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The Cairo Genizah - Dr Ben Outhwaite 
June 2006 
 
The documents which now form the Taylor-
Schechter Genizah Collection have come a 
long way in time and space from their origins 
in medieval Egypt to their place at Cam-
bridge University Library as a collection of 
unique importance to scholars.  Dr Ben 
Outhwaite explained to us that these docu-
ments had survived because of the extreme 
reverence in which the Jewish community 
held the name of God: anything on which it 
was written could never be destroyed.  Such 
documents were stored in a room (a 
‘genizah’) in the local synagogue until they 
could be symbolically buried.  Unusually, 
those in the Cairo synagogue survived de-
struction by fire or warfare for a thousand 
years.  They came to Cambridge purely by 
chance, when a fragment of Hebrew text was 
spotted in an Egyptian market by two ama-
teur scholars.  On their return to Cambridge, 
they mentioned their find to Schechter, the 

Head of Rabbinic Studies at the university 
and he was able to identify it as a fragment of 
Ecclesiasticus.  Greatly excited by this, 
Schechter travelled to Cairo and persuaded 
the Chief Rabbi to allow him to remove the 
contents of the genizah to Cambridge. 
 
Dr Outhwaite illustrated his talk with exam-
ples of the documents found in the Cairo 
Genizah.   These ranged from religious texts, 
letters, and even a sex manual by the Jewish 
philosopher and physician Moses Maimon-
ides, rather better known for his religious 
writings!  It was very interesting to see the 
variety of documents, and to hear how they 
could shed light onto historical controversies 
as well as illuminating the lives of ordinary 
medieval Jews.  The Taylor-Schechter Geni-
zah Unit has recently received an AHRC 
grant for describing and digitising the collec-
tion, so it remains to be seen what this will 
reveal. 
 
Caroline Herbert 
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This was one of the most entertaining and 
authentically-illustrated talks of the season in 
the Old Library at Darwin College. Dr 
Leedham-Green’s experience as University 
Archivist must have equipped her as one of 
the most historically well-informed holders of 
the office in recent times. But the emphasis of 
this talk was not on the past but the present, 
when dedicated mobile phones are carried 
alongside the  18th century statute books that 
complement the more traditional aspects of 
Proctorial dress. 
 
Following her introduction by the chairman, 
Dr Leedham-Green emerged from behind an 
overhead projector screen wearing ‘No. 3 kit’ 
– black suit, white shirt and bands – the least 
formal of the Proctors’ official wear. It was 
closely followed by ‘No. 2 kit’, comprising 
the addition of gown, MA hood and square. 
Thus attired the Proctors engage in ‘Exam 
walking’, the minutely co-ordinated and, one 
imagines, exhausting task of visiting up to 40 
University exam sites a day. 
 
Upholding discipline among the junior  mem- 

bers of the University is the Proctors’ princi-
pal function. As a private constabulary they 
are independently inspected annually and 
maintain close relations with the local police. 
The boundaries of their jurisdiction are 
clearly defined; Proctors hold authority on 
University property, but may not enter a col-
lege without invitation, and activities on the 
street are matters for the police. Unfortu-
nately, such boundaries are easily overlooked 
by excitable students engaged in demonstra-
tions, and the transfer of authority on such 
occasions can occur in a split second.  
 

Alongside the disciplinary role, much of 
which is enacted behind the scenes in com-
mittees, is the more public ceremonial one. 
The passing round of a genuine funeral 
square – instead of a tassle, four black bands 
radiate from a central rosette and are tucked 
under the corners of the square – a rather less 
common sight, was thus a real treat. What 
this talk illustrated so well was the value of 
maintaining a sense of fun behind the formal 
façade, and we were privileged to share this 
from an accomplished raconteuse. 
 

Anna Jones 
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Premila Gamage from SLLA is pictured below with Joanna Ball in Seoul, Korea, August of 
this year. Premila accepted a certificate from Joanna who represented CLG in handing over 
£4,000 for the School Library. CLG are especially grateful to Joanna for carrying this out for 
us and meeting with and talking to Premila. 
 
Premila wrote a message for Reflections: 
 
The Sri Lanka Library Association (SLLA), as the only professional body in this field, has 
already started a project to assist with the rehabilitation of libraries and information services 
destroyed or damaged by the tsunami. The opportunity is being taken not only to rebuild but 
also to develop libraries so that they are in a position to play a positive role in the Govern-
ment’s ambitious plans to establish an e-Lanka.  The Sudhrama Maha Vidyalaya is a mixed 
school which has classes up to General Certificate of Advanced Level in science, commerce 
and arts streams.  The School has around 1043 students. Since the school is situated along the 
coastal belt, it has been considerably affected by the recent tsunami. Many students of this 
school died in the Tsunami.   
 
