
A Review of the article "On the matter of the number of verses,
words and letters in the Torah" by Rabbi Isaac Zilber (from Moriah,
22nd year, issue A-B [153-154], Elul 5758 (1998))

The translated text of R' Zilber's article is in red letters, our comments in black.
Before starting to comment on this article by R' Zilber, we should note that this is not
the first time R' Zilber has published these ideas. Avraham Korman published an article
on this very subject in 1975,1 and another one in 1981,2 in which he quotes R' Zilber.
Most of the ideas that R' Zilber brings here were already brought in his name in
Korman's article. Therefore we will refer to Korman's article as the first version of R'
Zilber's article, although it wasn't published by the same person.
We should also mention that between the time we started to write this review of R'
Zilber's article and its publication, it came to our knowledge that another review of the
article by R' Zilber (and R' Korman) was written by Prof. Menachem Cohen, available
at http://cs.anu.edu.au/~bdm/dilugim/StatSci/text.html. We recommend the reader read
both reviews, although they have much in common, since each review also covers the
subject from some angles that are not discussed by the other review.

We learn in Mesechet Kidushin (page 30a): "Therefore the first ones were called
soferim, for they counted every letter in the Torah, for they said the vav of Gachon
(Leviticus 11:42) is the middle of the letters of the Torah scroll, darosh darash
(Leviticus 10:16) is the middle of the words, and v'hitgalach (Leviticus 13:33) is the
middle of the verses,  yecharsemena chazir m'yaar (Psalms 80:14) the ayin of ya'ar is
the middle of Psalms, v'hu rachum yechaper avon (Psalms 78:38) is the middle of the
verses. R' Yosef asked: 'is the vav of Gachon on this side or on that side?'.  They told
him: 'Let's bring a book and count it, like Rabba Bar Bar Hana said [in another
context]: They did not move from there until a sefer Torah was brought and counted'.
He replied: 'They were experts in defective and plene spelling, we are not experts'. Rav
Yosef asked: 'V'hitgalach is on one side or on the other?' Abaye said to him: 'At least
the verses we can count?' -[No,] in verses, likewise, we are not experts. For when Rav
Acha Bar Ada came he said: 'In the Land of Israel they have separated this verse into
three verses - "And G-d said to Moses, Behold I am coming to you in the thickness of
the cloud" (Exodus 19:9).' The rabbis taught that 5888 verses are the verses of the
Torah scroll, Psalms has eight more and Chronicles has eight fewer." These are the
words of the Talmud.

After research and checking the letters, words, and verses of the Torah, we find that
the vav of Gachon is not the middle letter, darosh darash is not the middle of the
words, and v'hitgalach is not the middle verse, the ayin of ya'ar is not the middle of
Psalms, v'hu rachum yechaper avon is not in the center of the verses of Psalms, the
number of verses in the Torah is 5845 and not 5888, Psalms numbers 2528 verses and
is not larger than the Torah, and in Chronicles there are only 1656 verses.
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But the Sages did not write inexact words, "It is not an empty thing for you." What is
written in the Torah and said by the Sages is not an empty thing; if you see it as empty,
it is "for you" -- it is because for you it is empty, you are the one who does not
understand, and you must trouble yourself and research it; when you have troubled
yourself and researched it you will understand.

Before addressing R' Issac Zilber's specific arguments, I want to discuss the matter
more generally. I don't know R' Issac Zilber's motivation in writing this document. But
just in case he is trying to sustain the belief that the Torah scrolls we have nowadays
are precise to the letter, I'll mention here a few rabbis who claim that this is not so,
mostly in matters of defective and plene spelling. And this they learnt from this passage
in Kidushin 30a, as well as from some discrepancies that exist between our version of
the Torah and what is implied in several Halachic and Aggadaic homilies in the Talmud
and Midrashim, and from the differences between different Massoratic manuscripts and
schools.

For example, the Shagat Aryeh says (in response 36 in his responsa book) that we no
longer are obligated by the commandment for each person to write a Torah scroll for
himself because we are not expert in defective and plene spelling:
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[Translation: "I could rule that the commandment of writing a Torah scroll does not
apply nowadays, because even in the Amoraim's time they were not expert in defective
and plene spellings, as Rav Joseph had said to Abaye [Kiddushin 30a], 'They are expert
in defective and plene spellings, we are not expert'."]

And the Chatam Sofer explained that this is also the reason why Chazal didn't order us
to say a blessing before writing a Torah scroll. These are his words:
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(Translation:  "What is the reason we don't recite a blessing when we fulfil the
commandment of writing a Torah scroll? [...] In my humble opinion there is no
question. Were Chazal expert in defective and plene spellings, they would have
established a blessing for [the writing of] a Torah scroll. But they themselves were not
expert, as brought in Kiddushin 30a, that even in the [partition of the text into] verses
they were not expert; moreover, there are several instances where the Massorah differs
from the Talmud, and [we] write according to the Massorah -- so that according to the
Talmud, our scrolls would be invalid. [...] and since we know that a Torah scroll that is
missing even one letter is not called a Torah scroll [...] therefore we cannot bless in any
way. This is my humble opinion.")

And the Rema ruled that if an error was found in a Torah scroll in matters of defective
and plene spelling, we don't need to take out another scroll. And this is because our
Torah scrolls are not so precise, and we cannot be sure that the other scroll will be
more kosher than the one in which the error was found. Here are his words:
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R' Baruch Epstein, in his Torah Temima commentary on the Torah, says:
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(Translation:
On Leviticus 11:42 - "Above, in the verse darosh darash (Leviticus 10:16), was the
middle of the Torah words, and here is the middle of the Torah letters, and possibly the
vav of  is larger in order to hint this. However, the letters were counted and it was
found that the middle here is not accurate, and there is no doubt that this is because we
are not expert in defective and plene spelling as were the sages of the Talmud."
On Leviticus 13:33 - "Above in Leviticus 11:13 they said that vav of Gachon is the
middle of the Torah letters and here they note the middle of the Torah verses. And
maybe in order to mark this the gimel of v'hitgalach here and the vav of Gachon there
are larger letters. However there is a difficulty, for in our precise chumashim we find
the middle of the Torah verses is marked in Leviticus 8:7. And we have to say
according to what Tosfos say in Shabbat 55b, and in several other places, that the
Talmud disputes our Massorah, that here, too, it's possible that the Talmud disputes
our Massorah in the partition [of the text into] of verses.")

