Version 6.1, November 2023
Marina Rustow

mrustow@princeton.edu

PREFACE

This guide is intended to help anyone with functional Arabic read Judaeo-Arabic texts — not just printed
texts, but manuscripts. In normal graduate seminar conditions, with once-weekly, three-hour meetings, usually
by the third or fourth week of class my students are deciphering Judaeo-Arabic documents from manuscript
images and doing it impressively well.

I've geared this guide toward reading documents rather than long-form texts — letters, legal deeds, lists,
accounts and other ephemera — especially from the Cairo Geniza. The majority of these are in Judaeo-Arabic. (A
minority are in Hebrew, Arabic, Judaeo-Persian, Ladino and a smattering of other languages.) My experience
reading this material skews toward the years between 950 and 1300, the period from which most geniza
documents date. A growing number of geniza documents from the Ottoman period have recently been identified
by scholars such as Dotan Arad, Matthew Dudley, Alan Elbaum and Jane Hathaway, and many of these are in
Judaeo-Arabic. The orthography and paleography of those documents is distinct from the pre-1500 material on
which I focus here, but not so distinct that this guide won’t help you read them. But they probably need their
own paleographic guide. There is also some fourteenth- and fifteenth-century material from the geniza, but for
reasons having to do with the urban demography of Cairo, there’s less than from the earlier and later periods. In
any case, focusing on documents from the period I cover here should set you up to approach most Judaeo-Arabic
geniza documents.

Documents aren’t easy to read. The scripts are wildly diverse, the orthography and syntax can be
idiosyncratic, and even if you can decipher and parse everything on the page, you're still eavesdropping on a
conversation for which you have little context. Most of the struggle relates to interpretation. But you won’t get
to the stage of interpretation until you can decipher the texts, and that’s what this guide aims to help you do.

For documentary material from the geniza, the easiest access-point is the Princeton Geniza Project
database. It was founded in 1986 by Mark R. Cohen and A. L. Udovitch. Cohen directed it for thirty years. |

became the director in 2015, and I now co-direct it with Eve Krakowski. At the PGP, we focus almost entirely

on documentary texts. We include literary texts if they have clear documentary value, for instance if they were
copied by someone well-known from the documents, or if they contain historical information that corroborates
or complements what’s in the documents.

What about the thousands of long-form texts in Judaeo-Arabic dating from the tenth to the twentieth
century? If you're interested in philosophy, biblical exegesis and other fields of medieval intellectual production,
Judaeo-Arabic codices are highly rewarding to read, especially if you want to know who read the texts you're
studying; most premodern Judaeo-Arabic texts were copied by ordinary readers rather than professional scribes.

Loads of printed long-form texts can be accessed from the Friedberg Jewish Manuscript Society website via the

Judeo-Arabic tab. If you're accustomed to reading long-form Arabic texts, Judaeo-Arabic codices should be easy

to approach, and this guide will get you started.


https://geniza.princeton.edu/en/
https://fjms.genizah.org

[ first assembled this guide as a graduate student around 2000, when I started sharing Judaeo-Arabic
texts with my fellow Arabists. It’s evolved as I've taught with it over the years and adjusted it to more structured
classroom conditions. Please feel free to share it. If you have improvements to suggest or questions I haven’t

answered, I'd be delighted to hear from you, in the comments here or via email.



INTRODUCTION

The history and linguistic description of Judaeo-Arabic is being rewritten as we speak. The main
twentieth-century tradition of Judaeo-Arabic philology, the most prominent representatives of which are Joshua
Blau and Simon Hopkins, regarded Judaeo-Arabic as a form of ‘middle Arabic’ The term ‘middle’ suggests either
a chronological marker (in the same way that Middle English is the phase of the language between Old English
and English) or a midpoint on the continuum between the classical ideal and the colloquial dialects. There are
two assumptions embedded in the term ‘middle Arabic’: that it ceased to exist at some point, which is untrue;
and that there’s a single continuum and a single form of classical Arabic at one end of it, which also turns out to
be untrue.

