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Letter by Joseph Yijl, Mazera, Sicily, to his sons Peralye and Moses, Cairo
Fall 1186

University Library Cambridpe T.=-3. 16.288

Joseph had asked the lgnﬂi:;;ﬁﬁirfﬂuﬁallinh ls 17, see Nos 75, l. 11), who

certeinly was also a soribe, to write this letters However, despite the excel=

lent relations between them, the rabbi had refused, which we can easily under=
gtand, considering how diffuge and verbose the old gentleéeman wae in his love and
care for his distant sonss Thus, Joseph had to write the letter himselfs His
hand, salthough making reading ﬁften difficult, is not unpleasgant, and the glips
and omissions are not more than one would expect in an old, sgick man, writing in
a gtate of great excitement. As from l. 7, the lines are curved and slope dowm
gently from the right to the left, ohviously because the writer then held the
paper on his knee, cfse 208(80x ), where the lines slant in the opposite directions
On the second page, which is also completely covered with writing, Joseph tried,
although not always successfully, to keep his lines more straighte

About one third of the text is cccupied by Hebrew phrases and quotations,
which also indicates that the writer had te convey more feelings than factse His
Arabic spelling is exceedingly “plsﬁa," iee uses many w's and y's for expressing
short u's and i's or e's; he writes even byyt for b_“:;i! le 8 and drhym for di'rﬁam,
verso, l. 12.

lioe 76 certalnly was written shortly after No. 79 and, most probably, was
sent with the same mail, for, as far as facts are concerned, it is almost identi=-

cel with the Iatter, written by Joseph's youngest son, Sammel. Obviously, the
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old men wes not satisfied that the boy's letter Wﬂdiﬁ be affective; therefore,

he added & letter by himselfs For the date of Noe 79, see the Introduction, ibe
Cur letter is a most moving document of fatherly love and would deserve &

full translation in a book on mediaeval family life. BSection I, translated below,

throws intaraating gidelights on public life and institutions in the Mediterranean

area of those dayss

Contents
A. Complaint that the longing for the sddressees was "killing" their parents,
who, in additiqn, guffered by all kinds or privation and illness (1l 1-9)
B.  The writer had hoped that Perslya would soon come vack as a married man, faf
he wanted to participate in the education of his niece and future daughter-in-law.
(11. 9-17)
Ca Thefﬁﬁhﬁi.had refuged to write out this letter. (11. 17=-26)
ﬁ. The writer thanked God that his son, Moses, Was rescued from the pirates and
did not care shout the loss of the goods sente (11 26=37)
E. The boys should have announced what merchandise and of what value they had

sent with one Hajjaj, cfs loe. T8 The mad had sent a first ninety rﬂbEﬂfﬁﬁnly &

vear after his arrival and another ninety after some timee {lle 37-=49)

¥, Admonition to bear the losses with submission to God's will (L. 30 aﬂﬁ mar-
gin)

G. The religious importance of marrying one's cousin (Verso, 11a 1-9)

He Hope %o see his sons again, despite present hardships (Ve, 1l 10-15 )

I. Request that the Head of the Jewish community in Egypt should write letters
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to the Muslim commanders of Mezara and Messina and to Jewish notables in Sicily
to errange for the travel of the Yijll family to Bgypt (V., L. 15-27)
Ja Grestings {V., 1l. 28=38)

Address of sixteen linssl

Translation of Section I (Verso, 11. 15-27)

(15 ) Please explain our situstion (16 ) to our Lord, the Hayyis, may God pre=
serve him; perhaps he will write for us a letter to (17 ) the Commander Mubafdir,
the Fat@, and to Sheikh Sen §alil, may God preserve him, and to the Dootor (18),
and to the Muslim commander of Hazag%wperhaps our trip will zome off in this way,
(19 ) s¢ that we may board a ship, while he will provide for us with (\somebody))
who is heading for M8 AmBr {?Alexandris ) or (%) (20) with the master of the ship,
while in Alexandria, will receive bask...:Either we shall get (21 ) reassuring
information {aﬁﬂut you ), or we shall get mad = God give me powsr of endurance

through you three being alive (22 ) and mey He fulfill, with regard to you, the

Scripbureg A threefold cord is not quickly broken, and may He incresase (23) your

wellbeing, Amene.

And (request the Rayyis to write) snother letter to the congregetion against
(24) Ibn Muba¥¥ir, concerning the gold I gave him, for he did (25 ) not return me
anything, slaiming that it was lost, nor did he rent a house for ms, (268 ) nor did
he give me anythings //(Margin) And a letter to Sheikh Abu '1-Faraj Ibn Masnilt,

m{ay he see the) d{ays of the ) M{essiah ), for had it not been for him, Fajjg]
VR TR

—

would not have paid us a thing//. Be not remiss, perhaps we shall succsed. Why

should we (27 ) strebch out our hands (for alms )?
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Commentary

This section is to be read in conjunction with a similar passage in No. 79
verso, 1l. 14=20.

The Rayyis, or Head of the Egyptian Jewish community, referred to, is called
in No. 79, 1. 15, Samuel, i.s. Samuel b, Jananya, who, as far as we know, occupied
that position from 1141~1159, see Jacob Mann, The Jews in Egypt and Pslestine, etca
I, 229 and the sams, Texta and Studies I, 395 and 450, He was physician at the
Fatimid court and "e grest benefactor ﬂf.the poor and the scholars,” of. the memo-
riel list, opuhlighed by J. Mann, Texts I, 469, l. 15-6, Eowever, the way in which
Joseph spesks here of the Rayyis, clearly indicetcs that he wes an old acquaint=
ance of his; for, he supposes that his sons had free access to him - which was by
no way usual, of, the Introduction %o Hﬁ- 136 = 3 he gives him best reggrds and
a;ks him to guide his sons with his advice and help, Wo. 76 verso, ll. 31-33: This
acquaintanee certeinly went back to the times when Joseph was a merchant in al=
Mehdiyya, Tunisia'and vigited Cairo on huaineﬂg trips, and sent presents to the
Nagid's court, as it was usual.