More Rabbinical sources on this matter can be found in Appendix A of this document,
and even more Rabbinical sources and references can be found in the article by Prof.
Menachem Cohen: http://cs.anu.edu.au/~bdm/dilugim/opinions/CohenArt/, and in
footnotes 15-20 of Prof. Jeffery Tigay's article:
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~jtigay/codetext.html.

 

The matter of the vav of Gachon

As I learned the above topic with my son, R' Ben-Zion, may he live, we thought that
perhaps the intent was to the odd letters in the Torah, and not to every letter in the
Torah.

It is clear that this assumption has no basis. This reading of the Talmud is extremely
implausible for the following reasons:

1. The Talmud says explicitly:
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(Translation: "Therefore the first ones were called soferim, for they counted
every letter in the Torah, for they said the vav of Gachon (Leviticus 11:42) is
the middle of the letters of the Torah scroll.")

2. The Talmud says:
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(Translation: "R' Yosef asked: 'is the vav of Gachon on this side or on that
side?'.  They told  him: 'Let's bring a book and count it, like Rabba Bar Bar
Hana said [in another context]: They did not move from there until a Torah
scroll was brought and counted'. He replied: 'They were experts in defective
and plene spelling, we are not experts'.")

If the Talmud meant that vav of Gachon is the middle of the odd letters only,
then R' Yosef's answer doesn't make much sense. He should have replied that
we are not expert in odd letters, not that we are not expert in defective and
plene spelling!
Perhaps R' Zilber might say that when R' Yosef says here º¥¸º©¥ º¥¸©±§ he
doesn't mean defective and plene spelling but rather small and large letters.
However, such an explanation would be very novel. The literal meaning of the
expression º¥¸º©¥ º¥¸©±§ is "missing [or deficient] and excessive." Now, in
theory this could mean either "deficient and excessive letters" in the sense of
their size (i.e. small and large letters) or "missing and excessive letters" in the
sense of spelling (i.e. defective and plene spelling). However, when we look in
the Talmudic literature we find that this expression appears twice more in
contexts which makes it clear that it refers to defective and plene spelling3.
There is no place where this expression refers to small and large letters, and we
haven't found any rabbinical source that uses it with this meaning, whereas it
appears many times in rabbinical literature with the meaning of defective and
plene spelling.

3. In the following quote from Masechet Sofrim 9:2 (that was written in the
Early Gaonic era, between 500-750 CE, according to Prof. S.Z. Havlin in
Encyclopedia Hebraica) we find that "vav of Gachon" is large because it is the
middle of the letters of the Torah!
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According to R' Zilber's opinion, on the other hand, "vav of Gachon" is the
middle of the letters of the Torah because it is large! If it weren't large it
couldn't be the middle of the odd letters of the Torah. So we see clearly that
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this source from the Gaonic era doesn't admit R' Zilber's reading, that "vav of
Gachon" is the middle of the odd letters only.4

It is not surprising, then, that almost none of the rabbis who were faced with the
contradiction between the Talmudic statement about the middle letter of the Torah and
what we find in our scrolls tried to explain it as R' Zilber does. Among the Rishonim
we didn't find any comment on this difficulty (presumably because they didn't know
where the real middle of the Torah letters is). But we found that some of the later
Achronim dealt with this problem.
Above, we saw Rabbi Baruch Epstein admitting that there is a contradiction and
attributes it to our lack of knowledge in defective and plene spelling, i.e. he admits that
our Torah scroll is significantly different in defective and plene spelling from that of the
Talmud. Another rabbi who held the same view is Rabbi Avraham Ben Tsvi Yafeh,
author of the book Mishnat Avraham, a book on the halachot of writing a Torah scroll.
In section 11 of the introduction to this book he writes (p. 12-13 in the 1868 edition):
º¥©¤¬ ¬¥«© �¸©º©¥ ¸±§¡ © ©·¡ ¥¤°© £ ¸®  ±"¹¤¹ ¯¥©« �©£©®  ©¹·  ¬  ¸·©²® ©º²£ º¥©°²¬ ª "...
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(Translation: "...but in my humble opinion there is no problem here to start with. Since
the Talmud said that they were experts in defective and plene spelling, it's possible that
in the first half they had more than 5000 missing letters [i.e. defective spellings, where
we have plene], and in the last half they had more than 5000 excessive letters [i.e.
plene spellings where we have defective], and so they had vav of Gachon exactly in the
middle. But we are not expert in defective and plene spelling, and therefore we don't
have vav of Gachon exactly in the middle. And this is the merit of the sofrim, that they
were experts in defective and plene spelling and therefore they had vav of Gachon
exactly in the middle. So it looks simple to me.")

Another rabbi, R' Yaacov Shor, tried to resolve the contradiction by deciding that the
Talmudic text here is corrupt. However, this solution is also difficult, for all the
manuscripts of the Talmud we have support our version on this matter (of the middle
letter), as do all the quotes from the Rishonim. And most important, our version on
this matter is supported by Masechet Sofrim. There is also no reasonable philological
explanation for how a Talmudic text (as suggested by this rabbi) which states the
correct middle letter of the Torah, the vav of hoo in Leviticus 8:28, would get
corrupted into the vav of Gachon of our version.5 So it seems that this suggestion
should be rejected as well. Even from a traditional point of view, suggesting such a
radical change to the text of the Talmud without any basis is almost as bad as
suggesting a very large amount of differences in plene and defective spellings between

                                                
4It is also interesting to note that we find in this source that the verse "Vayishchat..." is the middle

verse of the Torah. In our Torah text there are five verses beginning with "Vayishchat" --  Leviticus
8:15, 8:19, 8:23, 9:12 and 9:18
by the Masorah), which is Leviticus 8:8 - "Vayasem alav et hachoshen". However, the middle verse
according to Masechet Sofrim is much closer to the middle verse in our text than is the middle verse
according to the Talmud in Kiddushin 30a.
5Similarly, there is no reasonable explanation for how the true middle word of the Torah - §¡¦®¤ in