The astonishing wealth of observations that Blau and Hopkins muster assume a single classical ideal
from which middle Arabic deviated via pseudo-corrections and dialectal features. More recent scholars —
especially Geoffrey Khan and his students — regard non-classical Arabics (plural) as a set of sociolinguistic
phenomena that can encompass multiple registers and varieties in a single performance. Sometimes the word
used for this multi-register performance is ‘multiglossia’, a term used by Said Badawi and imported into the
study of Ottoman-era Egyptian Judaeo-Arabic by Benjamin Hary. This school regards non-classical features not
as deviations from the norm, but as equally legitimate ways of rendering the language. But at least some of this
work assumes that the most prestigious form of the language is a single classical ideal from which, again, other
forms deviated.

The evidence of manuscripts and inscriptions complicates this picture. For the past several years, there
has been an epigraphic revolution underway in the study of early Arabic. More than fifty thousand published
inscriptions and a rigorously systematic approach to their linguistic analysis by scholars such as Ahmad al-Jallad,
Leila Nehmé, Marijn van Putten and Phillip Stokes have begun to transform the consensus around what classical
Arabic was. These linguists are reevaluating what we know about the ideal of Classical Arabic by putting it into
the context of a whole range of formal Arabic styles that were used in the ‘classical’ period. The new narrative
suggests that there was not a single continuum running between high and vernacular registers of Arabic, but
multiple prestige varieties of the language, and that they existed before and after the spread of the Qur’an. Van
Putten has recently argued that early Arabic grammarians such as Sibawayh and al-Farra’ evinced a much greater
tolerance for variation than later grammarians would, or that instructors of Modern Standard Arabic would
today. In certain genres and social settings, non-classical usages were not only systematic, but also as prestigious
as classical Arabic, or even more so depending on the context.

Judaeo-Arabic studies will have to catch up with these developments. As Stokes has put it, in light of the
epigraphic revolution, “we must allow for a much broader definition of what Classical Arabic meant.” While it is
true that, as Stokes has put it, “the prestige registers for many communities included, but were not limited to,
features that the grammarians prescribed for poetry and Quranic recitation,” there were other prestige registers
as well.' Judaeo-Arabic texts — and Arabic-script documentary texts as well — will help us to identify those
prestige registers. The first place I would begin describing it would be letters, both the routine missives of traders
and the communiqués of government officials as preserved in the original manuscript documents, not as copied
into long-form works, which can reasonably be suspected to have ‘normalized’ the language to make it conform
to certain standards.

It isn’t necessary to read linguistic scholarship on Arabic or Judaeo-Arabic if all you want to do is learn

! Phillip W. Stokes, “In the Middle of What? A Fresh Analysis of the Language Attested in the Judaeo-Arabic Commentary on Pirgé ’Avdt (the Sayings
of the Fathers), Middle Arabic and Implications for the Study of Arabic Linguistic History,” Journal of Semitic Studies 66 (2021): 406n15.


https://krc.web.ox.ac.uk/article/ociana

to read Judaeo-Arabic texts. But even the casual user of Judaeo-Arabic editions and reference works will
encounter some of the assumptions embedded in the older work, so it’s important to know what those
assumptions are and how to spot them. Twentieth-century editors of letters from the Cairo Geniza routinely saw
fit to distance themselves from “incorrect” usages by adding a (!) after words that deviated from classical norms,
even though business and family letters adhere to their own standards of prestige writing. Another distinguished
twentieth-century editor of Arabic letters festooned his editions with hamzas even though his manuscripts
completely lack them. For modern Arabic speakers, the understandable tendency is to make printed texts in
Arabic adhere to the norms of modern standard Arabic, and we might be tempted to do the same (or risk the
wrath of our second-year Arabic teachers). Users (and creators) of text editions should be aware of the
assumptions behind them, and of the dangers of erasing the specificity of what’s in the manuscripts by producing
artificially normalized text editions. Readers of Judaeo-Arabic, moreover, have loads of data that they can
contribute to the project of rewriting the history of Arabic. The most exciting work today has removed the
imagined cordon sanitaire of putative grammatical incorrectness and, instead, dispassionately (but enthusiastically)
observes how widespread non-classical features were, even in prestigious texts.

