A PRELIMINARY CRITICAL EDITION
OF SEFER YEZIRA

ITHAMAR GRUENWALD

INTRODUCTION

I

As the title emphatically indicates, the fcllowing text and critical apparatus
should by no means be considered a final and definitive edition of the Sefer
Yezira, the Hebrew “Book of Creation”. Although Sefer Yezira is one of
the most frequently published works of Jewish esoteric lore, there is no aatho-
ritative text available to those who want fo study the book. To make a long
story short, there are at least three main recensions of the book, and except
for one recension! all the printed texts are defective.2 The present edition has
no intention of solving the riddles of the Sefer Yezira, especially the question,
which of the three recensions is the more original; its only aim is to provide
a provisional critical edition of the text. But it is hoped that inspite of the
stated self-imposed limitations it will prove useful as a base from which
scholars may advance with more ease and security in their future study of
Sefer Yezira, its text and meaning.

The main textual problems which the Sefer Yezira presents are: (i) As there
are at least three recensions of the book, what is the relationship between
them and which of the three is the closest to the criginal? (i) What is the
correct text of each of the three recensions? To these must be added a further
question of a more technical nature: (iii) What can be done in order to do
Justice to all the three recensions without, however, uanecessarily complicating
the critical edition of the text?

After a close study of the three texts, the following conclusion has been

1 The so-called Se“adian recension. See below. There are, of course, some old commentaries
to the book found in MSS which have been published by such scholars as G. Scholem and
G. Vajda, but the fact still remains that there is no decent edition of the whole book available.
[Mzanwhile Dr. I. Weinstock showed me proofs of his forthcoming article “Towards a
Clarification of the Text of Sefer Yezirah” [Hebrew]. Dr. Weinstock presents a critical
edition of the first chapter of S.Y.]

2 The Sefer Yezira “nach den simtlichen Rezensionen moglichst kritisch redigierter und
vokalisierter Text” by Lazarus Goldschmidt, Frankfurt am Mzin 1894 (Darmstadt, Wissen-
schaftliche Buchgesellschafi, 1969) — is no exception to the rule.
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reached: The three recensions differ from each other mainly in the length
of the text and in the inner organization of the material. The differences of
reading between the three recensions are not as many as is generally assumed.
There are of course some important variants, but they are not so numerous
as to require the printing of three different texts. The solution which the
writer has worked out will be discussed below, but first a word must be said.
about the three recensions.

The three extant recensions are: a long one, a short one, and the so-called
Se‘adian recension:

1. The so-called Se‘adian recension, which became known 10 us through
the commentary of Se‘adia Ga’on (882-942).3 The commentary was probably
finished in 931. This recension is shorter than the long recension and longer
than the short one.

2. The short recension. It was, as far as is known, first used in the commen-
tary of Dunasa b. Tamim, who lived in North Africa (end of the ninth century —
after 958).4 Dunash b. Tamim already knew Se‘adia’s commentary.

3. The long recension. This text was the basis for many commentaries,
the first and most important of which was written by Shabbatai Donnolo
who lived in Italy in the tenth century C.E. (913 - after 982).5

Since, again, the three recensions differ one from the other mainly in their
length, it was decided to give the long recension as the basis for the present
edition, but toprint two separate critical apparatuses, one for the long recension
(including the Se‘adian recension) and one for the short. Only in such cases
where differences in reading between the long recension and the short one
are more substantial than single words or phrasesS two parallel texts were
printed: (%) (in brackets) — the long one, and () — the short one. All the
necessary information concerning the recensions and the text of the manuscripts
are given in supplementary notes to each of the paragraphs. In this way, it is
hoped, a clear view may be gained as to the differences between the two main

3 The authorifative commentary of Se‘adia Ga’on is the one published by M. Lambert
(Paris 1891) from Ms. Oxford 1533. Some of the printed editions contain a commentary
falsely attributed to Se"adia Ga’on but which is from a later hand.

4 His commentary to Sefer Yezira was published from Ms. Oxford 2250 by M. Gross-
berg, London 1902. Fragments of the Arabic text of the commentary were published by
G. Vajda in REJ CXIII (1954), pp. 38 ff; CXXII (1963), pp. 149 ff.

5 The commentary was published by D. Castelli, Firenze 1880; and is to be found also
in some of the regular printed editions. It is generally known by either of the two names
IMON Or WMN3nA.

6 It will be noted that these particular changes found in the short recension are also
almost always documented at least in one of the manuscripts of the long recension. Special
attention should, however, be paid to those readings in the variae lectiones of the short-
recension manuscripts marked by 1n...5 meaning omnia.

