 

editorial and textual decisions as the abovementioned scribes had 

earlier done, but their method was different. They collected 

manuscripts and versions of the Torah and its accompanying 

Masaretic lists. Jacab ben Hayyim produced a new Masorah listing 

far the Second Rabbinic Bible printed in 1524.1 The scope of this 

task itself perhaps enables us to understand the apparent mistake 

which Jacob ben Hayyim made in editing the text of Numbers 

10:35-36. The confusing and convoluted history of the 

diacritical marks surely added to his difficult task. 
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For many centuries the strictest adherence to the tradition 

of segregating the diacritical marks from the rest of the text 

was observed, for obvious reasons. The weight of rabbinic 

opinion since the Masoretic period favoured this format. Jocob 

ben Hayyim rejected this tradition when he introduced two 

inverted and reversed ~-shaped diacritical marks into the text 

itself. [See Appendix for facsimile.] One of them appears in the 

word bnsc of Numbers 10:35 while the second, placed wholly 

outside the eighty-five letters of our text, is in the word 

kmt~nnym of Numbers 11:1. 

The introduction of the symbols into the text was a radical 

move of which ben Hayyim must have been aware. It is far 

different from the inversion and/or reversal of a letter or 

symbol outside the meaningful text. The abovementioned evidence 

shows that our sages were less concerned about extraneous letters 

if they were outside of the actual text, but such symbols had to 

remain outside the text and measures had been taken to insure 

that they did. These measures, apparently, were unsuccessful. 

There is no evidence to support a claim that ben Hayyim was 

following an existing tradition in placing the markings in the 

verses themselves. 

There are two sources in the traditional literature which do 

help explain ben Hayyim·s radical departure from tradition. The 

comment of Rabbenu Bahya2 to these verses reflects an early 

tradition where one of the nuns inside the text was 

differentiated from the others. He wrote, 
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~Cwd y~ tem bnw"n hpwkh ky mlt bnsc:. yrmwz 

lmspr yc:qb 

further, there is a meaning to the inverted 

nun and it is that the word bnsc hints at the 

number ~· 

The word ~ has a numeric value of 182 as does the word bnsc. 

It appears that this comment reflects the nun in bnsc 

differentiated, albeit midrashically, from the rest of the text. 

If this is not the case, Ba.hya's comment is not understood. 

The major source for ben Hayyim's mistaken initiative is the 

lists of Masoretic information which he used to compile his new 

editions of the Masorah and the Biblical text. The note in 

Frensdorff's edition of Okhlah Ve'Okhlah3 which details the 

diacritical marks at Numbers 10:35-36 and the note in the printed 

Bible differ in their respective lists of verses where the nwn 

!}pwl<:h should appear. Okhlah Ve'Okhlah states, "t.- [9] pswqyn .:Jyt 

bhwn khdyn symn ••• hpwkh •••• " [nine verses in which there are 

inverted symbols like this ••• 1. This is followed by the 

following list of verses: Numbers 10:34, 10:35, 10:36, 11:1, 

Psalms 107:23, 107:24, 107:25, 107:26, 107:27, 107:28, 107:40, 

107:41. There are twelve verses listed but only nine are to be 

offset by the diacritical mark. The verses 10:34 and 11:1 must 

have been included in this list to show that the diacritical 

marks were to be placed in between the verses 10:34 and 10:35 and 

the verses 10:36 and 11:1. How a scribe was supposed to know or 
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determine this is not clear. In the Bomberg Rabbinic Bible the 

explanatory note is similar to that of Okhlah Ve'Okhlah but the 

list there does not contain references to Numbers 10:34 or 11:1. 

The note reads, "t- [9] pswgyn ~yt bhwn hdyn symn nwn hpwkh 

" [nine verses in which there are inverted symbols like this 

••• l, followed by references to Numbers 10:35, 11:1, and the 

various verses of Psalm 107. The note and references in the 

Bomberg edition would surely lead one to think that the symbols 

belonged inside the verses themselves. One would not so readily 

assume this to be the case when looking at Okhlah ve'Okhlah 

because more than nine verses are in that list. Just as the note 

in the Rabbinic Bible does not list Numbers 10:34 and 11:1, the 

verses which should surround the diacritical mark, so it does not 

list Psalm 107:41 which follows a similar diacritical mark. 4 

Bomberg must have been trying to get the Biblical text to agree 

with the details of the newly compiled Masorah by making the 

number of occurences of the diacritical mark in the whole 

Biblical text agree with the Masorah listing which he possessed 

or chose as accurate. 

Another source which sheds light on the placement of the 

diacritical marks in the Bomberg Rabbinic Bible only explains the 

choice of letters to be offset once ben Hayyim decided to 

'de-segregate· the diacritical marks. This source is the text 

seen earlier in which bar Kappara counted Numbers 10:35-36 as the 

fifth book in a Torah consisting of seven separate books. Ben 

Hayyim's placement of the symbols makes perfect sense in the 

light of this ancient opinion. He chose the initial nun in this 
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text, i.e. the nun of bnsc, of 10:35, to mark the start of a new 

text. The first nun of the next text, the sixth book of the 

Torah, starting at 11:1, was treated in a similar fashion •. Of 

course, the choice of letter was not difficult for it was 

determined by the weighty tradition behind the nun symbol, be it 

inverted and/or reversed. In such a fashion Bomberg printed a 

text in which Numbers 10:35-36 was offset from the rest of the 

Torah. Diacritical marks to represent the special status of this 

text were placed, albeit with a new twist, 'above and below' it, 

as some of the early evidence dealing with this text suggests is 

appropriate.5 

In addition to the unique orientation and location of the 

diacritical marks in the 1524 Rabbinic Bible, those which appear 

in this first printed Bible are larger than the normal, common 

nun found throughout the rest of the text. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY 

The editing and printing of Biblical texts was by no 

means the sole Jewish intellectual achievement of the 

sixteenth century. During the latter part of this century 

Lurianic Kabbalism developed in Israel and in Italy, while in 

Poland the halachists performed their pilpulistic casuistry. 

