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Letter sent by Abraham YiJB %o his brother Joseph From Cairo to Maziara in Sicily

September 1153
University Librafy Cambridge Te.-=S. 12337 28 x 15 cms

Greyish paper of average thiclmess. The left half of the lines 11-20 is
lost. Written in Abraham Yijli's beautiful hand. Clearly, this is a copy of a
draft made by him, for at the bottom of the page, one ling had been dropped and
was filled in by him afterwards with the sharp end of the pen and in charecters
of a nerrowsr type.

Although Ben Yiji had left on the right side a margin of not more than 1,5
£ em, he filled it with writing, which is, as usual, the direct continuation of
the recto and leads on to the backside, where, however, only one=fourth of the
pege is occupied by the remaining texte This indicates thet the filling in of
the margin with writing wms a hsbit rather than made out of the necessity of
saving space or matter of precautione

The date of the letter can be fixed Ey'tha following considerations. In
le 22, the sender states that his little daughter had remained for three years in
the house of a Yemenite notable in Aden. There he had arrived in the fall of
1149, see Nos €68+ In the fall of 1154, his nephew, whom he invites here to come
to Cairo, slready sent from his way there to his father in th*ura certain goods,
¢f. Nos 79, 1. 31. In the document University Librery Cembridge T.=S. 10 K 20,
fr. 1, published by J. Mann, Jews in Egypt and Palestine, II, 291-2, Hen Yijd

mekes arrangements for the provision of oil for a little synagogue, certainly
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headed by him, as from fall 1153, ef. the Introduction to No. 63, p. and
the notes to 240(72x), ls 7 and No, 64B, 1l ls All this taken together shows
that Ben Yijll must have travelled from Aden to Cairo in spring or summer 1153,
while the reference to the Feamst of the Cross in l. 3¢ indicates September as
the time of the writing of our letter.

The letter is interesting for wverious reasconass It shows again, like No.
68, the strong family attachmeht of the Tunisian merchant. Although rich mer-
chants, both in Aden and in Cairo, wanted to have his daughter for a somn of
theirs, he preferred to spare her for his poor, refugee relative = of course,

on onecondition: that the future son=in=law should be a baual Tora, a well edu=

cated young man, iscs versed in tie traditional Jewish learning, 1. 12. EIen
Yij® had had oppotunity to inguire sbout the prospective bridegroom both from
his brother Mevass®r, and from Sicilisn merchants frequenting Aden and Cairo,
gsee’ le 26=7., Having been favorably impressed by the reports received, he in=
vites him here to come and to take his daughtere Surflir or Peralya, BeYo's
nephew, certainly was a learned Jew, as his letters whow; however, from No. B8C
we learn that he had become g religious ﬂignitary in a pru?innial town of Egypt,
tle G Prnodie & ¢n Ta \.'r‘fré_.m, f:
perhaps & position not guite to the taste of an old Indim trader. See fosE£6s /i
A very similar case of an India merchant = who was even angry with his
family - preferring to marry his daughter to a member of his own family and
asking him to ecome out to him for the purnosg rather than "being eaten by

other people," is found in No.« 175

BoYe mentions lcosses "from his capital® of 1040 din8rs and 300 mitqals,

sea the commentary to margin and verso le 1lle Thd meaning of those lines is
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obviously that expenses for charity Ehnuld-ba covered from one's earnings, not

from one's capital.

Contents
As Pregmhlc containing a remark to the effect that their worthless brother
Mevasesr had not forwarded Abraham Yijl's letters to his brother Josephs (11. 1-9)
Bs Abrshem had arrived in Cairo, after he had lost his only son during his stay
in Aden and wished now to marry his only daughter to Jospph's eldest son. (1l. &=
26 )
Ce Announcement of a mixed sending of pepper and ginger as a financial help to
Joseph with epolegiles for not having sent more. (11, 26-35 and first word on mergin )
Ds Complaint sbout losses incurred through their brother Mevass®r and Abreham's
travel to Egypt (margin)
B Greetings, especially to the writer's sister and her faemily, condolence to