Leviticus 8:15 -- could get corrupted into ¹¸£ ¹¸£.



the Talmud's Torah and our Torah. As R' Elyahu Posek, whom we mention below,
says about R' Shor's suggestion: " ¸®¢¡ ¤¦« ¬¥£¢ º¥²¨ º¥¹²¬ ©°º¦§  ¤£²¸ º ¦ ©º¥ ¸¡�"

We found only one rabbi who suggested a solution similar to R' Zilber's. R' Eliyahu
Posek, in the article ¤¹® ¹¸£ ±¸¨°¥· in his book Piskey Eliyahu, Part 3, (published in
1928) suggested that maybe vav of Gachon is the middle of

"º¥«¥¹®¥ ©¸·  ¬¥ ¡©º« �º¥¬¥£¢ º¥©º¥  ... º¥£¥·°¥ º¥¹¥·² ¡©º«  ¬¥ ©¸·¥ º¥°¨· º¥©º¥ "
However, he only raised it as speculation and didn't try to develop it in detail and to
check it as R' Zilber did. In any case, his suggestion shows us the large arbitrary
wiggle room which exists. We can look at large letters only, or at large and small only,
or at both large, small and those which appear in ktiv but not kri, etc. etc.
[And we should note that earlier in his article R' Posek even tells us that he played with
yet another idea - that maybe vav of Gachon is the middle of all the vav letters in the
Torah! Only this idea didn't work, since in fact it is vav no. 14883 out of 28602 vavs,
and therefore 1164 vavs away from bring the middle vav (according to his count).]

Further discussion of the rabbinical opinions we mentioned here appears in R' Reuven
Margalioth's book¤¸¥±®¤¥  ¸·®¤� pp. 13-16 and 44-46.

I checked and found that there are two alternatives in the matter: according to our
Torah scrolls there are 16 larger or smaller letters and according to Rabbeynu Yosef
Tuv Elem (brought in the Vitri Mahzor, Part 2, pg. 673) there are 32 odd letters.
According to both opinions the vav of Gachon is the middle letter--8 to one side and 8
to the other according to one opinion, or 16 to one side and 16 to the other, according
to the second opinion.

Beyond the fact that in our opinion this whole idea has no basis to start with, for the
reasons we listed above, we should also note that R' Zilber's claim that there are "two
alternatives" on this matter is overoptimistic. In fact, we were able to find many more
alternatives. In the Jewish literature of the last 1000-1500 years we found many
different lists of large and small letters in the Torah, and we present some of them in a
table in Appendix B.

As we said, we don't accept R' Zilber's theory, and instead we think that vav of
Gachon was supposed to be the middle of all the letters of the Torah, not just the odd
ones. In any case, on statistical grounds we can expect that vav of Gachon will be in
the middle of most of these lists of odd letters. The reason is really simple and
straightforward. On the one hand, the odd letters of the Torah are distributed across
the Torah more or less evenly, but very sparsely. In the largest lists of odd letters in the
Torah there are no more than 50 odd letters, so the average distance between adjacent
odd letters is larger than 2% of the length of the Torah. On the other hand, vav of
Gachon is relatively close to the real middle of the Torah (it is 4829 letters away,
which is less than 2% of the length of the Torah). The combination of these two facts
inevitably leads to the result that in any list of the odd letters in the Torah, vav of
Gachon will be close to the middle, with high chances of being the exact middle.

And indeed this is what we find in Appendix B. Vav of Gachon is in the middle in most
of the lists of the odd letters, but not in all of them. For example, in the list of large and
small letters that exist in today's Yemenite Torah scrolls and in the list of odd letters



that appears at the end of the famous Leningrad manuscript (the oldest complete
manuscript of the Bible extant), vav of Gachon is clearly not in the middle. There are
more lists like these. In fact, there is even a list of the large letters in the Bible where
vav of Gachon is not even mentioned at all! This is the list printed in the Massorah at
the beginning of Genesis in the Mikraot Gedoloth edition.6

So we can now add another reason for rejecting R' Zilber's theory. It simply doesn't fit
the facts about odd letters as nicely as he thought!

And it may be possible to derive it from the precise wording of the Talmud, as it is not
written "the middle of the letters of the Torah" as is written before that, "for they
counted every letter in the Torah." It is written, "the middle of the letters of the Torah
scroll"--as they are written in the Torah scroll.

As we said above, we think that from the Talmud's words here we should deduce
precisely the opposite - that vav of Gachon is the middle of all the letters of the
Torah.

And the Rambam, in chapter 7 of Hilchot Sefer Torah, halacha 8, wrote thus: "and he
should be careful with the larger letters and the smaller letters, etc. as the scribes
copied each from another." Thus his words. And Rabbeynu Bachya on the laws of
Torah wrote: "It is part of the wholeness of the Torah and the hints hidden in its
letters, for this is why the Torah brought backwards letters and hanging ones, and also
crooked  and winding, and so larger and smaller, and so striped and dotted." Thus his
words.

However, as the Rambam himself says in the following halacha (chapter 7 of Hilchot
Sefer Torah, halacha 9), if one is not careful about marking the odd letters, the Torah
scroll is still valid:
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If we take the odd letters in the books of our Torah, the larger ones and the smaller,
aside from the truncated vav of "­¥¬¹ ©º©¸¡ º " (Numbers 28:12) which is a singular
case in the whole Tanach, we get this picture:

It's not clear why we shouldn't include this truncated vav in the list of odd letters. Even
though it is a truncated letter and not a large or small one, it is still an odd one. And
while we are about it, we can also ask-- why not include other kinds of odd letters?
There are many other kinds of odd letters and odd attributes related to letters in the
text of the Torah. For example, the backwards nuns in Numbers 10:35-36 or the letters
that have dots upon them, as in 29:28 and other places. Several more kinds of oddities
like these are listed in the passages from the Rambam and Rabbeynu Bachya that R'

                                                
6 Another long list of the large letters in the Bible that doesn't contain vav of Gachon appears in a

page from the Cairo Geniza, published in PAAJR 35 (1967) p. 1-10. However, it's not clear how
authoritative this list is.