Moritz Steinschneider is most succinct in stating, "It was 

now necessary for the Orthodox Halachah to defend its 

authority amongst the masses." In particular, referring to 

matters most pertinent to this discussion, he continues, 

"The secret meaning ascribed to the letters of the Bible, to 

the signs <vowels, accents, even ornaments> and to their 

Masoretical rules •••.• reached their greatest pitch". 1 

It was in this turmoil of intellectual and deeply 

religious sentiment that the greatest authorities in each of 

these Jewish worlds voiced their opinions on the proper and 

accurate representation of the diacritical marks of Numbers 

10:35-36. These authorities were Solomon Luria <Maharshal>, 

Meir ben Gedalia of Lublin (Maharam of Lublin>, Mordechai 

Jaffe <Levush>, and the Italian masoretes Menahem de Lonzano 

and Yedidyah Solomon Norzi (Minhat Shai). 

Solomon Luria, a prominent figure in Eastern Europe, had, 
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by 1567, held various rabbinic positions including one in 

Lublin. This very independent and outspoken figure was 

opposed to the pilpulistic methodology predominant around 

him, even in his own Yeshiva. 2 Never one to avoid a 

controversial statement, Luria wrote a comment to Tractate 

Shabbat wherein the discussion refers to the symbols in 

question. 3 There he says, 

bmdwyygym 1~ r~yty wgrwb b~yny ~pswlh lpy 

mh ~pslynn bhsr wytr ~pylw ~wt ~ht 

in corrected texts <mdwyygym> I did not 

see them (the diacritical marks} and it 

seems to me that they are invalid 

according to what becomes invalidated by 

even one extraneous or lacking letter. 

Luria continues his comment stating his opinion that the 

writing of these diacritical marks in a scroll was forbidden. 

Luria proposed, in the abovementioned gloss, that the 

reference to symnywt (symbols> in Tractate Shabbat was to the 

usual nine spaces left between ·sections' of biblical text, 

<whsymnym ~n~mrw k~n r"l ~c6h prMh lpnyh wl~Qryh>. If this 

was the case, Luria continues, then the familiar nun-shaped 

diacritical mark commonly found in his day probably had their 

origin with a student who introduced the mark into a text for 

some unknown reason. 
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In a later responsum Luria provides the reader with a list of 

the many and variously designed symbols and formats for the 

diacritical marks used at Numbers 10:35-36. 4 

One of Luria's prominent pupils was Mordechai Jaffe. 

Jaffe left Luria's yeshiva after a few years of study, 

returning to Prague where he became the head of its local 

Yeshiva. Soon after this, in 1561, the Jews were expelled 

r:: 
from Prague whereupon Jaffe took up residence in Italy.~ 

Having already begun to delve into the mystical elements of 

the tradition, Jaffe continued his studies to the point where 

in his own estimation he considered Kabbalistic study to be a 

"crowning jewel of spirituality". 

Jaffe allowed the mystical interpretation of the 

diacritical marks at Numbers 10:35-36 to influence his 

halachic ruling regarding them. We see this clearly 

portrayed in the position he took regarding the diacritical 

marks and in the apparent influence he had on his teacher, 

Solomon Luria, on this specific point. Above, we saw how 

staunchly opposed Luria was to the inclusion of inverted nun 

symbols and the like in Biblical texts. However, after Jaffe 

left Italy and settled in Poland we find that Luria, who had 

not previously mentioned Zoharic traditions in his comments, 

not only mentions them but does so in the most glowing of 

terms. He states 

:>t,l"k c.yynty bzwhr ~mmnw yb.:o hmgwr whw-' 

enyn ~or lgmry w>ynw tlwy kll bsymnym ~bl 
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grwb ywtr >1 hp~t wmmnw t~mc ~::~p bymy 

htn~ym hyh gblh bydm hpykt hnwnyn ~1, 

~spyg npl bnyhn byn hsprym 

Afterwards, I studied the Zohar, which is 

the source 9 which is altogether different 

and not at all dependent on the symbols 

but is closer to the simple meaning of 

the text from which we understand that 

even in the days of the Tanaim the 

inversion of the nuns was an inherited 

tradition but a doubt arose amongst the 

texts. 6 

Further evidence of the major influence which the 

traditions of mystical interpretation had on the legalists of 

Poland is found in the Responsa of Meir ben Gedaliah, the 

Maharam of Lublin, who assumed the rabbinic position, in 

Lublin, formerly held by Solomon Luria. 7 

After an analysis of the avaiable sources, the Maharam of 

Lublin's final opinion is based on his interpretation of the 

abovementioned Zohar text. 8 

m~mc ~nw"n ~1 bnsc: yhyh mhwpkt lgmry r>~ 

hc:Iyw- lm!:.h kzh c ••••• ) "bl nw"n ~1 wbnl;lh 

hy> mhwpkt mlpnym I>~wr kzh ( •••• ) ky kn 

hw• ~m msgnt r¥b"y 
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thus the nun of bnsc should be totally 

inverted, its head below, like this 

( •••• > but the nun of wbnhh is inverted 

inside out for such is the deduction of 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai. 9 

He categorically rejected all of 

stating, in part, 

~hry cynyk hrw~wt Mhmdr¥ym 

Luria's 

whmpr¥ym 

¥hb~ty Mkwln ~ynn mpr¥ym kdbryb lkk _,yn 

lpswl hs"t ~nktbw bh ~lw hnwny"n hpwkyn 

~hry yt 1 hn Cl mh ~ysmkw 

It is clear to see that none of the 

midrashim and the commentaries which I 

have brought interpret according to his 

statements. Therefore, a Torah scroll in 

which these nuns are written is not to be 

declared invalid for there is 

substantiation for this. 

opinions 

Having thus rejected Luria's thesis, he states his opinion 

that the weight of rabbinic literature throughout the ages 

was in favour of one or another set of symbols at Numbers 

10:35-36. From the evidence available to him in the sources 
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Pesikta Rabati, Sifre, Zohar, Tractate Shabbat, the 

commentary of Levi ben Gershom, and the comments of Bahya ben 

Asher, Maharam admitted that the rabbinic sources were 

neither unanimous nor clear in their understanding of the 

text in Tractate Shabbat 115a. In particular, he points out 

that Sifre refers to a dotted text while most others refer to 

inverted ~s, 

hmdr¥ym blwqym mh hn hsmnywt Mhmdr( spry 

swbr ~hn ngwdwt ngwd c1 wyhy bnsc wkn 

bswp >lpy y6r.:>l. wkn m¥mc bpy- hrlb"g 

[Levi ben Bershom] wmdr~ ~1 psigt~ swbr 

~hn nwny"n hpwkyn wkn nm!ii=> brbynw bbyy 

pr¥t bhcltk 

the midrashim are divided as to what the 

symbols <hsmnywt> are; Midrash Sifre 

'thinks" that they are dots on "When the 

ark began to travel" and after "the 

myriads of Israel", similarly we find in 

the commentary of Ralbag and the midrash 

Pesikta 'thinks' that they are inverted 

nuns and similarly we find in <the 

commentary of) Rabbenu Bahya in the 

portion of 'Baha'alotecha'". 