N

an scquaintance and another apology for not having sent more. (verso, 1ll. 1-11)

Translation
A (1) In (Your name ), oh m{eraiful}u
(2) This is my letter to you, my brother and lord, whom I love (seescaseass)
(3) may CGod prolong your life and preserve you and keep you. May He unite us .
in the near future (4 ) in the best of circumstances, fulfilling cur happiest
hopes in His grace and favor, for He (5) has the power to do everythinge
What you wish to know: I had sent (6 ) you (pl.) a number of letters, which,

.
however, cams iquﬁn the possession of Mevass®r, who did not care {7} to forward

them %o yous Then, he came to Aden and I did for him (8 ) more than was in my
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power until I found out that I had got myself into troubles, (9) However, it
would take too much time to explain my experience with hime

B Now, my brother, it had pleased God to ordain my safe arrivel in Cairo,

(11 ) "Oh that men would praige the Lord for His goodness," and here I learned
b &

that ((you have & grovn up son...)) (12) and that he is well educated, and two
other sonss ((I am in the possession of x thousand and x) (13 ) hundred dTnfirs
and am well-offs ((esOut in India )} (14 ) two children were born to me, (plea=
sant ) as the twigs of sweet basil (viaessscsesssances ) (15) The first born died
in Aden ({};.............-....)} (16 ) I have no words to desoribe ﬁim {((easnne
ssssssanssss )] (17) There was left me a daughter, his sisters.(( She will re-=
ceive })) (18 ) all my moneys Now by God ((quickly.sss)) (10} send vour son, the
(eldestesssesssss )) (20) so that we shall be happy with her and with him and
marry (\thems...While)}) (21 ) in Aden, the Sheikh}giiaf be Bund@r ((had asked her ))
for his son and she steyed ((during ) (22 ) three years in their house. However,
I ealled the engagement off, when I heard (23 ) about your son Surfir, because I
said tﬁ myself, my brother's son has more rights_(nn her } than (24 ) stranpgers.
When T cam with her to Bgypt, meny wanted her from mes (25) I am writing you P
this, so that you should know = saying less about this would have heen enoughs

Sh
D I sent you through Eula\{rrm.u (27 ) b. $itrin a bale (Fikéra), called gurra,

containing a mixture of pepper (28 ) and ginger, its weirht being exactly one
qin{&r and fifteen rakl, (29 ) may God ordain that it comes into your hand safely.
‘However, do not (30 ) deal with it as you did with the pepper, which I sent (31)

you and which you lost through incompetences
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Your letters to me (32 ) should be sent to Caire, if God will - let them be
in the hand of your son Surfir.s (33 ) Had not been now the time of the sailing
(34 ) with the galibiyya winds, had I sent you more; by God, (35) do not blame me.

7

Sulaiman and Abraham will explain to you my situation and the troubles I

Margin

havea

D As to MevessBr, he is not a man, but lazy and of a hard hearts I paid him
all he needesd, although I did get into troubles (through him ). By these lines,

I lost one thousand and forty din&r and suffered slso losses on my way to Cairo.

Verso

E (1) Receive for your noble self the best greetings and to yuﬁr three sons
(2 ) may God preserve them, the best greetings, and she who is with you, their
mother, is greetéd from me (3 ) with the best greetings. "
“
| Together with this letter I ment a lebtter to my sister (4) Earﬁga, whom I

love, her end her childrens Please sees to it that she gets the letter (5) and
extend to her, In my neme, the best greetings and likewise, to her husha;d Marwin
(6 ) end to the children of my sister.

Should there be in your place Sheikh Barhfn h. [T}'E;%ﬂn i ﬂ&yiyya, creet
him and express to him my sympathy at the loss (8) of one who is d?ir to mee

I received this year in Aden a letter from my sister (9) Beriggt Likewise,
grest R{abbi ) Moses, the great precentors

My dear brother, I shall not cease (10) to favor you (pl. ) and te send you

presents showing iy affections. Howsver, this year (11 ) excuse me, for I lost

three hundred mitgal from my capital.
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(12 ) Peace to you and your sons and your houss.