Zilber mentions above, and in the passage we brought in the name of R' Elyahu Posek.
Or alternatively, instead of including other kind of odd letters we can include only
large letters as R' Zilber himself does regarding the verses below!
Anyway, returning to the truncated vav, the arbitrariness of not including it here is
highlighted by the fact that in the first version of this article R' Zilber did include it in
the list of odd letters!7

Genesis
º©¹ ¸¡ (1:1)--larger ¡ One larger + three smaller =
­ ¸¡¤¡ (2:4)--smaller ¤ 4 odd letters
¤º«¡¬¥ (23:2)--smaller «
©©§¡ ©º¶· (27:46)--smaller ·

Exodus
£±§ ¸¶° (34:7)--larger ° Two larger =
¸§  (34:14)--larger ̧ 2 odd letters

Leviticus
 ¸·©¥ (1:1)--smaller  
¤£·¥® (6:2)--smaller ® Two larger + two smaller =
¯¥§¢ (11:42)--larger ¥ 4 odd letters
§¬¢º¤¥ (13:33)--larger ¢

Numbers
¬£¢© (14:17)--larger © One larger letter = 1 odd letter

Deuteronomy
²®¹ (6:4)--larger ²
£§  (6:4)--larger £ Four larger + one smaller =
­«¬¹©¥ (29:27)--larger ¬ 5 odd letters
'£¬¤ (32:6)--larger ¤
©¹º (32:18)--smaller ©

Total to Gachon (not inclusive) 4 + 2 + 2 =8 odd letters. And from Gachon until the
end of the Torah 2 + 1 + 5 = 8 odd letters. Gachon is to one side--it is the first on the
left.

We don't know how R' Zilber obtained this list, for when we checked the large and
small letters in today's Torah texts we found a rather different picture. As
representatives of the situation of the Torah texts in our days we chose the three
following exemplary editions:
1. Koren Bible (Jerusalem 1995), which is probably the most common Bible in Israel

today.
2. Tikun Sofrim Davidovich (Bnei Brak 1977), which we are told is very highly

regarded among scribes, and which contains both the Ashkenazi/Sefaradi and the
Yemenite versions of the text. 

                                                
7Other than that, the list published there is the same as the first list (of 16 letters) published here.



3. Chumash Torat Chayim (Jerusalem 1991), proofread by R' Mordechai Breuer
based on the Aleppo Codex. 

We found that these books contain three different lists of odd letters in the Torah, and
none of these lists is exactly equal to R' Zilber's list! The lists are displayed in the
following table:
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As we can see, the list that is closest to R' Zilber's is in Torat Chayim. According to
this list, vav of Gachon is the ninth out of 17 odd letters (or out of 18 if you count the
truncated vav of $LWM, as R' Zilber did in the first version of this article). In any case,
in this list it is the middle letter -- either the exact middle or the last on the right side.8

The next closest list is in the Koren Bible and in Tikun Sofrim Davidovich's
Ashkenazi/Sefaradi version. According to this list, vav of Gachon is the ninth out of 18
odd letters, if you don't count the truncated vav, the last on the right side. But if you
do count the truncated vav (as R' Zilber did in the first version of this article)
then vav of Gachon is the ninth out of 19 odd letters,  not in the middle at all; the
middle letter then is the 10th - gimel of v'hitgalach!
The third list is that of Tikun Davidovich's Yemenite version. In this list vav of
Gachon is, in both cases, the eighth out of 19 odd letters, which is far from the
middle! The middle odd letter in this list is the 10th - the yud of yigdal.

To sum up this point, we found five possible ways to list the odd letters in
contemporary Torah scrolls. In three of them vav of Gachon is in the middle (or last
on the right side) and in the other two it's not in the middle. As we explained above,
this fits very well with what we might expect on statistical grounds, even if we don't
accept R' Zilber's theory. But for R' Zilber's theory this seems to be a serious problem.

If we now check the odd letters according to Rabbi Yosef Tuv Elem's scheme, we get
the following picture:

Genesis
º©¹ ¸¡ (1:1)--larger ¡
­ ¸¡¤¡ (2:4)--smaller ¤
¤º«¡¬¥ (23:2)--smaller «
©º¶· (27:42)--smaller · 5 larger + 3 smaller =
³©¨²¤¡¥ (30:42)--larger ́ 8 odd letters
¤°¥¦«¤ (34:31)--larger ¦
©¬©¬«§ (49:14)--larger §
­©¹¬¹ (50:23)--larger ®

Exodus
 ¥¤ ¡¥¨ ©« (2:2)--larger ̈
 ¶ (11:8)--larger ¶
µ©¶ (28:36)--larger ¶ 5 larger =
¸¶° (34:7)--larger ° 5 odd letters
¸§  (34:14)--larger ̧

Leviticus

                                                
8The same list of odd letters also appears as the main list of odd letters in the book Mishnat Avraham,

which we mentioned above in a different context. The list appears on chapter 27. There is also
another, larger, secondary list there. See Appendix B.



 ¸·©¥ (1:1)--smaller  
¤£·¥® (6:2)--smaller ® 2 larger + 2 smaller =
¯¥§¢ (11:42)--larger ¥ 4 odd letters
§¬¢º¤¥ (13:36)--larger ¢

Numbers
±¤©¥ (13:30)--larger ±
¬£¢© (14:17)--larger £ 4 larger + 1 smaller =
¥¡¥¨ ¤® (24:5)--larger ® 5 odd letters
¯¨´¹® (27:5)--larger °
­º¸¤¨¥ (31:24)--smaller ®

Deuteronomy
²®¹ (6:4)--larger ²
£§  (6:4)--larger £
­©¸®® (9:24)--smaller ®
¯· (22:6)--larger ·
­º¸«®º¤¥ (28:27)--larger « 8 larger + 2 smaller =
­«¬¹©¥ (29:27)--larger ¬ 10 odd letters
¬º¬º´¥ (32:5)--larger ́
'£¬¤ (32:6)--larger ¤
©¹º (32:18)--smaller ©
ª©¸¹  (36:29)--larger  

Total until Gachon (inclusive) 8 + 5 + 3 = 16 odd letters, and from Gachon until the
end of the Torah 1 + 5 + 10 = 16 odd letters, Gachon  is one side--the last to the right.