133



Ithamar Grvenwald

recensions, without complicating and thwarting the immediate approach to
the text.

Further reasons for choosing the long recension as the basis for the present
edition are: —

1. The oldest manuscript,” and also the best of all,® in our possession is
that of the long recension.

2. The long recension provides the most comprehensive lexical data of
the Sefer Yezira. The initial purpose of this edition was to suggest a reliable
text of the Sefer Yezira which could be used in a concordance to the book.
This concordance is required for the work presently done by the Academy
of the Hebrew Language in Jerusalem which is engaged in preparing a histcrical
dictionary of the Hebrew language. The writer is collaborating in this project,
preparing the texts from Jewish esoteric literature up to the year 1000 C.E.
for the purpose of utilizing their linguistic data in the Dictionary. In the first
stage of the work separate concordances are prepared for each text. The basis
for the concordances is always the best manuscript available.8: In the case of
Sefer Yezira Ms. Vatican 299 (8) turned out to be not only the best but also
the oldest manuscript extant. It contains the long recension.

I

In preparing this edition of the Sefer Yezira, over a hundred manuscripts,
most of which of a date preceding the editio princeps of the book (Mantua
1562), have been examined.9 Out of these only fifteen have been found to be
whole and to contain a more or less acceptable text. The othzrs were either
badly preserved or contained only parts of the Sefer Yezira, or else their text
appeared to be faulty. To these manuscripts the two recensions of the editio
princeps have been added,10 together with the so-called Se‘adian recemsion
and the Geniza fragment of the same recension (without Sz‘adia Ga'on’s
commentary) found at the University Library in Cambridge.1! Thus seventeen

" See below, Section II.

¢ The manuscript in question —— Vatican 299 — deserves the special study of a linguist.
It seems to contain some old forms, and generally preserves a ‘‘Palestinian™ tradition of
writing. The manuscript was beautifully written by a professional scrite, and is almost
frez of errors.

& The editorial board of the Dictionary has worked out special criteria which determine
the choice of the MSS.

¢ Microfilms of these manuscripts are found in the Microfilm Institute of the National
and University Library in Jerusalem. My sincere gratitude is here expressed to the librarians
of the Institute whose help and patience never failed.

0 In that edition the stort version is printed along with several commentaries, whereas
the long recension is added as an appendix without any commentary.

‘1 This long fragment — T.-S. 32/5 — was published by A. M. Habermann in Sirai X
(1547), pp. 241 ff. New photostats of the fragment have been consulted for this edition.
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manuscripts and the two printed texts of the first edition have been collated
for the present critical edition.

As far as tae writer knows, no such work has been carried out before.
There is, however, much left to be done before a full scale and definitive
edition of the Sefer Yezira can be published. First of all the so-called “‘re-
jected” manuscripts also have to be consulted not only in order to fill up the
critical apparatus, but also in order to trace more accurately the development
of the manuscript-stems and of the text itself. Furthermore, a close examination
of the texts of the Sefer Yezira found in the manuscripts of the various commen-
taries of the book is also indispensable. But as the various commentators in
the middle ages used to tamper with the text of the book, introducing minor
or major changes in the text and its order, the reliability of these texts still
deserves a special study.

On the other hand, it is sometimes difficult to break the vicious circle in
which the stucent of the text finds himself: in order to test the reliability of a
certain manuscript one has to know first what the standard and authoritative
text is; this, however, cannot be decided without first consulling also the
manuscripts which later on could prove to be faulty. A statistical count of
readings cannot, of course, establish the norm. As far as the writer can judge,
the manuscripts selected for this edition iaclude all the significant varige
lectiones found also in the so-called rejected manuscripts, but are clear of
irrelevant idicsyncrasies.

The manuscripts chosen for this edition fall into three groups:

1. The Long Recension

(a) R Vatican (Cat. Assemani) 299 (8), foll. 66a~71b. Vellum. This part
of the whole codex is very old, and my friend Dr. M. Beit-Arie from the
National and University Library in Jerusalem, who saw the original in Rome,
inclines to date it in the tenth century C.E.12

(b) a2 Oxford Bodleian Library (Cat. Neubauer) 1531 (8), foll. 95b-103b.
Vellum. German rabbinic writing, of the twelfth or thirteenth century.

() » British Museum (Cat. Margoliouth) 752 (5), foll. 79a-81a. Vellum.
Franco-German square writing, probably of the fourteenth century. Although
this manuscript is generally full of mistakes and corrupt readings, this text
of the Sefer Yezira (there is also another text at the beginning of the codex)
seems to preserve some old, interesting and quite important readings. Obvious
mistakes in this manuscript have not been recorded in the critical apparatus.