"Peace be to you end Peace to your house, stc.”

Addrass (upside down as usual ), right side:

(1) To the brothsr, the despised, who went (2) through fire and cold, but is still

fresh, Joseph b, Perahya, m(ay he rest in) E{den), (3) known as Ibn (7 ) Suriir Ben
Yijl of al=Mahdiyya, (4) living in Mhz#ara, m{{ay God protect it )js

Middle part: This is a deposit entrusted.

Left sides

His brother, the son of his mother, (2) who longs to seeing him (3 ) Abraham be

e WS —

Perapya, m_E;' (4) Ben YijG. (5) lay Salvation be speedye.
_— —r

g !

Commentary
8 I found out - Ar, (((wwjdt))) wwidny. Obviously, Ben ¥ijd intended to write:
wawa jadtun.
11  The usual quotation from Psalm 107 after a szafe arrival, ef. Ho. 6B, la 4.
11-20 The Gﬂnfent of most of the words lost can be reconstructed and is giwven here
in the text (in brackets, of course ), as far as it appeared reasonably sures. Cf.
No. 68, 1. Off,

12 well=aducated - Hebr, ha?al Tor&, see the Introduction.

13  well off - Ar. mastiir, as in modern Egyptian speech, ses 5. Spiro, Ar.=Engl.
Dicte., 1923, pe 2l5be
14  swoebt basil = Ar. reiban. This pleasantly smelling plant is kept in every

Temenite house and, on certein occasions, even in synagogues.



73/7

18 by God - Ar. allah allah, which means quiockly.

20  we - may be translated also: I.

ih

21 gglaf be Bunddr - Almost certainly a nephew of Magmiin, the representative of
the Jewish merchante in Aden.. About his father Bunddr II b. Hasan b. Bundar I, see
above No. 38, 1ls 22 and 24; No. 46 (sender ) and No., 227 verso, l. 15ffs The fact
that wﬁile writing to his brother out in Sicily, Ben Yijl needs not to explain who
that man was, indicates again how ¢losely the trade routes between the Mediterranean
and the Indian ocesn connected even people who were not thenselves mershants.

22 As the mother of the girl was dead - for she is never mentioned - the sducation

¢f the future bride was confided to the house into which she thsn was destined to

MATTY s
Lk
I called off = Ar. wnkt, representing wanakaft, assimilated to wanakatt.
. 1

253  Surlir = It is remarkable that Abraham Yij8 should shorten in this way the
Kunya or honorific by=name of his nephew Abu }1-Surlir, sse No. 79, l. 14 and ad=
dresgs In later times, such changes were common. See, however, the sddress, l. 3.
Concerning the prerogative of a cousin on the daughter of his paternal wcle, see
Noe TH werso, l. 211,

259  saying less, ete. — The same phrase ahove No« 68, ls 28

26-17 Sula%;nﬂ bs §igrin - The same man is certainly intended below, l. 35 and in

Nos T4, 1l. 19, 20, verso, le De

27 A bale was called in the Indian oscean gurra, a good Arsbic word, but in the
s

Mediterranean gikira, possibly of foreign origin, sae Dozy, Eupplément I, TTThe
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Obvlously, the bale was zent on from Calro as it arrived from India, withoub
being repeckedy therefore, the explanstion was nesessary. For tt.l.l mixtura of
pepper and glnger in ons receptacls, ses above No. BB, 1. 24

28 exmotly = Are bilegirf, as in wodern speech, eof, Bnrl;h;hu;r, Dlats ar.-
francs, pe 431, majoiin girf, "a real fool," or perhaps garf, which in olass. Are

F

means "exsct welght or measure.”