Here, too, the picture we find when we look at the source in Machzor Vitri and its
explanation in the Talmudic Encyclopedia (volume 1 columns 408-412) is slightly
different (we marked the odd letters from the Torah):
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As we can see, there are some mistakes in the way R"Z brings the list from Machzor
Vitri:
1. ¤£·¥® (Leviticus 6:2)--smaller M, doesn't appear in Machzor Vitri at all.
2. ¬£¢© (Numbers 14:17)--larger D, doesn't appear in Machzor Vitri, instead we have

¬£¢© (Numbers 14:17)--larger Y.



3. ­º¸¤¨¥ (Numbers 31:24)--smaller M, doesn't appear in Machzor Vitri, instead we
have ­º¸¤¨¥ (Ezekiel 36:25)-- smaller M. (See The Talmudic Encyclopedia).

4. R' Zilber didn't include the following letters which appear in Machzor Vitri (though
we admit that most, if not all, of them are listed there as disputed cases):
¹¸² (Deuteronomy 3:11) - disputed
­º¬¢¬¢¬ (Numbers 1:22) - disputed
­º¬¢¬¢¬ (Numbers 1:22) - disputed
¥¹´°¡(Genesis 9:4)- maybe disputed
­©®º (Deuteronomy 18:13) - this doesn't seem to be disputed, but it's not clear

So we see that if we consider only the non-disputed letters in Machzor Vitri, vav of
Gachon is the 15th out of 30, i.e. the last one on the right side. However, if we
consider all the letters listed there, then vav of Gachon is the 16th out of 35, not in the
middle at all.

And this may have been Rav Yosef's problem--"Is the vav of Gachon on this side or on
that side?"--is Gachon the first on the left or the last on the right? That is, is our
version the correct one or perhaps the version of Rabbi Yosef Tuv Elem is? And the
answer of the Talmud: "We are not experts."

In view of all we have said above, we think that the reader will agree that it is very
unlikely this was Rav Yosef's problem.

The Issue of Darosh Darash

"Darosh darash (Leviticus 10:16) is the middle of the words" (Kiddushin 30a). I saw
in the book "Ahavat Torah" (Cracow, 5665) by Rabbi Pinchas Zalman Segal
Ish-Horowitz, page 4, the possibility that what is being discussed here is the repeated
words in the Torah, such as hasheretz hashoretz (Genesis 7:21).

Again, there is nothing in the text of the Talmud that supports this interpretation, and
no rabbi (before 1905) thought of reading the Talmud in this way, even when faced
with the problem that the Talmud describes a different middle word than we see in our
Torah.

I have checked in the whole Torah and found that there are 91 incidents of repeated
words. If we remove lech lecha (Genesis 12:1) and sham sam (Exodus 15:25) which
are repeated words with separate roots, we are left with 89 incidents, the middle of
which is darosh darash, 44 before it and 44 after it. The language of the Talmud is
interesting: it does not ask if the words are on one side or the other, for the Talmud
knows it is in the middle. These are the 89:

Again, the decision to exclude words that are of separate roots looks arbitrary. Why
include only words that are of the same root and not all the words? Or alternatively,
why not include only pairs of the form Darosh Darash (that is, 2 successive verbs like
"Atsor Atsar," "Yatso Yatsa," "Tarof Toraf," "Gao Gaa," "Dalo Dala," "Yarok Yarak"
etc.)?

Genesis ¹®¸¤ ¹®¸¤ (1:26)



²¸¦ ²¸¦ (1:29)
§° §° (6:9)
¤²¡¹ ¤²¡¹ (7:2)
­©°¹ ­©°¹ (7:9)
¹®¸¤ ¹®¸¤ (7:14)
­©°¹ ­©°¹(7:15)
£ ® £ ® (7:19)
µ¸¹¤ µ¸¹¤ (7:21)
¹®¸¤ ¹®¸¤ (8:17)
­¹ ­¹ (11:10)
§¸º §¸º (11:27)
¸¶² ¸¶² (20:18)
­¤¸¡  ­¤¸¡  (22:11)
­¤¸¡  ­¤¸¡ (25:19)
­£ ¤ ­£ ¤ (25:30)
 ¶©  ¶© (27:30)
£ ® £ ®(30:43)
¸£² ¸£² (32:17)
ª¬® ª¬® (36:31)
³¸¨ ³¸¨ (37:33)
­¥© ­¥© (39:10)
£²¤ £²¤ (43:3)
©º¬«¹ ©º¬«¹ (43:14)
³¸¨ ³¸¨(44:28)
¡·²© ¡·²© (46:2)

Exodus
¤¬£ ¤¬£ (2:19)
¤¹® ¤¹® (3:4)
¤« ¤« (7:16-17)
­©¸®§ ­©¸®§ (8:10)
¤ ¢ ¤ ¢ (15:1)
¤ ¢ ¤ ¢(15:21)
­¥© ­¥©(16:5)
¸·¡¡ ¸·¡¡ (16:21)
¨²® ¨²® (23:30)
¸·¡¡ ¸·¡¡ (30:7)
¤¥¤© ¤¥¤© (34:6)
¸·¡¡ ¸·¡¡ (36:3)
¹©  ¹©  (36:4)

Leviticus
­¹  ­¹  (5:19)
¸·¡¡ ¸·¡¡ (6:5)
¹¸£ ¹¸£ (10:16)
µ¸¹¤ µ¸¹¤ (11:41)
µ¸¹¤ µ¸¹¤(11:42)

µ¸¹¤ µ¸¹¤(11:43)
º¥¸¤¡ º¥¸¤¡ (13:38)
¹©  ¹©  (15:2)
¹©  ¹©  (17:3)
¹©  ¹©  (17:8)
¸¢¤ ¸¢¤ (17:10)
¸¢¤ ¸¢¤ (17:13)
¹©  ¹©  (18:6)
¸¢¤ ¸¢¤ (19:34)
¹©  ¹©  (20:2)
¸¢¤ ¸¢¤ (20:2)
¹©  ¹©  (20:9)
¹©  ¹©  (22:4)
¹©  ¹©  (22:18)
¹©  ¹©  (24:15)