Meir ben Bedalia of Lublin was also careful to note, 
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amongst the other texts and sour-ces which he brings to bear 

on this problem, the lack of its m~ntion in Maimonides' code, 

~hrmb"m P h:zkyrm km'·~._..:k.:.::n..;..._--=1;_':)_---=-h:.::z::.;k;.;.y.L:..-r 

hnw" n hpwkh ~_!_ _w_ymt _trQ_ bt)r..:n.::_-=~.:.:h:.ty~.::.-__.:._:n.::.m:.:::J!:?!:..;:;,-t=

bmswrt why~ mwskmt lk"c 

And even Maimonides did not mention them. 

Similarly he did not mention the inverted 

nun of wymt tt-o bhrn [Terah died at 

Haran; Genesis 11:321 which is found in 

the Masorah and agreed upon by a11. 10 

It seems that his opinion regarding Maimonides' apparent 

oversight is that in cases where the Masorah is clear on an 

issue or where authorities were in agreement on a particular 

point of textual detaily then Maimonides found no need to 

include the detail in his code. 

It was now fifty years since Bomberg's edition of the 

Rabbinic Bible had appeared, and reaction to its mistake at 

Numbers 10:35-36 was due. This reaction came from, the heart 

of the Kabbalistic world, from Menahem de Lonzano in his work 

'Or Torah·. 11 Born in Constantinople, de Lonzano spent many 

years in Safed, with Isaac Luria <The Ari) and his disciples, 

before travelling to the other Kabbalistic centre, Italy. 

De Lonzano's lengthy note on the text of Numbers 10:35-36 

focusses on the design and placement of the diacritical marks 
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c in the Bomberg/ben Hayyim Bible of 1524. His intent in 

commenting on the mistakes found in the printed Rabbinic 

Bible was to rectify what he saw as the sad state of the text-

resulting from the proliferation of various mistakes in 

Bomberg's Rabbinic Bible. 

He opposed the absence of segregated symbols before and 

after the text of Numbers 10:35-36 saying, 

~F> ;' nw"n mnwzrt kll b~t~ hE!~sgwt sm 

¥'1E!nth w-' l;lr~h E!d(t w~h~ bnsc: wbkl s"s 

w:>~knz ~~ ~m ¥nt nwn~n mnwzrwt ::>- (1] 

be~sgt Wtht bnswc:. w:)- (1] bE!~S Wtht he:: m 

He didn't put any segregated nun 

whatsoever in the two spaces before and 

after the section of "When the ark began 

to travel" (Numbers 10:35) while in all 

the scrolls of Spain and Franco/Germany 

there are two segregated nuns, one in the 

space before "When the ark began to 

travel" and one (at> "And the nation 

was ••• <Numbers 10:36). 

De Lonzano also points out that the second mistake made in 

the Bomberg Rabbinic Bible was the inversion of the nuns in 

bnsc and in kmt~nnym. He says that this was a popular mistake 

in contemporary texts, 

0 



c 

c 

51 

wt.Cwt h~~ worn hw- bk "d hgdwl ~hpk nwn ~1 

bnsc wnwn ~1 kmt~nny- zwhy t.cwt mpwrsm, 

The second mistake, also found in the 

'Great 24' [the Bomberg Rabbinic Bible] 

where the nun of bns 

kmt nnym are inverted. 

well-known mistake. 

and the nun of 

This is a 

even though the text of Sefer Kanah, popular in his day as a 

mystical interpretation of the Torah, interpreted this text 

according to the mistake in Bomberg's Bible. To prove that 

Bomberg's editors were incorrect, de Lonzano brings three 

items of proof. Firstly, the evidence found in Shabbat 115b, 

P ~mrw ~>1=> l!9ryk symnywt lpnyh wl;,hryh 

~I prMt wyhy bnsc lhprydh msw- pr- ~lpnyh 

wmtQylt pr~h ~~Dryh ~bl h>wtywt ~bpswgym 

P sww wP C:.Jh cq lbm I ¥nwtm wlhpkm 

They only said that 'symbols' <symnywt) 

should appear before and after the text 

of Numbers 10:35-36 in order to separate 

it from the end of the previous section 

and the beginning of the next section 
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whereas they commanded nothing nor did 

anything even occur to them regarding 

changing the letters of the verses or 

inverting them." 

Secondly, singling out the particular verses which are 

delineated in the Rabbinic Bible, he says, has no authority, 

w;,~lw ldbr~ hmdevs- 1.:::. n~tnw ;)1;:) eswg 

w~h~ bnsc weswg w~h~ hC:m Mnm~:;, bm nwn 

mnwzrt ;>k ~t~ he~sgwt hry hn k~:~r kl 

pysgwt ~btwrh bly ~wm ~nwy wkl zh hpk 

h,:,mt 

As for what the printers did in changing 

only the verses "When the ark began to 

travel" and "The nation was" in which we 

find segregated nuns, specifically, these 

two sentences (hpysgwt) are like all the 

other sentences of the Torah with no 

difference. All of this is the opposite 

of the truth. 

Thirdly, he saw the lack of clarity in the Masoretic list 

of Okhlah ve'Okhla, which was pointed out above, as a source 

for this mistake. 

De Lonzano also took exception to the published design of 
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the !J.!.!!l in their mistaken locations. This third mistake of 

the printers was in inverting the symbol as well as reversing 

it left to right. Very clearly de L.om:ano declares, wz_I} ___ J~ .. 