The other important development to be aware of was an accelerating publication of Arabic-script

documents toward the end of the twentieth century. The Arabic Papyrology Database lists 13,376 documents,

with 4,372 in transcription. Comparing those documents — or the nearly three-quarters of them that date to
950-1300 — with the Judaeo-Arabic documents from the geniza makes it perfectly clear that they share many, if
not most, features that used to be attributed to Judaeo-Arabic. Consequently, for medieval documentary texts, the
term Judaeo-Arabic might even be misleading. A more accurate term would be “documentary Arabic,” a term
recently suggested by Andreas Kaplony.2 Medieval Jews referred to it as “Arabic in Hebrew script” (‘arabiyya

bi-khatt ‘ibrant) ? reflecting their awareness that, as Sibawayh put it, “it’s all Arabic” (kullun ‘ambiyyatun).4

2 Andreas Kaplony, “Scribal Traditions in Documentary Arabic: From the One Imperial Standard Language to the One (Jewish) Language for
Transnational Communication (from the Seventh to the Twelfth Centuries),” Jewish History 32 (2019).

® See, e.g., Cambridge University Library, T-S 8J16.19 + T-S NS 323.13 (join: Oded Zinger), second fragment, recto, line 4 (image and unpublished
transcription of S. D. Goitein: https://geniza.princeton.edu/documents/4274/); T-S K25.230, ed. and trans. Geoffrey Khan, “On the Question of Script in
Karaite Manuscripts: New Evidence from the Genizah,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 75 (1993).

* Quoted in Marijn van Putten, Quranic Arabic: From its Hijazi Origins to its Classical Reading Traditions (Leiden, 2022), 117.



https://www.naher-osten.uni-muenchen.de/isap/isap_checklist/index.html
https://www.apd.gwi.uni-muenchen.de/apd/project.jsp
https://geniza.princeton.edu/en/documents/4274/

RESOURCES

Key books and articles

® Blau, Joshua. The Emergence and Linguistic Background of Judaeo-Arabic. Jerusalem, 1999. (until recently,
holy writ)

o ———. A Grammar of Medieval Judaeo-Arabic (Hebrew). Jerusalem, 1995 (ditto)

———. Judaeo-Arabic Literature: Selected Texts. Jerusalem, 1980 (a chrestomathy, good for all levels)

e Khan, Geoffrey. “Judeo-Arabic,” in The Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics, ed. Kees Versteegh
(Leiden, 2007), 2:526-36 (better than Blau on sociolinguistics; the best we have until the history of
Judaeo-Arabic is rewritten to take into account the epigraphic revolution in Arabic)

o ———., “Middle Arabic,” in The Semitic Languages: An International Handbook, ed. S. Weninger (Berlin and
New York, 201 1), 817-35

o ———. “Judaeo-Arabic,” in Arabic Historical Dialectology: Linguistic and Sociolinguistic Approaches, ed. C.
Holes (Oxford, 201 8), 148-69

® Stokes, Phillip W. “In the Middle of What? A Fresh Analysis of the Language Attested in the
Judaeo-Arabic Commentary on Pirqé *Avét (the Sayings of the Fathers), Middle Arabic and Implications
for the Study of Arabic Linguistic History.” Journal of Semitic Studies 66 (2021): 379-411.

Dictionaries

e Blau, Joshua. A Dictionary of Mediaeval Judaeo-Arabic Texts. Jerusalem, 2006. (especially good for literary
materials, but includes some published documentary geniza texts)

® Friedman, Mordechai Akiva. A Dictionary of Medieval Judeo-Arabic in the India Book Letters from
the Geniza and in Other Texts. Jerusalem, 2016. (copious — delivers much more than it promises)

® Wehr, Lane, Dozy and Kazimirski are also very useful.