Numbers
¹©  ¹©  (1:4)
¹©  ¹©  (1:44)
­°¥º° ­°¥º° (3:9)
º¹®§ º¹®§ (3:47)
¹©  ¹©  (4:19)
¹©  ¹©  (4:49)
¹©  ¹©  (5:12)
¯®  ¯®  (5:22)
¤¸¹² ¤¸¹² (7:86)
­©°º° ­©°º° (8:16)
¹©  ¹©  (9:10)
·¸© ·¸© (12:14)
£ ® £ ®(14:7)
­¥© ­¥©(14:34)
¤¨® ¤¨® (17:17)
¡¸·¤ ¡¸·¤ (17:28)
¯¥¸¹² ¯¥¸¹² (18:21)
¯¥¸¹² ¯¥¸¹² (28:29)
¯¥¸¹² ¯¥¸¹² (29:10)
 ¶©  ¶© (35:26)

Deuteronomy
ª¸£¡ ª¸£¡ (2:27)
¨²® ¨²® (7:22)
¤°¹ ¤°¹ (14:22)
·£¶ ·£¶ (16:20)
¡¬²® ¤¬²® (28:43)
¤¨® ¤¨® (28:43)
©°  ©°  (32:38)

Total 89 repeated words, 44 before ¹¸£ ¹¸£ and 44 after it.



The Issue of V'hitgalach Being the Center of the Verses

After research and examination, I think that it can be said the intention was to verses in
which larger letters appear. As already brought above, there are two alternatives in this
matter. According to our version of the Torah scrolls there are nine such verses and
according to the version of Rabbi Yosef Tuv Elem there are 23 such verses. According to
both versions v'hitgalach is the middle verse.

This suggestion is really strange and inconsistent. Why in the case of the middle letter
should we look at both large and small letters, and in the case of the middle verse we
look only at the large letters? And why should the Talmud bother to mark the middle verse
of the verses with odd letters in the first place, after it already marked the middle odd letter?

Besides, we don't see why R' Zilber was forced to give this implausible explanation when the
Talmud itself says here explicitly: "In verses, likewise, we are not experts. For when Rav
Acha Bar Ada came he said: 'In the Land of Israel they have separated this verse into
three verses - "And G-d said to Moses, Behold I am coming to you in the thickness of
the cloud" (Exodus 19:9)." R' Moshe Feinstein ruled, based on this passage in the Talmud,
that if one reads two long verses for an aliya he need not be called again, despite the halacha
that each person must read at least three verses. R. Feinstein states that one should make a
distinction between long and short verses, especially in the second half of the Torah.
In short verses we must be strict about reading three verses. But in long verses, especially in
the second half of the Torah, there is the possibility that originally they were actually
partitioned into three verses, since v'hitgalach is supposed to be half of the Torah in verses,
and in our Torah the real middle verse is before that. These are his words in Igrot Moshe,
Orach Chayim, 1:35 (our emphasis):

�¤¬ ¯®©± '  §"¥  ·¬§ ¤¹® º¥¸¢  º"¥¹
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More than that - from this passage in the Talmud we can see clearly that the Talmud didn't
understand the claim that v'hitgalach is the center of the verses to mean that it is only the
center of verses containing large letters (as R' Zilber wants us to believe). For the Talmud
says that "In verses, likewise, we are not experts. For when Rav Acha Bar Ada came he
said: In the Land of Israel they have separated this verse into three verses - 'And G-d
said to Moses, Behold I am coming to you in the thickness of the cloud' (Exodus
19:9)." Now according to R' Zilber's interpretation, it would have made sense to bring the
example from the Land of Israel into the discussion only if this verse (Exodus 19:9)
contained a large letter. But as we can see in Appendix B, this verse doesn't appear in any of
the many different lists of large letters we were able to find!

We can also see that Masechet Sofrim and the sages of the Massorah didn't understand the
claim that v'hitgalach is the center of the verses to mean that it is only the center of verses
containing large letters, for they disputed the claim that v'hitgalach is the center of the
verses, as we mentioned above in footnote 3.

The Issue of the ayin of ya'ar



"The ayin of ya'ar is the middle of Psalms" (Kiddishin 30a). We must specify whether we
mean the middle of the words or the middle of the letters. It appears that the intention was to
WKH PLGGOH RI WKH OHWWHUV� RWKHUZLVH ZK\ GLG WKH\ PHQWLRQ WKH OHWWHU ² VSHFLILFDOO\" $QG� LQ

truth, in "Ein Yaacov" the variant is: "The ayin of ya'ar is the middle of Psalms in letters."
But the Rashash thinks that since it is not said explicitly in our version "the middle of the
letters" as is said about the Torah scroll, then here the intention is to both words and letters.
The Rashash adds that he took the trouble of counting and found that there are more than a
thousand extra words on the half to the right of ya'ar. I also checked in a Psalms book
written on pages of almost equal length, and found that there are more than two and a half
extra pages in the first half above what is in the last.

I checked; perhaps the intention was to odd letters in Psalms, and I found that there are a
number of versions about this, and they are:

 ¥¹¬ (24:4)--VPDOOHU RU WUXQFDWHG ¥

­©®¬¥²¬¤ (77:8)--ODUJHU ¤
¥®¸¦ (77:18)--VPDOOHU ¦ �DFFRUGLQJ WR WKH DQRWKHU YHUVLRQ�

¸²©® (80:14)--KDQJLQJ ²

¤°«¥ (80:16)--ODUJHU «
¯· (84:4)--ODUJHU ·
¥¸®¤ (107:11)--VPDOOHU ¤ �DFFRUGLQJ WR WKH DQRWKHU YHUVLRQ�

Whether in the standard version or the other version, the ayin of ya'ar is the middle of the
odd letters in Psalms.

Again, we don't know where R' Zilber obtained this data. We used the Talmudic
Encyclopedia and R' Zilber's list to check the situation in the Koren Bible, and to our
surprise found that there are only three odd letters in Psalms: ¸²©® (80:14)--hanging ², ¤°«¥
(80:16)--larger f, ¯· (84:4)--larger ·. As we can see, in the Koren Bible the ayin of ya'ar is
the first odd letter in Psalms and not the middle one!