gin&r - a hundred rafl.
%2 Thls shows that Abrahsm Ben Tijl had mo intention te go furthsr Wests The
Almohsd mensoe in the far West and the Norman pirsoy in the middle part of the
Mediterranean made a return to Tunisia unattrastive,
34 galibiyys is the ruﬁ of the Cross, which ie eelebrated by the Copts on the
26%h and 27th September, ofs B« W. Lane, The Manners and Sustoms of the Modern
Egyptisna, p. 547 {Supplement, oh. I} and Desy, Supplement I, 840b-84ls, Asm the
Muslim calendar’ is usaless for marking anything connested ﬁth the natural sourse
of the year, Christian and Jewlsh feasts normally were used by Muslim pupulatim-
for that purposs, Late September was the time for sailing from the shores of
Ezypt to ths 'llh{ ]:ll.’mﬂllr, the mershants then nseded thelr memsy for purchasing
merchandise $o be sant with the out-going shipss Therefore, Ben Tij0 exouses him=
sslf for not sending more to his refugee hrnthun] )
35 Bulaimin = Certainly b. Fitrin mentioned sbove, 1. 26,
: Abrahar = Almost certalnly idextlcsl with Abreham b. Joseph of al=Mahdiyye,

¥o.' €8 vargo, l« 1 Fo. T7, 1l. 27,
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Margin
hard = Ar. gigl, s spelling given also in an ancient Spanish-Jewigh vooabulary

ases Dozy II, 34Taa

troubles - Ar. *Iuﬁb nl=qalb, ofs 5. Spiro, Ar.-Engl. Diots 8.7

1 did get Into troubles = The sams expression above l. 8, alse in comneotionm
with the writer's unworthy brother. Hers, one expsots man for mi.

E;-_r these lines = The same oath above No. 68, l. 24,

The dInirs referred to here may be Malild d. of Adenm, sg the conbext suggestas

The sum mentioned here, 1040 d., may be identical with thet of 300 mikqil,
given below verso, la 11, the ratic being 1:3,45, which is almost the game a8 that
(123,56 ) in No. 28, 1. 35-6 and No. 30 and 51(30x ), which were written im 11355 and
1134 reapestivelys

: kh .

losses - Ar. hagkra. The same spelling im Fo. 170, 1. 14,
2  she who is with you = This is ome of the curious uimmriﬁ:tT of the word
"wife,” whish canmot bs used in polite speech, aa bolng too intimates Cf. the
Hebrew oiroumseription "house™ in 1ine 1l.
g Moses, the precentor = Ses No. 68, 1, 32, Whether this man iz identiosl with
i'{uu,; the precentor of Hegglo, the town on the mainland of Itely epposite 8lcily,
with whom Anatoli b. Joseph exchanged posms, camot be made out, For the poems, .
sex B, N, Stern, "A Twelfth-sentury Cirele of Hebrew Foets in 8icily,” Journsl of
Jewish Studies 5 (London 1954 ), p. T6e

11 For Hebr. "house® A8 B F‘ﬁli‘hl word for 'I‘..-lf'.- ses Vighna ml' ok 1’ P...J'I.- 1a
E;{E' -L{ .Fﬂr't---tf__,.-{,;r ,ﬂ't-:‘l? a{r“l'{#l g‘Lu-.L ‘{'—1'1? Lo -"i"".i e .![L*.ﬁr g
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lﬁ This is a gquotation from I Samuel, che 25, v. Gs

Address

Curiously enough, the address is written in rhymed Hebrew prose. The worda: "the
despised who went through fire and cold" almost certainly refer to the fact that
during the Norman conquest of Tunisia, Joseph was taken captive. The word trans=-
lated here as "cold™ 1s Hebr. pajIm, which has many meanings; but as it appears
here as opposed to “ﬁiru,“ it may rightly be taken as alluding %o Proverbs 22, v
E;in the sense it is teken in a saying of the Babylonian Talmud, KetubbSt 30a:
"Everything is in God's hand except solds.”

3 Ibn Surfir - The reading seems to be clears This would show that already

Joseph's father was addressed Surfir instead of Abu 'l-Surir, see above l. 23.

For the formula "This is a deposit, etosy, cf. 68, Addresse

Left side

5 - For the formula "May salvation be speedy," see Nos 36 verso, ls 5%
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