At the moment the reconstruction work is in progress and expected to finish by the end of No-
vember. The Principal is very interested in developing the primary school library which will be 
in the new building. With the generous support of the Cambridge Library Group, the Project 
aims at developing this primary school library as a model library (information centre) by way 
of implementing the following actions: 
 

Refurbishing the library (provide furniture etc.) 
Collection development including books, periodicals & AV materials 
Provide a computer with necessary accessories 
Training the librarian in managing the rebuilt library 
Automating the library functions and providing training in using IT 

 
The long-term objective will be to guide and assist this library to function as a modern library 
using ICT. 

CLG raise a  
total of £4,000 
for the School 
Library in Sri 
Lanka! 

CLG committee 
wish to thank all 
those who have 
supported us in 
this fund-raising 
project 

Joanna Ball and Premila Gamage with CLG certificate in Seoul Aug 2006 

CLG committee 2005-2006 
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It was touch and go whether the sun would 
shine on the afternoon of the CLG Garden 
Party. Clare College was a beautiful setting, 
albeit under a marquee in Old Court, rather 
than the Scholar’s Garden. But we were at 
least outside! 
 
Superb refreshments provided by the College, 
and convivial company, made the Garden 
party the usual relaxed ending to the CLG 
year. Musical entertainment was provided by 
several talented 6th formers from Hills Road 
6th Form College on flute and violin. For a 
second year running we had a Raffle; all funds 

money raised went into the Tsunami ‘kitty’ 
this year. Included in the raffle were tapes 
donated by Stephen Fry; one of the CLG 
members was fortunate enough to ‘bump’ 
into him recently and was able to thank him 
in person. Jill Paton-Walsh kindly pulled out 
number after number from the ‘hat’ for the 
prizes. 
 
On sale for the first time was the CLG recipe 
book (for more information see below!) - a 
number of copies were snapped up at the 
event.  
Libby Tilley 

Ernest von Rosen, photo 
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Other comments  
 

The gluten-free chocolate cake recipe was 
highly recommended for all gluten/wheat intol-
erant people—the recipe has already been 
passed on! 
 
I made Jo Roos's Flagellated Pork recipe in a 
California kitchen last week, when I was stay-
ing with a friend there; we were able to buy 
fresh flageolet beans from the local Mexican 
market. All went well except that 400g beans 
threatened to swamp the rest of the ingredients, 
so I only used 200g. Excellent flavour. I'll make 
it again.  Pat Ward, Christ’s College Library. 

The CLG Recipe Book has been very popular with many members, 
many of whom sent in contributions. Members of the committee spent 
a long time collating, designing and producing the book. Over 200 cop-
ies were sold within a short space of time. Many were given as gifts. 
 
All profits went to the Tsunami Fund-raising project. 
 
But what did you think of the recipes? 
 
CLG Recipe Reflections! 
 
The arrival of our copy of the promised CLG Recipe Book was particu-
larly timely as we were due to host a gathering of our friends, known as 
the Thursday Dining Group. Yes, we meet every Thursday and a com-
plicated points system dictates who cooks next! After 12 years of cook-
ing, it can be quite a challenge to come up with a new menu, especially 
as we have to cater for a vegan (Matthew), vegetarians, a non-red meat 
or spicey food eater (me), non-cheese eating guests and a whole variety 
of other dietary requirements. So we hoped that the new recipe book 
would provide at least a couple of possible recipes and we were de-
lighted that we could select appropriate recipes for the entire meal. We 
enjoyed reading the various comments from CLG members and their 
suggestions for wine and other complimentary additions. We are 
pleased to report that our dinner was a great success and included two 
new guests, also from within the Cambridge Library & Archive com-
munity, who seemed to enjoy themselves so much that they later  
became even better acquainted! 
 
Thank you to everyone in the CLG who provided such wonderful reci-
pes and also to those members, especially Anne Hughes, for their ef-
forts in compiling the Recipe Book. The recipes which we used for our 
dinner were: Hummus, Stuffed peppers, Chichen Waterzooi and Eva 
Hart's Ginger Shortcake. 
 
Elizabeth Stratton (Archivist at Clare and Selwyn Colleges) &  
Matthew Faupel (husband and supporter of all Library & Archive  
matters). 