And according to the version of Rabbi Yosef Tuv Elem, the odd letters are:
¯« ¬² (18:50)--ODUJHU ²
¥¹´°¥ (22:30)--VPDOOHU ¥

­©®¬¥²¬¤ (77:8)--ODUJHU ¤
¸²©® (80:14)--KDQJLQJ ²

¤°«¥ (80:16)--ODUJHU «
¯· (84:4)--ODUJHU ·

Even according to this version the ayin of ̧ ²©® is in the middle of the odd letters.

This time R' Zilber copies accurately, and according to this version the ayin of ya'ar is
indeed the middle odd letter in Psalms. However, we found that in this case as well that the
two or three versions he brings are not all the alternatives that exist. See the table in
Appendix C. Again, since ayin of ya'ar is relatively close to the real middle of Psalms, the
same statistical argument we brought above concerning vav of Gachon applies. According to
our assumption that ayin of ya'ar was supposed to be the middle of all the letters of Psalms,
we still expect it to be the middle letter of most lists of odd letters, as indeed is the case. But
the fact that there are lists (e.g. Koren Bible) where ayin of ya'ar is not the middle odd letter
is a serious problem for R' Zilber's theory.

It is interesting that all these letters and words are odd, that is, the ayin of ya'ar is hanging,
the vav of Gachon is larger, darosh darash is two words close together, v'hitgalach has a



larger gimel. This is proof for our theory, and may G-d light our eyes in the ways of his
Torah.

This is no proof of R' Zilber's theory. In the case of the odd letters (ayin of ya'ar,  vav of
Gachon and gimel of v'hitgalach) it is more probable to say that they are large (or hanging)
in order to mark the middle letter and middle verse of the Torah and Psalms. In fact, we saw
above that Masechet Sofrim and R' Baruch Epstein say this explicitly! As regards darosh
darash, these are not odd words, only a pair of words with the same spelling. It's true that
there are only 91 such pairs in the Torah (out of 79980 words, which is 0.2%), and in that
sense they may be considered unique. But this figure is misleading. For almost any word or
pair of words you'll pick in the Bible or anywhere else can be considered unique from one
aspect or another after you pick it and look at it closely (i.e. a posteriori). It seems, then,
that for any word the Talmud would have stated as the middle word of the Torah, we could
build some short list of words that share some unique attribute with it. As we explained
above, by virtue of it's being close to the real middle word of the Torah we can expect on
statistical grounds that in many cases this word will be in the middle (or close to the middle)
of this list.
Just as a simple illustration, we conducted the following simple quasi-experiment. Suppose
that the Talmud had stated that the middle word of the Torah is not darosh darash but some
other word in the same verse (Leviticus 10:16). How difficult would it be then to find a R'
Zilber type solution to the difficulty? We were able to find a very easy solution for 2 out of
17 words in this verse (~12%): ³¶·©¥ and ̧ ®º© . We simply decided that these words are not
the middle of all the words in the Torah, but rather the middle words in the list of all the
appearances of these words in the Torah. ³¶·©¥ is the third out of 5, and ¸®º©  is the fourth
out of 8, and this is without playing any tricks to omit disturbing words from the list. There
are, of course, many other ways of finding more interesting and complicated properties
common to lists of words.
To further demonstrate the wiggle room in this matter, we'll also mention R' Elyahu Poskek's
suggestion (in the article ¤¹® ¹¸£, mentioned above) that maybe darosh darash is the
middle of the unusual words:
º¥°¥¹® ...¥" ¥¡ ©¸·¤¥ ³¬ ¡ ¡©º«¤¹ "­©²¸«  ¬" �"¤®§  ¬" �"¤£²©  ¬" ¯¥¢« ¨¹´¤ ª¥´©¤¡ º¥°¥¹®

­©©º¹ ¥  º§  ¤¡©º¡ º¥¸¡¥§®¥ º¥£¸´° ¥  �"¤°¡«¹© �¤°¬¢¹©" �"­©¸¥§¨¡ � ­©¬¥´²¡" º¥¸§  º¥¡©º¡

� "º£¹ " �"¤¦®" �"£¢¡" �º§  ©¸·¥ ­©©º¹ ¡©º« � "²¸´©¨¥´" �"¤© ±«" �"¸®¥²¬¸£«" �"¯©· ¬¡¥º" ¥®«

 �­©©º¹ ©¸·¥ º§  ¡©º«

Another question we need to ask about R' Zilber's theory is why the Talmud would bother to
tell us the middle of the large and small letters and not tell us the middle of all the letters?
Why give us the middle of the verses that contain a large letter and not the middle of all the
verses, and why note the middle of the double words that are not of the same root instead of
the middle of all words?
R' Zilber doesn't suggest any answer. However, we found someone else who tried to solve
this difficulty with the following suggestion:
¬² ¸¥®¹¬ ¤º©©¤ º¥©¹¸´¤¥ ­©·¥±´¤ �­©¬©®¤ �º¥©º¥ ¤ ¬¹ º¥°¥¹¤ º¥¸©´±¡ ­©¸´¥±¤ º¸¨® ©« �¸¥«¦¬ ¹©

¯« ¹ ·¥£¡¬ ©£« ¤¸¥º¤ ©¸´± ©·©¦§® ¬«¬ º¥¨¥¹´ ¤·©£¡ º¥¨©¹ ºº¬ ¥¶¸ ­¤ �¡º«¡¹ ¤¸¥º¤ ·¥©£¥ º¥£§ 

¥²©¶¤ ­¤ ¯«¬¥ �­©¬©® ������ ¸¥´±¬ ­£ ® ¹·¡¬ ©¹²® ¤¦ ¯©  �¤¸¥º¡ º¥´±¥º ¯© ¥ �¸¡£ §«¹°  ¬

�º¥ £¥¥¡ º¥§«¥®  ¬ ©« ­  �¸º¥© ¤¡¸¤ º¥¨¥¹´ º¥·©£¡

(Translation: We have to remember that the purpose of the sofrim in the different counts of
the letters, words, verses and parshiot was to preserve the uniformity and precision of the
Written Torah. They wanted to give all the holders of Torah scrolls simple testing methods
that would enable them to check that nothing was omitted from or added to the Torah
scrolls that they hold. It is not practical to ask a person to count 80,000 words, so they
suggested much simpler checks, though they are less certain."
[Quoted from Prof. Eli Mertsbach's article º¥¡©º ¬¹ ¯©©¶§ at
http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/shmini/mer.html].