12 Dr. Beit-Atie also saw the photostats of the other manuscripts (those in Paris he saw
in the original), and the present edition has thus profited from his experience gained from
his work in the Comité de Paléographie Hébraique.
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(d) <+ Firenze Mediceo-Laurentiana Pluteo II, codex V (8), foll. 227a—
229b. Written probably in Italy in the fifteenth century.

(¢) n British Museum 737 (2), foll. 379b-387a. Paper, Italian rabbinic
writing, 1515.

(f) 2n thelong recension of the editio princeps, Mantua 1562, foll. 102a-104b.

2. The Se‘adian Recension

(® 1 Oxford Bodleian Library 1533 (1). Paper. ‘Adina-Baghdad, 1263
(published by Lambert).13

(h) n T.-S. 32/5 (published by Habermann).!4 The manuscript is dated
by Habermann not later than the tenth century; and it was written in all
likelihood either in Palestine or in Egypt.!5

3. The Short Recension

(i) > Parma De Rossi 1390, foll. 36b-38b. Italian writing, 1316/7.

(G) % Paris 802 (4), foll. 57b-59b. Vellum. Italian writing, fourtzenth
century.

(k) n Paris 726 (2), foll. 44b-46b. Vellum. Spanish writing, fourtzenth
century.

() 1 Paris 764 (1), foll. 1a-3a. Paper. Written in Spain (or North Africa)
between 1365 and 1393 (see Colophon).

(m) o Leiden (Cat. Steinschneider, ... Bibliothecae Akademiae Lugundo-
Batavae) Warn. 24 (5) Cod. Or. 4762, foll. 140b16-142a. Greek writing, written
possibly in Hebron, Palestine,17 about 1540.18

(n) v British Museum 600 (1), foll. 2a-3b. Paper. Greece(?), 1433 or
scmewhat later.

(o) o Cincinnati 523. No pagination. Spanish character. Fifteenth century.

(p) x British Museum, Gaster 415, foll. 29a-32a. Spanish writing, fifteenth
century.

(@ p Moscow Ginzburg collection 133, foll. 198a-199a. Germany, end
of the fifteenth century or beginning of the sixteenth century.!9

13 Lambert’s edition (the Hebrew text) was compared with the microfilm in the National
Library in Jerusalem and it proved to be almost faultless.

14 See above, n. 11.

15 As has already been said, the variae lectiones of the Se‘adian recension are incorporated
in those of the long recension.

16 In the catalogue mistakenly: 160b.

17 See G. Scholem, Catalogus Codicum Cabbalisticarum Hebraicorum ... (Jerusalem
1930), p. 34 (Hebrew).

18 See Steinschneider’s remarks in his introductory remarks to the codex.

19 At the end of the text the scribe states that his is the Se'adian recension. As a matter
of fact Ms. p is highly edectic, taking versions from both recensions!
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(r) = Paris 809 (2), foll. 93a-94a. Paper. Italy, about 1500.
(s) In the main text of the editio princepts, foll. 21a-90a.

The writer would like to express his thanks to the Libraries who granted
their permission to prepare photostats and to use them in the critical apparatus:
the Paris National Library; The British Museum; The Hebrew Union College,
Cincinnati; The Mediceo-Laurentiana, Firenze; The Bodleian Library, Oxford;
The University Library, Cambridge; The Bibliotheck der Rijksuniversiteit,
Leiden; The Biblioteca Palatina, Parma.
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Although a {ull valuation of the textual data contained in this preliminary
ciitical edition must be postponed for a separate study, some general remarks
concerning the manuscripts will certainly prove useul.

Apart from the difference in length between the long and the short recensions
there are about forty-five cases in which the short recension has completely
different readings than those of the long one. But in two thirds of the cases
these particular readings of the short recension are also documented in at
least one of the manuscripts of the long recension (especially in 3 ,7 ,71,1).20
This may be explained either by the fact that in some ways the short recension
has influenced the long one, or by the fact that some manuscripts do not yet
reveal in full scope the process of disengagement between the two recensions.
From the fact that such an old manuscript as Vatican 299 & zlready shows
this disengagement, 21 it must appear that in some late cases the short recension
has influenced the long one. On the other hand one can detect in Ms. p an
attempt to rcintegrate some of the readings of the long recension into the
short one.22

Although Ms. 3 already has some of the peculiar readings of the short
recension, it still reminds one of the peculiarities of spelling (and sometimes
also of the readings) of Ms. 8. Ms. i1 is a little problematical: the text is some-
times corrupt, especially the spelling. The spelling errors of Ms. 51 are not
recorded in the apparatus. And although Ms. 7 reminds one of the readings
of 2n, it still contains readings which point back to Ms. R.