~J.J:L9 .. A~.t ..... ~f!l!l ..... mf:_~1-=-~l~--n!~~IJ._J.~~!.'iLJ~J::. [this never occ:ur·r·ed 

to anyone and it is incorrect to do soJ. He bases his 

opinion on the explanation of the Zohar as to what the nun in 

one or another particular orientation was to symbolize, as 

explained earlier. He added that in addition to the clear 

lack of justification for the inversion of the letter, the 

concept of propriety regarding a Torah scroll would preclude 

such an inversion, 

!!'!!i!.~~.~Yn ___ ~t:!_.f!.rJ.L __ k ll!!!Q._J~1R.Y_._ .. rn.:ln ___ J.t!IW~ 

r :. JJ::! ..• JI!l.t.:::-_w..r:.gL::_ .. tm~!..::. · 

Certainly this~ to inv~rt the head 

downward and the foot upward, is not 

respectful of heaven. 

In addition to the abovementioned reason given for th• 

claimed improper inversion of the symbols in the Bomberg 

text, de Lonzano, in another vein, proposed a rationalization 

for that particular mistake. His explanation affords us an 

interesting insight into the then new technology of the 

printing press. Apparently unaware of the reversal of the 

!1Y.!1 in ten:ts which pre-dated mechanical printing techniques 1 

de Lonzano laid the blame for this orientation on the 
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wydcty gm ~ny ~g~- hw~ bml~kt hdpw- Icsw

nwn mnwzrt khlkth ~m 1, ~yc~wh wytknw

lkt~lh wy~ bzh twrh ~bl hnwnyn hmw~gwt 

wmzwmnwt lhm ?Y ,p~r lhpk hpnym ~~~wr ~m 

P yhpkw hro~ lm1;.h whrgl lmC:l- myhw hrw,

,ynw ywd~ ~ml~kt hdpws hkryh zh dl~w kwly 

c}m- bdpw- bgy~y ,k hw~ hw~b ~bkwnh nc6h 

kkh 

I also know that in the printing craft it 

is difficult to make a segregated nun, as 

the law prescribes, if it 

specially made to start with. 

much work involved in this. 

is not 

There is 

However 

with the poured (a reference to the 

method of preparing typeface in his day) 

available nuns it is not possible to 

reverse the 'inside to out' [hpnym l~bwrl 

without inverting them top to bottom 

[hr,g lm1;.h whrgl lmcl-] 9 nevertheless the 

person seeing this does not know that the 

craft of printing forced this, for not 

all are knowledgable in printing, rather 

he thinks that it was done intentionally 

as such. 



0 

c 

55 

Notwithstanding the above astute comment of de Lonzano, 

one wonders just what he is referring to when looking at the 

text of the Rabbinic Bible. In it the symbol used for the 

diacritical marks, where they do appear, does not appear to 

be the same as any other nun of the text would look if 

inverted and reversed as he suggests. It appears· that de 

Lonzano was wrong on both counts. However, what is most 

significant here, is that technology had now become not only 

the means of producing a text but also an excuse for"' its 

integrity or lack of integrity. 

Regarding the symbol which de Lonzano felt should appear 

in the text, we also have a significant turn of events. 

Resulting from all the discussion of locations and designs so 

far, de Lonzano concludes with a summary of existing formats 

and designs followed by his own opinion as to what the 

diacritical marks should look like. Firstly, he observes 

that the scrolls of Spain and Ashkenaz followed the design of 

Recanti, "like a man bowing on his knees, his face and body 

as usual but his feet reversed backwards", [k.::~dm hkwrc e1 

brkyw ~pnyw wgwpw ksdrn wrglyw hpwkwt l~bwrJ. But the 

Zohar's description and interpretation of this issue led him 

away from this design. He states, 

lkn hskmty l~m- ~hnzyrh hnkwnh hy> hnm$,t 

bq~t sprym gm bpsyqth ~1 wyny~y ~mhpkyn 

kl hnwn l,hwr kzh 
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therefore I have agreed to say that the 

proper segregation is that which is found 

in a number of books also in the Pesikta 

of Venice [presumably an edition of 

Pesikta published by Bombergl where the 

whole nun is 

this ••••• [The 

inverted/reversed 

diagram/facsimile 

like 

is 

lacking in this particular edition. 

Perhaps the publisher neglected to add it 

into to the finished printed text.J. 

De Lonzano states that his own opinion on the matter 

would have a nun shaped symbol with the 'head' reversed but 

the 'feet' remaining in place. This would be a backwards 

'zed' shape, 

wmh m~d hyyty {m~ lr~wt ,ylw 

~lyKyt bh nwn hnzyr- tyhpkw 

l 4 hwr wynyQw rglh lpnym kzh) 

I would be very happy to find a third 

shape in which the segregated nun is 

inverted and reversed but leaving its 

foot forward, like this. 

(See Appendix for facsimile). However, though he found this 
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<See Appendix for facsimile). However, though he found this 

design to be the accurate interpretation of the Zohar, since 

he had never seen such a design in a text of the Torah, he 

deferred to the Zoharic desjgn, 

kY.ttU~:'.!Y. ....... ~"J.r:Jl ... _it~ ....... 12I~.!!L......?..f!.c __ ?..~:.P. 

~.?br:::_rl k wn h .b.Y .. ~- ..bn .. IJ.Y ... mb t_l _!'1 .... -J.t!:tY ....... -":!b k L!.. 

h c w lh.._h!!!r:.:L . .....Jl !J.till. .... J:tl!ln ~~r t _____ l1.!mY1Y.!:. ......... hY .?. 

!JJ.B~l~ k 1 hnwn __ J~f.l.!!!.r. ..... J.'z.tL.Js.Y.-~.rr ....... .!ill'J.Ll! .. _ ... !..~!!!!l 

b.~.~hr.. 

Since I have not found this form in any 

text (perhaps 'scroll'J, even though it 

is proper, I r·escind my opinion. The 

general principle which arises is that 

the shape of the real segregated !1Y...I'l is 

to reverse the whole nun for this is what 

the text of the Zohar teaches. 

The final decision of this great Masoretic scholar is that 

the diacritical mark should be separate from the text, in the 

space before Numbers 10:35 and after Numbers 10:36, in the 

shape of a normal, common, fl..h\..0 but wholly reversed. 

would closely resemble a left square bracket. 

