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fO ¢. A BOOK IS MADE
LETTER OF A SCRIBE TO HIS EMPLOYER (Al-Mahalla, ca. 1145)
L]

The writer of this letter, Zakkay b. Moses, is known
from documents dated 1127 through 1150 and wrote and signed

. £ |
himself legal deed§ in al-Mahalla im-1143 through 1147.°

In this letter, too, we find him in that town, The recipient,

a tax farmer-whu'keptﬁalsa a dyeing workshop, lived in a
smaller town not far away from al-Mahalla, for he and a
friend of his, a druggist, received their supplies from that

provincial capital, as we also learn here,

Normally, a book was copled from a model provided or
recommended by the customer who gave the order. When Zakkay

writes that the book will comprise two volumes, because it

madel frum whlch he cupled On first readlngﬁ I thaught that"

Eakkay'was only asked to supply missing pages. But nﬁthing'

in the wording of the letter justifies such an assumption.

The Tafsir, that is, the Arabic translation Dy
Saadya Gaon of the Five Books of Moses, written in Hebrew

characters, which forms the object of this letter, comprises
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n

about 400 pages of thirty lines. Assuming that Zakkay could

make ten pages a day, like his colleague, the Muslim judge,

2

mentioned Med. Soc.y LL, P 229,° and that the exchange rate

of the dinar was approximately 1:40, as in Med. Soc., %,

p. 381, secs. 55~57, he would earn 2-1/2 x 40 = 100: 40 days = 2-1/2
‘‘ |#m ¢ per day. This appallingly low remuneration of the

scribes' work was the rule, see p. | ), above.

It is also noteworthy that a discount (from 3 to
2-1/2 dinars) was granted during the work, The parchment
waslﬁh account of the employer; nothing is said about pens

and ink.

TS 13.J 20, f. 11

I am writing to my lnfdt the illustrinus_ﬁqhghL.may

God prolong his lifesees”

REPORT ABOUT THE RBROGRESS OF THE WORK

The preceding letter of my lord, in which you asked
me to copy the Tafsir of the Torah, has arrived, together

with the ten sheets of parchment. As soon as I had read the
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letter, which was forwarded to me by R. Salcmﬂn,4 I set to
work, I cut the parchments in the way I thought suited

best and copied. The ten sheets were sufficient for about
one third of the Torah. When R, Solomon was about to travél
to Hi§r (Fustat), I informed him about the situation and
said to him: "I need parchment for the completion of the
work.* Said he to me: “The Kohen's concerns are dear to
me., I shall buy the parchments in Fustat aﬁd Ering them with
me and you will select from them what you need for your
work." When he returned from Fustat, he brought the parch-
ments, I selected the best of them and am now bent on

completing the work.

x The Tafsir will cmmprisé two vnlumes, since it is on
parchment and in bold letters. If ynu w1sh that it should be
bﬂund in alénahalla - For we hﬁve a'bankblnder here'—:send
us hlndlngsﬁ for two volumes. ﬂtherw1se, convey your wiéhes
to your servant and to the elder Abu *l-Hurajja R. SGlGMDH-

And please do not neglect the payment of the fee for I am in
great [ ;.. ] on account of the w&rk which I have undertaken

for you because I h[old you in high esteem].
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BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF COMMON FRIENDS®

R, Solomon told me that he had sent you wiith] the
@évér Ibn Tarif9 two packages of hrazilwondlD weighing +2 fquﬂ+¥f*¥
pounds and that he had sent to the elder abu ?1- Ala* nine
pounds of pepper and two pounds of ginger. Kindly gonfirm
arrival. Also, R. Solomon sends with the bearer of these
lines to the elder Abu Y1l- AlaY three pounds less one guarter

cinnamon and civet perfumell weighing 2-1/2 pumces.

R. Solomon wrote to the elder abu?1- Ala® and asked
him to buy for him ten to fifteen mijarslz in addition to
those he already has, Kindly let me know whether they have
been purchased, for heiintends to put in them some [ ... He will

either fetch them] himself or send his messenger,.

NOTE ABOUT THE COPYIST'S FEE

113 If

The completed sh[eets I shall leave here,
this is convenient to you, please send the fee, Otherwise,
write your instructions to the elder Abu 'l-Murajja

and he will pay out of his own money,

I had informed you in my first letter that the fee

was 3 dinars, for the writing of this Tafsir is like the




B1L,9
13 J 20, f£. 11

writing of a Bible codex, the only difference being that

it needs no signs for the vawels}S But in view of the
esteem in which I hold you, I remit from this half a dinar.
You have sént me half a dinar through R. Solomon, the
balance béing 2 dinars, Please do not delay to remit them
or to instruct R. Solomon to pay them for you and to charge

you with them in addition to the price of the parchments.
Also, give him pleasure by honoring him with your
orders: he is very grateful to you and gives much publicity

to you and to the elder Abu »1- Alat,

CONCLUSION

Best regards to you, the elder Abu *1- AlaY, the
teachef;lﬁ'én&'fﬁvﬁﬁ-iéfdé, fﬁéﬁmﬁéfets, ynuf boys -

may they be blessed from Heaven,

4

And, pleasejimakéiall of yaulan effort to get those
mijérs.l? Also, if you can find rennets,lB please buy them
and inform me about their purchase in a letter with the

Muslim, the bearer of these lines, or anyone else whom you
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will find convenient, If you wish to send something with

this Muslim, please do: he is trustworthy. And Peace.