Websites

® The Friedberg Genizah Project (images of nearly the entire Cairo geniza, some transcriptions and
translations, and abundant bibliographic data)

® The Friedberg Judeo-Arabic Project (electronic corpus of 110 classical and modern Judaeo-Arabic texts,
with more than 280,000 lexical items)

® The National Library of Israel Ktiv project (loads of manuscript images, many in Judaeo-Arabic)

The Princeton Geniza Project (descriptions of more than 30,000 documentary texts from the Cairo and
other genizas; transcriptions of ~5,200 documents and counting; translations will begin to be added
soon)

e Scribes of the Cairo Geniza (the Geniza world’s answer to Candy Crush Saga and Sudoku)

The Society for Judaeo-Arabic Studies (international academic association based in Jerusalem,

conferences every 2 years)


https://fgp.genizah.org
https://ja.genizah.org
https://www.nli.org.il/en/discover/manuscripts/hebrew-manuscripts
https://geniza.princeton.edu/pgpsearch/
https://www.scribesofthecairogeniza.org
https://www.ybz.org.il/?CategoryID=279

THE GUIDE

STEP 1: LEARN THE HEBREW ALPHABET

Learn the Hebrew alphabet via the chart on the next page, including the names of the Hebrew letters.

Notes

1. The order of the Hebrew alphabet is the same as the Arabic order for hisab al-jummal (mashriqi
version).
2. In Hebrew, unlike in Arabic, most letters have only one form. Five Hebrew letters also have a
final form, used only at the ends of words: kaf, mem, nun, peh and tsadi.
3. There are hardly any ligatures in Hebrew. This makes paleography easier than it is in Arabic.’
4. Some pairs or triads of similar letters are difficult to distinguish in handwritten texts, even for
experienced paleographers:
1. 7 and 7 (from right to left: dalet and resh)
2. 2and > (kaf and bet)
3. 0 and O (final mem and samekh)
4. 1and ;1) (vav, zayin, and final nun)
5. »and 1 (vav and yod)

5 But see below, Step 2, #3.



Table 1: The Hebrew alphabet (with numerical values)

Letter name
N "aleph 1
2 bet 2
b gimel 3
1 dalet 4
i heh 5
! vav 6
1 zayin 7
n het 8
i tet 9
K yod 10
final form: ) kaf 20
1
2 lamed 30
final form: n mem 40
0
final 1for m: 1 nun 50
9] samekh 60
v ‘ayin 70
final form: [a) peh 80
i
final form: X tsadi (or sadi) 90
¢
P qof 100
1 resh 200
v (or ) shin (or, with 300
dot on the left
tooth, sin)
n tav 400




STEP 2: LEARN THE LETTER EQUIVALENTS

Study these two charts of the Arabic alphabet. The first has the Arabic letters with their corresponding
letters in Judaeo-Arabic. The second moves in the opposite order, Judaeo-Arabic to Arabic, with

interesting results.

Notes

1. There are more letters of the alphabet in Arabic (28) than in Hebrew (22). Some Hebrew
letters have to perform two functions, which are distinguished in some texts with a dot or a
stroke (e.g., ¥ for u-’) . In other texts, no distinction is made, so deciphering them is like
reading unpointed Arabic.

2. Some letters in pointed Judaeo-Arabic use diacritical marks as a nod to their phonetic
equivalent in Arabic, e.g., 2 = X and o = X

3. Other letters in pointed Judaeo-Arabic depart from phonology and instead imitate how they
look in Arabic.

1. Even though 5 is etymologically closer to 1 (zayin) than to T (dalet), it is represented as
7 in imitation of Arabic 3.

2. In the case of & there is neither strict etymological nor orthographic logic, but a loose
phonetic equivalence: although 'Cis etymologically closer to ¥ than to 1, in classical
Judaeo-Arabic orthography g is represented as 1.

3. In the wild, by which I mean in medieval documentary texts, i can represent either zor
tdepending on the scribe. While this seems confusing in theory, in practice, medieval
scribes rarely used dots, and context usually suffices for distinguishing between letters.

4, The definite article in Arabic, J, is the name of God in Hebrew, 2X. To avoid needlessly writing
out the name of God, scribes write it with an alef-lamed ligature.

1. Due to typographic limitations, I have to use a lot of words to describe the ligature. The
unicode version & doesn’t quite do it justice.

2. The ligature is constructed like this: remove the right “leg” from the alef, and lengthen
the left “arm” upward, or suture the ascender of the lamed onto the alef. The result
should look like you spliced an alef and a lamed together.

3. There’s a better version of the ligature here.

4. This is the only ligature you will find in medieval Judaeo-Arabic manuscripts, with the
exception of Andalusi hands, such as those of Maimonides and Yehuda ha-Levi, which
tend to be highly cursive and have abusive ligatures all over the place and are a
nightmare to read.