This 

A major traditional authority on matters of the text as 

detailed by the Masoretic tradition also stemmed from the 

sixteenth century in the person of Yedidya ben Solomon 
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Lonzano while the two of them were in Italy together. Jaffe 

had already returned to Poland but had surely left behind 

information about Poland and its traditions, particularily 

those of Luria. 

Norzi heavily depended on de Lonzano's Or Torah and the 

information of that witness to the Safed scribal tradition. 

Though Norzi is considered a formidable authority in 

Masoretic and textual matters, he does not take a very firm 

stand on the orientation of the symbols save for his 

opposition to the Bomberg design, not mentioned by name but 

rather by description, and other diacritical marks which 

appeared in some scrolls. 

It is apparent from the various descriptions which Norzi 

includes in his comment that a few major designs and formats 

for the diacritical marks had become most popular throughout 

the Jewish world. Firstly, the Bomberg anomaly, tcwt zh 

mpwrsm [This mistake is well known.], is mentioned. This is 

followed by a tradition which denoted inverted, nun-shaped 

markings, larger than a normal letter, before and after the 

text of Numbers 10:35-36. In referring to the dots which are 

mentioned in the Siphre, Norzi claims, I.:> ydcty mh hmh .:>lw 

hnqwdwt [I do not know what those dots are.J. 13 He says that 

in a few texts, 14 an inverted and reversed nun-shaped symbol 

appears as denoted in the Zohar and the Pesikta. Norzi drew 

on his familiarity with the Sephardic tradition in referring 

to a tradition which denoted a 'zed'-shaped diacritical mark 

before and after Numbers 10:35-36, which, he says is based on 



c the design of the Recanti. 

The sixteenth century had come to a close with no further 

rectification of the problem found at Numbers 10:35-36. In 

historical fact, the evolution of all the various traditions 

left the issue farther from conclusion. 

c 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

We follow the diacritical marks surrounding Numbers 

10:35-36 and the traditions regarding their placement apd 

orientation into the eighteenth century via the Responsa of 

Ezekial Landau (1713-1793>. 1 As the leading Polish 

halachic authority of the generation which saw the rise of 

Hassidism, Landau responded to many inquiries. One of them 

concerned extraneous characters which, when found in a 

Torah scroll, might nullify it. 