Address (upside down, as usual)

To my lord, the elder Abu *l-Bishr, his honor,

e i e ——— et

greatness and holiness, our master and teagher Mevasser ha-Kohen,

n
son of R. %ﬁlmén, the taé%armer in Bab ...19

20
From his friend Zakkay, son of R, [Solom]

(In another, irregular hand using boock script)

To my lord, the elder Abu 21-Bishr, with

R}_Mevﬁrikhﬁbg,ﬁq%nmpntz¥;ﬁ:-
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NOTE 5

lthe deed of 1147 (T§ 13 J 3 £ 6v) is translated

on pp. (BII, 4) above,

2The sourcé referred to there speaks of folios, (which
consist of two pages). But since in Arabic, as in our script,
the letters of one word are connected, while in Hebrew they
are not, one can easily make in Arabic two pages in the time

needed for one in Hebrew.

3Fuur lines of the usual phrases,

4See below,

5The preparation of hides to serve as writing
material was a special art obviously not cultivated in

al—Hahalla.

" q w i th

.
E .
[

. - - ——

in Arabic, his detail also shows that the recipient knew
the measures of the book ordered, Since book covers, then
as today, were of greatly different values, the proprietor

had to make the choice himself.

TThe same phrase occurs on verso, 1. 7, The writer
emphasizes that he had to neglect more lucrative work for
copying this book. As TS 8 J 21, f. 9, shows, Zakkay was

active in the oplive o0il trade,

Text: t%ﬁﬁt, a Persian word denflae various meanings
Lo s .. . ) N : S e e A




5

‘ﬁa“'—"{jtq

h7 ' 13 J 20 £. 11

NOTE 5

lthe deed of 1147 (T§ 13 J 3 £ 6v) is translated

on pp. (BII, 4) above,

2The sourcé referred to there speaks of folios, (which
consist of two pages). But since in Arabic, as in our script,
the letters of one word are connected, while in Hebrew they
are not, one can easily make in Arabic two pages in the time

needed for one in Hebrew.

3Fuur lines of the usual phrases,

4See below,

5The preparation of hides to serve as writing
material was a special art obviously not cultivated in

al—Hahalla.

" q w i th

.
E .
[

. - - ——

in Arabic, his detail also shows that the recipient knew
the measures of the book ordered, Since book covers, then
as today, were of greatly different values, the proprietor

had to make the choice himself.

TThe same phrase occurs on verso, 1. 7, The writer
emphasizes that he had to neglect more lucrative work for
copying this book. As TS 8 J 21, f. 9, shows, Zakkay was

active in the oplive o0il trade,

Text: t%ﬁﬁt, a Persian word denflae various meanings
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B8 . . . . .
Because of the insecurity of communicatlions, 1t was
common practice to mention in letters ## consignments sent,
orders posted, and other business affairs of friends.

9Abaut this “distinguished member" of the yeshiva

see Med. Soc., I, p. 481, sec. 29

lﬂhr* baggam, a red dying stuff in wide use in the

Middle AQEE .

llﬁr. zibada (from which English civet is derived).

The quantity sent was worth about 10 dirhems (money), cf.
TS 10 J 15, f. 22, where 100 dirhems (weight) cost 10-3/4

dinars (in Fustat, 1117). Many other guotations in India

Book.

lzﬂf.the’vaqicus meanings of this word, only “earthen

vessel" fits here., See Wehr, Dictionary, p. 1050 .
13 . a Lo . ."-:"."-_'-“' R ) i . - :
This is a guess, based on the writer's remark

above that he awaits orders concerning the binding.

Mhat is, R. Solomon, so often mentioned in the letter,

He was a wholesale druggist and as such served also as a kind

of banker.
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Hebrew and Arabic scripts contain no letters for
vowels. In sacred books, such as the text of the Bible,
special signsffor the vowels are added.

lGAr_ mv “allim . Obviously the only religious

dignitary in the little locality.
TSee n. 12, above.

lEThe membrane of the stomach of a calf is used for
the preparation of cheese, Because of religicus taboos,
some people preferred to prepare cheese at home. These two
postscripts are typical for a letter to a village: earthen
vessels and rennets were to be had there.

lgThe name of the place seems to be written in -
another hand or perhaps only with' another pen. The last
four letters are neot identifiable with certainty.
| 20
. to replace the_Aqghﬁe:nameys$im5nfﬁéfgthé-recipieni'ﬁ* B

fathe;ihy the Heb. Solomon but since everything was covered

G

11

Here something strange occurred: the writer wanted

with writing, put it at the edge of the sheet, where it could

be taken as the name of his own father, wherefore he deleted

it. But there can be no deubt about the identity of Zakkaf

since his handwriting is known from numerous other manuscripts.
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lehe Muslim messenger was unable to reach the

addressee's place., He gave the letter to a Jewish
acquaintance who might have been a respectable merchant, but

not a scholarly person and who forwarded it with the man

mentioned.
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