Prof. Mertsbach suggests that when the sofrim marked the middle of the odd letters and the
middle of the double words (of the same root) they wanted to give us a tool for checking the
integrity of the text.
However, when Prof. Mertsbach says that these methods are less certain than the count of all
letters, words and verses, he is making a major understatement. In fact, as methods for
checking the integrity of the text, these methods (of noting the middle of the odd letters etc.)
are totally worthless. For example, in order for these methods to give an indication of textual
corruption, the textual corruption has to hit one of the 18 odd letters of more than 300,000
letters, or one of the 91 double words out of over 80,000 words! It means that more than
99% of the cases of textual corruption will escape detection by these methods.
In contrast, noting the middle letter (or word) of all the letters (or words), or giving us the
total number of all the letters (or words) gives us the possibility of detecting the
omission/addition of even one letter (or word).

Moreover, if that was indeed been the idea, then we would expect to be given a list of all
these instances (all the odd letters and all the double words) and not just the middle of them.
Since in both cases the number of these instances is smaller than 100, there shouldn't have
been any difficulty in listing all of them. Just giving us the middle point is not of much help,
for finding the middle of all the double words of the Torah, without a given list, is apparently
not an easy practical task. An interesting proof of that comes from the fact that in the first
version of this article R' Zilber said that he was able to find only 77 (instead of 89) such pairs
of words, and even in a second counting he got only 85! (See the details in Prof. Menachem
Cohen's article on this subject.)
As for the middle of the odd letters, as we show in Appendix B there is great confusion
regarding the exact list of small and large letters in the Torah and their number. This turns
the idea of using the middle of these letters for checking the integrity of the text into quite an
implausible suggestion.

To sum up this part of this article: In all four cases above (vav of Gachon, gimel of
v'hitgalach, darosh darash and ayin of ya'ar) R' Zilber reads the Talmud in Kiddushin 30a in
a way that deviates significantly from the plain meaning of the text. Moreover, the idea that
the sofrim marked only the middle of some lists of special letters, words and verses, but not
the middle of all the letters, words and verses doesn't make much sense. Once he introduces
this idea he has a lot of room to play with the exact definition of these lists of special letters
and words so that the stated middle letters/words will indeed fall in the middle of his lists.9

This whole suggestion is really like drawing the circle around the arrow after the arrow has
been shot.

The Issue of V'hu rachum Being the Middle of the Verses

It is commonly accepted that the number of verses in Psalms is 2527, but this is a mistake;
their true number is 2528. Half of this is 1264, that is, the verse "Yet they deceived Him with
their speech, lied to Him with their words," but it is not appropriate to mark this verse. The
next verse is "Their hearts were inconstant toward Him; they were untrue to His covenant"
and this verse, too, is inappropriate to mark. After it comes "But he, being merciful," (v'hu
rachum yechaper avon), etc.

This suggestion is reasonable, though according to my audit (against the MTR database,
available at http://www.mechon-mamre.org) the number of verses in Psalms is actually 2525,
so the middle verse is verse number 1263. But this is the same verse which R' Zilber found,

                                                
9Especially as it already has a large a priori chance of falling in the middle of such a list, as we explained

above.



"Yet they deceived Him with their speech, lied to Him with their words." So this suggestion
might well be correct.

On the Issue of the Number of Verses in the Torah

"The rabbis taught that 5888 verses are the verses of the Torah scroll, Psalms has eight more
and Chronicles has eight fewer."

And this is difficult, since in all books of the Pentateuch it is written that the number of
verses is 5845. Moreover, why did our Sages compare it to Psalms and Chronicles and not,
for example, to Isaiah and Proverbs? And moreover, as the Tosfos's already asked, the
number of verses in the Torah is much greater than in Psalms? And look at what the
Maharsha wrote to settle this dispute under great pressure. And we have already written,
above, that the count in Psalms is 2528 and the count in Chronicles is 1656.

And I have seen in "Ein Yaacov Katan" according to "Kinamon Bosem" from Rabbi Yehuda
Idel HaLevi Epstein, which says he saw in a very old book "Keter Torah" a wonderful
explanation.

Earlier in this Talmud it is said, "Therefore the first ones were called soferim, for they
counted every letter in the Torah," and our Sages had a tradition that the number of verses in
the Torah was 5888, but in the Torah there are only 5845. Our Sages came and said that, in
addition to the verses in the Torah, there are eight verses of the Torah in Psalms and 35
verses in Chronicles, signaled by "they are in the Writings." And why did they say that
Chronicles is missing eight?  To aid the memory and memorization, since the number eight
was mentioned here several times: in the Torah there are 5888, and Psalms has eight more,
therefore they said that Chronicles is missing eight, meaning that all the Torah lacks, short of
the eight in Psalms, can be found in Chronicles.

And now the language of the Talmud is exact, as it says "these are the verses of the Torah"
and it does not say that in the Torah there are 5888 verses, since not all the verses are found
in the Torah, but they all are "verses of the Torah."

This proposed solution to the problem of the number of verses in the Torah is discussed
thoroughly and refuted by Prof. Menachem Cohen' in his review of Korman's article, and we
refer the reader to it.

More discussions of this subject can be found in:
1. ¤¸¥±®¤¥  ¸·®¤ by R' Reuven Margalioth, p. 13-16 and 44-46
2. ¤®¬¹ ¤¸¥º ¹®¥§ by R' Menachem Kasher, vol. 28, p. 286-289



Appendix A -
Some more Rabbinical sources on the accuracy of the Torah text
All emphasis is ours.
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 Appendix B - Variations in the list of large and small letters in the Torah
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The Massorah compiled from manuscripts, Christian D. Ginsburg, New York 1975, Vol I,
items 225-229 p. 35-37.
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10Clarified according to the Talmudic Encyclopedia.
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