Likewise, we see here three Jewish notables of Sieily in personal relation=-
ship with the Egyptian Rayyis or Nagid, as he was called with his Hﬁhrew titlee
Two of them were merchants: Sheikh DE'44d b-lﬁﬁlih, see 79 verso, l. 18, and Ehéikh

2
Abvu 'l=Farej, known as Nasnlb or EEE;M:jEEE;% 28 gometimes the family name Yija

ok SR
or Ben Y. is usEEJ,Kigqt prebably, like Yijli, the name of a Berber tribe, with
Y -

. Which the family had been attacheds The third was a physician, called in Noe

E —  ——— -
- LR e p—— L]

79, 1. 18, by the rare name Rabib and possibly, the father of R. Jacob al-rayyis
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al=jalfl ibn al=-RabIb,* mentioned in the Diwan or collection of poems of Anatoli,
n i
ofs S« Ms Storn, A Twelfth-century circle of Hebrew poets in Sicily, Journal of

Jewish Studies 5, p. TE, mnote 57.

Evgp'mﬂra interesting is Joseph's request that the Egyptian Negid should con-
tact for him the Muglim commander of Mazara = not even mentioned by name = and
"the ¢ormander™ Hﬂhaggir, who, according to Nos 79, ls 21, was in charge of lMessins.

Now, it is a well lmown fact that the Norman kings of 8icily employed luslims
for both military end administrative postss. The word qa'id, translated here as
"commender," designed at that time not only an officer, but also a secretary or
] ﬂuﬁrtier, see Me Amari=Nalline, Storia dei Musulmani di Sicilis III, pe 455 and
267=274s However, from the contexts in Nos. 76 and 79, it is evident that the
persons concerned were in charge of the tgwns concerned oy, at least, of their portse
ﬁhg ¥uslim officials in the servise of the Christian king of Slcily should be
interested in doing a favor %o the Head of the Jewish community of Egypt, and in
particular in 11568, a year after the Norman raid on the Egyptian ﬁuasta; Towns
(see above p. ), seems strange to us, but was taken for granted by the writer.
May be that the Jewish Nagid, who, as mentioned above, was court phyaician, had
had something to do with the conclusion of the pesce between King Roger II (died
1154 ) and the Fatimid court, see . Amari-Nallino III, ps 433, just as a hundfmd
years earlier, we find a Jew in the company of the ambagsadﬂr of a Muslim ruler

of Sisily to the Fatimid court, see J. Mann, Jews in Egypt, etec. I, p. 203,

#Cfe with this name the Hebrew al-J&nTlh, which has the same meaning of "fostber=
son," ef, Abu '1-Fadl b. al-Fanlk in J. Mann, Texts, I, p. 468, 1. 4 and note 46.



76/6

17  the commander Mubaf¥ir the Fatd = Of the many meanings of the word Fatd@, the
. !

most approprlate here is "eunueh," s usage common in the Magrib, see Dozy, Supple-

ment II, 24la. Higher officials in Muslim states, as well as in arabized Sieily,

sometimes came from the olamss of castrated slaves or freedmen, see ceges Delows

18  Muslim = Ms. Y;m'ujrljr, to be read YiEma®51I, a Hebrew word, written in Arebie

spellings Atove, l. 40, the Hebrs. month S5Iwin was first spelled syw'n and then
changed to sywn.

It is not clear who of the persons mentioned before is referred to: most
probably the one aslluded to in l. 18.
19 The general meaning of the sentence seems to be that the rovernor of Mazara
ghould provide for the cost of the passage, while, in Alexandris, Joseph would
pay back with the help of his friends there, or of his sons or perhaps bty his
own worke However, the details are obscure. The last, bubt ons, word could be a
phonetic spelling of the mediaeval Hebrew name of Alexandris I8 Amon, cfs 2 simi=
lar spélling in a letter from Selefke in Asia Minor, published by S. De. Goitein
in "A Letter of historical Importancessdated..1137," Tarbiz 27 (Jerusalem 1958 ),

Ax

De verso, ls 22+ It could be also Hebrs “alaina min, which is, however,

difficult f¢ connect with the rest of the sentences
20 In the first word, the concluding ' is redundant. However, the 0ld man
writes sometimes the ' of the article aepar&teiy, a8 in 1l. 6 and 46, and, having
vwritbten it here as well, inadvertently continued with the ligsture 'l.

I teke the last, but one, word ('mn) as s contraction of immd en.

22 A threefold cord = Ecclesiastes, che 4, v. 12
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23 Thr-:: intervention of the congrecation was invoked only in cases of utmost
duresse This was m:rrmalll.‘_.'.r done in such a way that publie preyer was held up,
until the person accused gave gufficient securities for fulfilling his obliga=
tionss Here, Joseph wants the Egyptian Nagid to give instructions to a similer
eff'set to the loocal congregation of Marzara, which is very remarkables

24 Ibn rmha%gir = (me seesg that the name Ps!ubaﬁir or Hebrew Mevasser was very
common in the Western Mediterranesn. OCfs also the name of the eunuch and freed=-
man Muba¥¥ir b. Sulaiman, who was in command of Majorea in 1114, M. Amari=Nallino

III, 383.

// // Itn MasnBt - The meaning of the sentence is this: after Ibn Mesnlt hed
showed himself so helpful to the family once, a letter bty the Nagid might perhaps

induce him to facilitate its travel to Ezyptse See No. T9 verso, le. 16.