5. The Y ligature does not exist in Judaeo-Arabic.

This chart on the next page has the Arabic alphabet in its usual order. Note the Hebrew-letter

equivalents.


https://twitter.com/mrustow/status/1388211963801608192?s=20

Table 2: Arabic to Judaeo-Arabic

Arabic Judaeo-Arabic

| N
o 2
< n
< n
z Jora
C n
¢ final form: 9 5
5 T
3 T
5 hl
B 1
o 0
o w
o° final form: v 3
o2 final form: 7 3
b v
b 9]
¢ Y
& lori
s final form: A o}
é P
A final form: 7 )
J ks
¢ final form: 0 n
K final form: 1 1
sors i
B 1
gorg ?
The alif magsura, in practice, can be written with yod (°) or alef (X).




The chart below, by contrast, lists the Judaeo-Arabic characters according to the Hebrew alphabet. This

is the table you’ll be using while starting to decipher Judaeo-Arabic texts. Note how the Arabic letters

group together.

Table 3: Judaeo-Arabic to Arabic

Judaeo-Arabic Arabic

N |
d <
1] 'CC
T 3 s
i 3o
! 2
! 3
i c
D L L
) ‘s
77 lia) 'Cﬂ
K J
D a
1 ] O
0 82
y ¢
d 3] <2
(4 Iy 0P U@
P é
0 J
v .
nn SO

10



@ Do NOT yield to the temptation to transcribe your texts from Hebrew to Arabic script. If you

do, you risk depending on the chart as a crutch. Your goal should be to read without the chart.

T



STEP &. PRACTICE READING PRINTED JUDAEQ-ARABIC TEXTS

Decode the sample texts below. (All these words, and even phrases, are attested in Judaeo-Arabic texts,

though not always in this order.)

199K 2107 TN IN TAWNRY 197K 29K RPN RPN TIWN

PPT2R 01 7272 09K TAMIPR PRPRYDR 27 7197 7an9R 0°n7%R 17anoR 1798 002
771 0°PY NRYIR PT2X URIE 0°PN0NYR BRIXDIR RITAN YN0 N1 72v1 NN
PONYON N1 079y 219K




Decipher the following passage from Maimonides’ Commentary on the Mishnah, written in Fez some

time around 1165.

1.

4.

5.

The first line is in Hebrew. It consists of two biblical verses, Deuteronomy 7:5 and
Deuteronomy 12:3. As per usual in medieval texts, only the first words of the verses are written
out. Readers were assumed to know the Bible more or less from memory. I've put the Hebrew
words in red.
2”1 is a common abbreviation in Hebrew-script texts. It stands for zikhrono (or zikhronah, or
zikhronam) li-vrakha, may his (or her, or their) memory be blessed. It’s used exclusively after the
name of someone who has died.
In practice, you will find Hebrew words and phrases mixed in with Judaeo-Arabic. Don’t freak
out. If you can determine the roots of Arabic words and use an Arabic-English dictionary, you
can do the same in a Hebrew-English dictionary. The triliteral root system works the same way.
For Hebrew phrases that you suspect may be of biblical or rabbinic origin, Sefaria is an
excellent resource.
Lines 2ff. are in Judaeo-Arabic. The editor (Joshua Blau) has been very kind and given three
helpful kinds of diacritical markings, which I sadly cannot reproduce in Google Docs, so I've
also given you a scan of the page from his book. They are:

a. an occasional shadda;

b. single dots above the double-duty letters;

c. double dots above T when it’s used for a.

NN 7720 | NI DIPRT 1R 0nw DX ONTANY 131 NYTAN O7PIwR) 1300
NP2 MY IWHR 59057 YARIDR DINDR TXPPN IR 1M VIR H7Y 00 INRIDN
702 02°%N 2" MY WK 90 NN ORYN 17192 MINDR 077080 D 21 RNNPYN
191971 931 195 1IN 222 1910 771 ATIAYA AT POw NI KT RIPRP wn
N7 AYND 190 77107 92 TN T ITaya



https://www.sefaria.org

nAMm 2 nwn M 206

271N PR 1A DY MR DNTIRY #2790 NYTN DAMYRY 130N
PARIOR INTR TIPIR IR M PIRIN ATV 29 IRFNOR INTRA oM
APy YR ONTDAn W 5T RNNYYR RND AYMWON AYnib
Y R PRIRP WD T3 o*oN Y MY TWR 92 NN ONYN
4iapa 12137 931 173 AamAan 9231 07213 A7 AMAY2 nTnn Yow