Landau's remarks regarding the whole topic of the 

inverted nuns reflects a frustration with the persistent 

problem of these diacritical marks. He says, 

wc:I dbr hnwny"n hpwkyn ~h:>ryk. P ydcty 

~?Wrk h,rykwt bzh wkbr h.>ryk r~"l bt~wbh 

C"g. whnh mymy .::>yn d<:ty nwl;lh lh:>ryk 

bdbr ~_,yn lw yswd bgm- wbpwsqym ky mh 

~~~ ntb~r bgm- .>yn lnw mgwm lCmwd bw Cl 

h:Jmt 

Regarding the lengthy issue of the 

inverted nuns. I don't understand the 
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need for such lengthy (discussion) on 

this; Rabbi Solomon Luria already dealt 

with this at length in his Responsa 

#73. I am not willing to deal with 

this at length for it (the issue) has 

no foundation in the Talmud or the 

arbiters of rabbinic decisions <pwsgym> 

for there is no foundation of truth for 

anything which is not explained in the 

Talmud. 

However, with all due respect to Luria's opinions, and a 

request for his pardon, Landau proceeds with a full 

negation of Luria's already infamous opinion based on a 

thorough analysis of many of the relevant halachic texts 

which he provided in his responsum. After dealing with the 

primary problem of his questioner Landau turned to the 

issues which stem from the responsa of Solomon Luria. 

Landau questions Luria's basic understanding of the issues 

regarding the diacritical marks at Numbers 

Landau states, 

whnh bmh ~pr¥ mhr¥"1 dbry hgmr- ~1.::. g.::.y 

Cl nwny"n kll rg q hpsg pr~ywt .:my tmh 

Regarding Rabbi Solomon Luria's 

explanation of the Talmudic argument, 

10:35-36. 



c 

c 

62 

that it didn't pertain to nuns at all 

but rather to spaces left between the 

chapters, I am surprised. 

Thus, according to Landau, Luria missed the mark on 

the whole issue. Landau laid the blame for Luria's 

misunderstanding on his not having available Hai Gaon's 

comment on the issue of the diacritical marks. Landjiu 

quotes Hai from the previously mentioned reference to his 

remarks found in Joseph Caro's commentary to Maimonides' 

Mishne Torah, the Kesef Mishne. Landau's comment to this 

is as follows: 

hry ~rmz rbynw h::ly c1 hnwny"n hpwkym 

~hn mpwr~yn bp- kl ktby W:ll"k kwwnt 

hgmr.> bsymnyn hll w Cl hnwny"n hpwkyn 

whn hsymnyn csmn wl> kdbry mhr!"l ~pyrlf' 

~~yn lnwny"n hpwkyn ~wr~ bgmr, 

For our Rabbi Hai mentioned the 

inverted nuns which are explained in 

[the Talmudic chapter] ·All Writings· 

where the intent of the gemarah was to 

refer to these symbols, the inverted 

nuns which are one and the same as the 

symbols themselves and not as Rabbi 

Solomon Luria would have it in his 
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explanation that the inverted nuns have 

no roots in the Talmud. 

Landau added an interesting editorial note regarding 

his trust in Hai's interpretation of this issue. He 

states, 

wrbynw h~y bgy bpyrw~ hgmr~ tpy mynyh 

whzwhr cdyyn ~ ntglh bymy rbynw h~y 

Rabbi Hai was expert in interpretation 

of the Talmud more than he <Luria> and 

the Zohar was not yet revealed in the 

days of our teacher Hai. 

Landau's message is clear; the evidence of a scholar 

as great as Hai is far more important than any halachic 

derivation based on any later sources, even, or perhaps 

especially, a source as weighty as the Zohar. Landau 

defers to a source closer to the Talmudic origin of this 

issue, one not influenced by the mystical school of 

thought. 

from its 

Landau is saying, correctly, that 

Talmudic source, without the 

when analyzed 

layers of 

interpretation imposed by the mystical tradition, this 

problem is not nearly as complicated as it had been made 

out to be by Luria and others who were overly involved in 

or swayed by the mystical school of interpretation. Landau 

also shows how the placement and design of the diacritical 
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marks in the Bomberg Rabbinic Bible was incorrect. 

Having mentioned the Talmudic source in Tractate 

Shabbat many times and having taken exception to one of the 

most popular explanations of this source, Landau gives an 

outline of the argument found there. He concludes, 

wlkn ht:.ygr ~nwny"n hmnwzrym hm symnyn 

cwmdym bp"c ~~t gwdm wyhy bnswc w~bt 

qwdm wyhy hem ~bry klwt p- wyhy bnsw~ 

brywb hpr~ywt 

Therefore, the essential idea is that 

the segregated nuns are symbols which 

stand alone, one before "When the ark 

began to travel" and one before "The 

nation were as murmurers" after the end 

of the section "When the ark began to 

travel" (placed) in the spaces (between 

the sections). 

Using this format, Landau says, both the Talmudic opinions 

of Rabbi Judah and that of Rabbi Shimon ben Bamliel, 

regarding the purpose of the diacritical marks, are 

satisfied. 

Landau's final opinion, after all the discussion is 

said and done, is as follows. 
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n"l ~y¥ lhnyQ .=.t-ry klwt mn hml;mh lehy:» 

l~ny wyhy bnswc b,msc: h~yth rywt;a kdy t-

=>wtywt w.:.h"k hnw"n hmnwzrt w:>t;a .. k rywt;a . 

kmw b- ~w g- ;>wtywt w!)t;a"k lhtt;ayl wyhy 

bnswc: b"wth ~yth kdyn stwmh w.=.!Jr klwt 

~lpy ysr~l ynyt;a rywt;a kmw b- ~wtywt 

w:»t;t"k nw"n mnwzr w::JI;I"k rywt;a t- =>wtywt 

b7wth ~yth wbr3~ h~yth h~nyh. ytt'lyl p

wyhy h<m wgw- wbzh ywyh ydy kl ht,a~~wt 

W!?Wrwt hnwny"n hmnwzryn km"~ h;,wr twrh. 

It seems to me that one should place 

after the end of "from the camp" 

<Numbers 10:34) which is before "When 

the ark began to travel" (Numbers 

10:35), in the middle of the line a 

space Cthe length of) nine letters 

followed by a segregated nun followed 

by a space <the length of) two or three 

letters followed by the beginning of 

"When the ark began to travel" on the 

same line, as if it were a 'closed' 

section of text. Following the end of 

"the myriads of Israel" <Numbers 10:36) 

one should leave a space (the length 

of> two letters followed by a 

segregated nun followed by a space <the 
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line. The next line should begin with 

the section "The nation were as 

murmurers" <Numbers 11:1>. In this 

fashion one will have averted all 

doubts about the format of the 

segregated nuns. This is as stated by 

the Or Torah [Menahem de LonzanoJ. 

Landau·s opinion is, however, not the only major, 

eighteenth century, responsum on the issue. Rabbi Simha 

Hayim Rapoport was questioned regarding the discrepancies 

found between Torah scrolls of Poland and those of Prague 

at Numbers 10:35-36. His response compared to Landau·s 

essay on the issue reflects, in no uncertain terms, the 

disparity of opinion on contemporary issues in distant 

lands. 

Rapoport arrives at the conclusion that the 

diacritical marks at Numbers 10:35-36 should be written in 

the text itself ie., the nun of bnswc and that of kmt~wnnym 

should be inverted and reversed. This is the opinion as 

presented by Rapoport·s mentors Solomon Luria and the 

Maharam of Lublin. This halachic ruling is arrived at 

through yet another thorough analysis of the literature. A 

major foundation of Rapoport's thesis is his claim that 

decisions arrived at by using the opinion of Rashi, as 

found in Tractate Rosh HaShanah, are false because Rashi is 

c 
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often wont to interpret a teKt not according to the 

established halachah but rather in a fashion which keeps 

the understanding of the teKt on an uncomplicated level, 