In the short recension one can detect a close affinity between Ms. 5 and

20 This holds true also in the case of :n but here the first editors seem to have done their
best in order to re-integrate the two recensions by trying to harmonize the long recension
with the short one (which obviously thzy thought was the more original).

21 The same can also be said about Ms. 3 and this very fact speaks for its inclusion in
the collation despite the comparatively great number of errors which it contains.

22 Ms. p shows a similar tendency, ye: the scribe of this text seems to have had an eclectic
bent,
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Ms. 9, and there are good reasons to believe that Ms. » and Ms. 1 were copied
from the same prototype. The text of In (and to a certain extent also that of
Zp) is full of mistakes. Because these mistakes have become common property
in some of the later prints and editions of Sefer Yezira they were recorded

in the apparatus. . . ; , 'WW’)M V”ﬂw“r‘ﬁ'm

The following classes of variae lectiones have occasionally not been distinguished Y o ' FIR
in the critical apparatus: m’ ”‘” V"’” m,—”]

1. letters instead of words indicating numbers; : '4 4t m ”W mm"—””’ﬁ“’# »y W

A

2. abbreviated forms of words when therz is no doubt or ambiguity concerning Lo  dy b , " £y Wk’ﬁ 131N
the decipherment; : b 5 A tAEr 9y M szy m

3. the interchange of the plural suffixes o and {; v 4 A 1 9 M }a’?ﬂ""ﬁ
4. the addition or omission of the prefix 3, indicating ‘and’, unless a change ! v 7 , mmm}”ﬂ’y”’ aw ‘”ul‘vygw

" ing is implied: ; » )
5. ?ns?glz?flilj::gmtliliizz of plene spelling or vice versa; ” ’ m“m‘”’i ”3‘”":“1“”","‘;’;’!’”’!

6. misspellings etc. corrected by the first scribe.

ANDIIPOT N1 031 ap S S
List of Abbreviations ,‘ ' w ‘ 1“‘1“”’ M””’”’ ;

2 = 1193 (margin)
T = +9on (omit)
1 = nou (add)

.. = all the words, or letters symbolizing manuscripts, between the words
or letters immediately preceding and following the dots.

v

For the sake of convenience, a new paragraph-numbering has been suggested
though' the traditional division into chapters and paragraphs, particularly,
the one found in the short recension and the one of the Se‘adian recension,
has been preserved side by side with the new numbering. The new numbering
will, it is hoped, prove useful in later studies, where quotations according to
numbered paragraphs may replace the generally confusing quozations according
to chapter and paragraph, especially as the division into paragraphs in the
various manuscripts and editions is by no means uniform. In fact, there are
some striking differences in the order of the paragraphs between the three
recensions, and a comparative list23 in a later study will make clear the dif-
ferences in the organization of the material. Meanwhile, the text of the long

Ms. Vatican (299(8). fol. 68 a

23 See next note.
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recension has determined the ordes, though the differences in order are pointed
out at the beginning of each paragraph.24

24 Ms. & has only a chapter division after Chapters I, II, 111, indicated by the word nbon
(end). The obvious paragraph-division is indicated in the manuscript by a small vacant
space left between the end of one paragraph and the beginning of the next.

— According to the new paragraph numbering the following is the order of pragraphs
in the short recension: 1; 2; 3; 4; 7; 8; 6; 5; 10; 12; 13; 14; 15; 16; 9, 23/a; 19/a; 17; 18;
19/b; 20, 22; 23/5; 24, 27; 28; 29, 30; 31; 32; 33; 34; 37; 38; 39; 40, 43, 42; 45, 47; 49, 50;
51; 58, 59/a, 25, 26; 59/b, 60; 48; 61; 64.

Missing in the short recension are: 11; 21; 34; 35; 41 ; 44; 46; 52; 53; 54; 55, 56; 57, 62; 63.
The Se‘adian recension: 1, 2; 3, 7; 9, 23, 45; 1, 58, 59; 4, 8; —, 24, 37; 38; 46, 47; 18; 58;
5, 6; 24, 25, 26, 24; —, 40; 56; —, 57; 10; 12; 17; 19; 20; 13; 14; 15, 16; 32, 33, 34, 35, 39,
41, 43; 48, —, 52, 53; 62; 36, 44, 54, 55, 59, 60, 61.

Missing in the Se‘adian recension are: 11; 21; 22; 27; 28; 29; 30; 31; 36; 42; 49; 50; 51;
63; 64.
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