:RTA qIWNRA 193 amna %32 amn nm

n oK PENN QYMNAM ‘79 3 NYTAD OFTWRY IXNN 0Imnam .o
"
2RI DL WK DI NK LR
o7 (N mg) A DI Na 12a% IR .25 JO R DT L(n Ma)
’
77 27 (0 Wan ma) AN NYTAN OMIPRT MXNN M9} ¥NN ohYmnam .26
5 ﬂ'!'l '

L 4372 A EPER ma) ... TWNR Y5 NN .28 2 2 DAT ... ONTaANY .27
3o OV M02D,9910.30 R DPYVITER NIMIR ;DY MAD NIPRP .29

; 731 133

If you've survived this far, you're now ready to look at a manuscript.

RO



STEP 4. COMPARE MANUSCRIPTS WITH PRINTED EDITIONS

Read this typed edition of a geniza letter, from Shelomo b. Yehuda, ga’on of Jerusalem (1025—51),

writing from Ramla in 1029 to his son, Avraham, in Fustat.

1.
2.

3.

4.,

5.

Lines are numbered according to the manuscript.

[Square brackets] enclose text not present in the MS because it has been obliterated by wear and

tear.

<Angle brackets> enclose letters not present in the MS because the scribe has erroneously
omitted them.

//Double slashes// enclose words that the scribe has added above the line (an insertion as an
afterthought).

If you're enamored of these sigla, thank you so much, and see here for more.

Now compare the typed edition with the manuscript image on the same webpage.

1.

Note the diagonal text in the margin. This is typical of geniza letters. Scribes wrote in the right
margin at 45 degrees to the main text, and sometimes in the top margin as well, before
continuing on verso. (Here, the only text you'll see in the top margin is the shelfmark, written

in pencil some time in the twentieth century by the librarians at Cambridge.)

2. Make a note of letters you find particularly challenging to identify.
3. One of the challenges of this scribe’s hand is the detachment of the serif from the rest of the

letter. Are there other peculiarities that you notice?

4. Are there any alef-lamed ligatures? How can you distinguish them from lamed?

For a more challenging Judaeo-Arabic letter, go to the next page.

Feeling bold? Read on.


https://geniza.princeton.edu/pgpsearch/?a=object&id=1137
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pyFajrGRYTzRsb2yFjfX0XmNqpz1kUO9mhlISGwfpxk/edit?usp=sharing

Read the printed edition below of another geniza letter, from the trader Nahray b. Nissim to one of the

employees in his trading firm, written around 1055.

1.
2.

3.

4,

The manuscript is fragmentary at the top and on the left.
In the printed edition, the editor of the text (Moshe Gil) has indicated abbreviations and

numbers with a stroke above the word. That’s most likely due to typographical limitations; in

the manuscript, Nahray writes them with either a stroke or a dot, but dots weren’t readily

available for typesetting purposes in 1997, when Gil published his edition.
Nahray uses some abbreviations:

a. 'K7p and P both stand for UX7’P (a unit of weight)

b. '¥1 stands for X1

c. '27 stands for ¥

d. '17 stands for IRI7

Remember those numerical values you learned in Step 1? You'll need them here.

New York, Jewish Theological Seminary, ENA 1822A.14
Ed. Gil, In the Kingdom of Ishmael, vol. 2, doc. 261