drk r~"y hy=> tmyd lpr~ :tp sl~ _,lybC 

dhylkt~ mpny Kr~h lgrb hpy- hywtr p~wt 

kmbw::tr bmpwrty dii"y kmh pcmym. 

It is Rashi's method to interpret not 

in accordance with the halacha because 

it is his desire to bring the simplest 

interpretation as is stated in Rashi's 

commentary a number of times. 

Rapoport also contradicts the opinion of de Lonzano. 

Just how detailed and complicated the issue of the 

text of Numbers 10:35-36 and its accompanying diacritical 

marks had become by the eighteenth century is made even 

clearer in the encyclopaedic work of scribal halachah by 

Abraham ben Zvi Jaffe.2 

Jaffe begins Chapter 24 of his work, which deals 

solely with the particulars of Numbers 10:35-36, as 
I 

follows, 

:tc"p ~=-swr IM'nwt ~wm ::twt m§>wrtw km"~ 

bsy- hgwdm ::tk hsm"g whtwr hctygw b~m 

hrmb"m wyzhr b:Jwtywt hpwkwt kw- kmw 
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~hCtygw hswprym ~y~ mpy ~y~ kw- wbprt 

nwny"n hpwkyn tmw:zkr g"k bzwhr wspry 

gblh lkn §ryk lbrr ~yh mgwm kbwdm 

Even though it is forbidden to change 

the form of any letter as mentioned in 

the previous chapter, the Semag and 

the Tur wrote in the name of the Rambam 

"one should be careful regarding the 

inverted letters" etc. which were 

copied by the scribes one from another 

especially the inverted nuns which are 

also mentioned in the Zohar and the 

books of the Kabbalah, therefore it is 

necessary to clarify what their 

honoured place is. 

Jaffe is very clear in his expression of the basic 

complexity of this issue. He is well aware that the 

diacritical marks at Numbers 10:35-36 have changed over the 

years as scribes have learned their tradition one from 

another. It is even possible to hear a hint of blame in 

his words directed towards the scribes who were supposed to 

preserve the text of the Torah rather than complicate its 

transmission. 

Jaffe points out that there are two powerful 

traditions regarding the placement of the marks. One 
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tradition would have them placed in the spaces between the 

sections of the text, before Numbers 10:35 and after 

Numbers 10:36, while the other places them in the text 

itself, at two or more of the possible locations. The 

tradition in Jaffe's own community seems to have been the 

former, "y".:> d:~~swr le 5i'wtn brywwl;l hpr~ywt kmw s.:~~nw nwhgyn" 

[Some say it is forbidden to make them in the space between 

the sections as our tradition has it.l 

Jaffe brings numerous references to traditional sources 

which support one or another placement of the nuns in the 

text. He lists various opinions: 

a) Those who place them in the words bnsc and wbnwbh 

b) Those who place them in the words bnsc and 

kmtlnny"!. 

c) Those who place them in the words bnsc and wbnwhh 

and kmt.:~~nnym. 

Each of the many opinions mentioned in Jaffe's work is 

quoted in the name of at least one authority who supported 

that opinion. Many of the opinions to which Jaffe refers, 

he says, are based on the Zohar which, as we know, is a 

confusing source and open to various, even contradictory, 

interpretations. Regarding the diacritical mark itself, 

Jaffe refers to a 'universally accepted' (1 k"C) opinion, 

based on the Zohar, which would have the nun of 

inverted Cmhwpkt). 

Other opinions listed: 

a) both nuns inverted 
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b) only the first nun inverted 

c) various uncommon designs for marks for both nuns 

d) the first nun written normally while the second 

nun is inverted <so that when placed side by side a common 

final ·mem· would be the result). 

e> "the correct authentic form" (hswrh hnkwnh 

h~mytyt>: the whole nun reversed, based on the Zohar, as 

found in de Lonzano·s Or Torah and Minhat Shai. 

Jaffe mentions a design for the diacritical marks which 

he, like de Lonzano, would have liked to see. It would 

have the "head and face" of the nun reversed <Myhpkw r~~h 

wpnyh l,l)wr) and the "leg" of the nun left as is, wynyl;lw 

rglh lpnym. This design is intended to be reminiscent of a 

person who faces backwards while walking. It is, as Jaffe 

says, the opposite image of the design which Recanti had 

mentioned which would resemble a man bowing at the knee in 

supplication. The latter, according to Jaffe, is the 

design found in many Sephardic scrolls. 

After all of Jaffe's analysis is said and done, his 

final decision states clearly that the diacritical marks 

should be placed outside of the text of Numbers 10:35-36 in 

the spaces before and after the two verses. However, if in 

any scrolls the diacritical marks were found in the verses 

themselves, the deciding factor in correcting them or not 

was to be the age and value of the scroll, .>m hm s"t y¥'nwt 

wygrwt bwd~y .>yn l~lwh yd wlhgyh. On the other hand, a 

scroll in which no markings whatsoever were found would not 

be invalidated. 
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CONCLUSION 

The conclusions to be drawn from the above analysis of 

the relevant sources are important for an understanding of 

the history of the development of the Biblical text. 

It has been shown that throughout the past two thousand 

years, since pre-Mishnaic times, there has been a dynamic 

evolution of the text of the Torah. As well, it has been 

shown that the existence of these markings was never 

unknown, ignored or considered irrelevant to the Rabbinic 

authorities. 

The absolute origin of the diacritical marks at Numbers 

10:35-36 is shrouded in mystery. Lieberman has determined 

that the nun-shaped symbols are diacritical marks of Greek 

origin and that their introduction into the text by the 

Rabbinic authorities occurred during the Hellenistic 

period. Their introduction was later rationalized and 

Justified using both Mishnaic and Talmudic proof texts. 

Once the tradition of their inclusion took hold 7 their 

removal from the sacred text was impossible though there 

was always discussion about their location and design. 

The notion that these diacritical marks were mistakenly 

introduced into the text, as segregated characters or 

otherwise, was suggested at least once. If true, this 

reflects the tradition's inability to deal with such an 
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occurrence. Once a mistaken conclusion is given approval 

by an authority, that authoritative stamp is most difficult 

for the tradition to remove, if at all possible. Many 

cases to illustrate this point are described above. 

Proving the point. even the final halachic rulings dealing 

with the writing of Numbers 10:35-36 leave much room to 

validate the scroll which was written according to one or 

another of the 'incorrrect' traditions. On the other hand, 

if the need for the diacritical marks is 'real', as 

described by whatever theory, we see how vast is the 

tradition's ability to interpret a misunderstood tradition 

in order to preserve it for all generations. 

The evidence of the diacritical marks at Numbers 

10:35-36 shows just how difficult it is for scribal 

traditions to die; perhaps more importantly it shows how 

readily they adapt to life and initiate an evolutionary 

process of their own. 

The issues behind the marks at Numbers 10:35-36 were 

unclear and were difficult to understood by generations of 

scholars. In each generation someone managed to 