1?3 [
] mam Bap 1 T o3 K9P o3 R [
15 nYDT MK 957 KB XM A9 [3 010 RYR] KT
1091 T 39 33 0 1Y IR (AR A DY 070
™A 1798 I Ip nvpa 1 R ENPn naroen pa
] M RER RATPN NIM AP T ROD PYRBYYR 1PONPN 28T Mo0bK 128
109 [ 1 5 13 ovo3 I mwan YEenn nbmebk Ty NP nSn o
1 9 9 1PoR 1an Bpwe 13 203 91 R9p 9 DY naRws 9
] 9P 7 1377 721 pan aR02N 12 1onYR 1EK I PRt KT T bR 9
] Fop k5% T 997 S T [A1hon 1ax Yap g 0 30 pwtopa oo ab ume 10
JWhR 0 PR DAY TR T 273 WRIT DA T NRWRIT 31 T vpt 11
17 R37 7 maw ob YR Jar PrapnbR op 2/kT0// NRIM YpRAYR D MENPD 12
] mpabR M Fapn 192 WWKRITY T0R PAYT R (M KT 0 veT 13
170 0 3 P 9§ 10 A0en AT amy b pan nbm X mp Ty nam 14
1" Jax vy ngapn T <1780 91 YTebx nan e s oy jab P 15

| L

- - A L =

13713 WRYY T 30KRMAMY PWRTSR AN OY TYRY ROTIRD TD 16
"D NB WK TUJ?:‘I'UII?H yam 17




This is the same letter in its original manuscript form. Compare the two texts side-by-side. Then see if
you can read through the manuscript without looking at the printed edition.

1. Sorry about those wrinkles! (Fun fact: it costs holding institutions a considerable amount of
money in conservation hours, equipment and expertise to “relax” a wrinkled piece of parchment
or paper. And there are 400,000 Geniza fragments! When you see what it takes to conserve
them, you stop minding the wrinkles as much.)

2. On ascale of 1 to 10, 1 being the neatest, 10 being the messiest, this scribe is about a 6. These
are real-world conditions.

3. See if you can count how many ways Nahray makes his alef. The alef is one of the most
characteristic letters of individual scribes, and it’s a shape-shifter. Many scribes consistently
make the alef more than one way (consistent inconsistency). The terms current in use for some

of these are “N-alef” and “K-alef,” for reasons you can probably figure out.

17



STEP 5. STUDY THE RANGE OF SCRIPT STYLES YOU'RE LIKELY TO ENCOUNTER IN THE WILD

Now you’ve had a taste of real-world decipherment battles. You might be feeling the need for better equipment.
Fear not: here is a chart of the range of scripts and hands that you're likely to encounter when you read
medieval manuscripts.

1. Members of the Scribes of the Cairo Geniza team designed the chart as part of our field guide to
Hebrew-script transcription. Laura Newman Eckstein produced the chart based on the research and
expertise of Judith Olszowy-Schlanger.

2. As a general (but breakable) rule, professional scribes wrote official documents or copies of texts in
square script; but all scribes wrote informal documents in cursive scripts. The geniza letter you read
above is in a cursive script. But Hebrew rarely gets as cursive as Arabic. (But not never: Maimonides and
the poet Yehuda ha-Levi are among the most cursive writers of medieval Hebrew, and seasoned
professionals struggle with their handwriting.)

3. There are Ashkenazi scripts in this chart (Hebrew as written by scribes from the Christian-ruled parts of
Western Europe). In practice, you will not find Judaeo-Arabic manuscripts in Ashkenazi scripts (though
you will find Ashkenazi fragments in some Cairo Geniza collections).

4. The link behind the chart will bring you to the high resolution image files (in PDF and .svg).

airo Geniza Alephbets

Z £ & 2=z ; =25 3% £ 2828 3¢ = 2 &5 = SQUARE
e TV h e W M A e § Y ¥ R D e Y D Y 3 B D e M e kL e o 7T e 2 2 P AN ¥ A T e W e A 3 e 3 p~ o N ASHKENAZ[ Haveror
. . 2 e w e - . T Y = A 5 e 1y » T ERE- T N A L5 . . 1 e ’ v on + ] . . n . ~ A e 3 8 . % BYZANTINE Halper 378
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Created by Laura Newman Eckstein for the project “Scribes of
the Caito Geniza” in association with The University of
Pennsylvania Libraries. Credt to Dr. Judith Olszomy-Schianger
for her work i finding and typologyizing the fragments as well
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https://www.scribesofthecairogeniza.org
https://github.com/judaicadh/cairogeniza/tree/master/_docs/Eckstein%20Alephbet%20Chart

Now you're ready to encounter medieval Judaeo-Arabic manuscripts in the wild.

Have fun!
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