incorporate a new justification or rationalization for 

their existence in order to preserve this particular 

tradition of textual interpretation. Most often the 

rationalization/justification of the inherited tradition 

was accomplished through the placing of a new generational 

layer of traditional interpretation onto the previous ones. 

The case of the diacritical marks at Numbers 10:35-36 is a 
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0 good example of the effects of tradition. While firmly 

believing that the text never changes, the tradition itself 

changed the text. While it proceeded to change the text 

the fashion in which it did, within the bounds of tradition 

and halachah, allowed the tradition to continue to claim 

that the text had never, would never, and was not changing. 

The changes made to the text in any generation were 

accompanied by that generation's prevailing style or method 

of interpretation. 
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234-235. 

24> Meir Abulafia, Masoret Seyag LaTorah <Firenzia: n.p., 
1750). Regarding the apparent ommission of diacritical 
marks from Sefer Taghin <S. Sachs Liber Coronularum (Sefer 
Taghin>, (reprinted., Jerusalem 1975: Orient and Occident 
Publishing House for International Scientific Cooperation> 
it is claimed that the author of Sepher Taghin was 
concerned with 'crowns' on letters i.e. textual 
accoutrements whose purpose is beautification and 
decoration of the text. Specially designed letters were 
out of the scope of this text; M. Kasher Torah Shelemah, 
vol. 29 p. 86. 

25) Menahem Me'iri, Qiryat Sefer, ed., 
(Jerusalem: Masorah Press, 1967>, p. 37. 

M. Hershler 

CHAPTER THREE 

1> E. N. Adler, Ginzei Mitzrayim. 

2> M. Meiri, Qiryat Sefer. 

3) Rueben Margoliot, ed., The Zohar, 3 vols. <Mosad HaRav 
Kook: Jerusalem, 1946>, vol. 3-4, pp. 309-310. 

4) Shimon ben Shlomo Duran: Responsa Yahin 
(Livorno: Abraham Yitzhak Castillo, 1783). 

u-Boaz, 

5) Menahot 43b. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

1> Jacob ben Hayyim Ibn Adoniyahu, ed., Introduction to 
Biblia Rabbinica <A reprint of the 1525 Venice Edition>, by 
Moshe 6oshen-6ottstein, <Venice: Bomberg Press, 1525; 
reprinted., Jerusalem: Makor Publishing Ltd., 1972>, pp. 
6-7. 

2> Bahya ben Asher, Midrash of Rabbenu Bahya on 
Torah,<n.p.: Otzar HaSefarim, 1967>, vol. 2, Numbers, 
12. 

the 
p. 
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3> S. Frensdorff 7 Ochlah Ve'Ochlah. 

4) In fact, the Bomberg edition of Psalm 107 does not have 
any extraneous graphic characters inside the text at all. 
The characters which I assume are the inverted nwns are in 
the margin to the right of the text as in the case of other 
Masoretic notes and symbols. 

5) Another example of the placement of the diacritical 
marks inside the text rather than segregated from the text 
was published by C.D. Ginsburg <C.D. Ginsburg, The Masorah 
Compiled from Manuscripts Alphabetically and Lexica!!Y 
Arranged, <Vienna: Carl Fromme, 1883), 2:259). The symbol 
reproduced there, though, is not the typical inverted 
and/or reversed nwn but is a ·zed· shaped symbol akin to 
the one found in Adler's text from the Geniza. 

CHAPTER FIVE 

1> M. Steinschneider, Jewish Literature from the Eighth to 
the Eighteenth Century, trans. W. Spottiswoode (London: 
n.p., 1857; reprinted., New York: Hermon Press, 1970), p. 
228. 

2> Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., s.v. 
by I. M. Ta-Shma. 

"Luria, Solomon," 

3) S. Luria CMaharshal>, Hochmat Shlomo HaShalem de'Rabenu 
Shlomo Luria, <Cracow: n.p., ea., 1580: reprint ed., 
Jerusalem: Makor Publishing, 1972>, vol. 1, p. 120. 

4> Responsa of Maharshal 
Number 73. 

(Solomon Luria), <n • P. : 1574), 

5) Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., s.v. "Jaffe, Mordehai," 
by Ephraim Kupfer. 

6) Responsa of Maharshal, p. 205. 

7) Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed.,. s.v. "Lublin, Meir ben 
Bedalia," by Shlomo Eidelberg. 

8) Meir ben Bedalia, Responsa, 
n.p., 1961>, #75. 

(reprint ed., Brooklyn: 

9) It is of importance to contrast the decision taken by 
Meir ben Bedalia based upon the Zoharic material with a 
responsum of David ben Solomon Ibn Abi Zimra <Radbaz) 
<David ben Solomon Ibn Abi Zimra, Responsa, <reprint ed., 
New York: Otzar HaSefarim, 1966>, 1:20.) on a parallel 
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issue. He was questioned regarding the emendation or 
correction of Torah scrolls based upon textual information 
found in the Zohar, Cl mh ~~~h ~bd mhmtbkmym ~hgyh kl 
hsprym ,1 py hmdr~ ~1 rby ~mcwn bn ywt:a.:>y, "Regarding what 
one of the 'intellectuals' did in emending all the texts 
according to the midrash of Rabbi Shimon ben Vohai". In 
his response to this query Radbaz is very clear in his 
opposition to what seems to have been the popular practice 
of correcting plene and defective spellings according to 
variant readings in the midrashic literature. On this 
point Radbaz says, y~ lhgyh hsprym ~m nm~~w hypk mmh ~ktwb 
b mr> .>bl kl ml:J wbsr dl:> n m nh lC n n d n.::::~ :l P mdr¥' 
bClmh P ngyh wm spr ;:.1 py hdr h wl:::. >1 py hmsrh .:>}.::::~ 

,zlynn btr rwb:), "It is necessary to emend texts if the 
opposite of what is found in the Gemarah is found in them 
but rather a plene or defectiva spelling which is not the 
basis for a law but rather for a midrash should not be 
emended. We should not emend any text according to the 
derash nor according to the Massorah rather we follow the 
majority". Though lbn limra was referring to existing 
textual emendations and Maharam was lending support to an 
established textual tradition, Maharam's final proof is 
based upon exactly that which Radbaz says is no proof at 
all. This is interesting in that Radbaz was a product of 
the mystical tradition though its influence over him did 
not sway him to prefer it over the halachic tradition in 
matters of textual integrity as it did Maharam. 

10) cf. Rashi ad locum. 

11) Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., s.v. "de Lonzano, 
Menahem ben Judah," by David Samuel Loewinger; Menahem de 
Lonzano, Shtei Vadot, vol. 1: Or Torah, <Amsterdam: n.s.; 
reprinted., Berlin: n.p., 1745). 

12) Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., s.v. "Norzi, Jedidiah 
Solomon Raphael ben Abraham", by H. J. Zimmels. 

13> The very scant mention of the dots mentioned in the 
Siphre text leads me to believe that Norzi was speaking of 
a source which reflected an opinion on this matter rather 
than any actual existing texts. It is safe to say that by 
his day texts which contained dots at Numbers 10:35-36 were 
not common. This in and of itself is evidence of the 
drastic textual changes which have occured in this part of 
the text. 

14) Since the invention and proliferation of the printing 
press it is not altogether clear in which sense the word 

'is used since both its meanings 'book' and 'scroll' 
are nterchangeable. I have here translated 'spr' as 
'text' to reduce the confusion. It is not clear whether 
Norzi is referring to scrolls or printed texts. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

1) Ezekial Landauy Responsa of the 'Noda B'Yehuda', 2 Vols, 
<New York: S. Goldman Otzar Hasefarim, 1973), Yoreh Deah 
#74. 

2> Abraham ben Zvi Jaffe, Sefer Mishnat Avraham, (n.p.: 
n.p., 1867; reprinted., Jerusalem: n.p., 164), Chap. 24. 
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