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PREFACE

Sertous books are not always the result of systematic endeavors
and orderly procedures. The present volume is a case in point. Its
writer is engaged in a comprehensive undertaking: a three-volume
book entitled A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities
of the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo
Geniza. The second volume, with the subtitle The Community,
comprising some 650 pages, has just been published by the Uni-
versity of California Press. The third and last volume is in an ad-
vanced state of preparation. A companion volume to this book,
to be called Mediterranean People: Letters and Documents from
the Cairo Geniza, Translated with Notes and Introductions, also is
well under way. Simultaneously with this work on the Mediter-
ranean world hundreds of documents on the medieval India trade
have been prepared for editing and translation and are now being
checked and rechecked, and new items are added.

One day in November 1971, while working at the Institute for
Advanced Study, Princeton, my eyes rested on the vast lawn
stretching in front of Fuld Hall, and it occurred to me that it was
a felicitous idea of the landscape architect to break the monotony
of the lawn by planting a small circle of low crab apple trees in
its center. Suddenly it came to my mind that it would be appropriate
to make a break in producing large books and turn to writing
something short and handy which might be welcome to students,
laymen, and scholars alike. A topic for such a book easily presented
itself. Most of my scholarly research in the past had to do with
rulers, warriors, scholars, poets, and saints. But of late, through the
study of the Cairo Geniza, I had become aware of the worthiness
of those daring, pious, and often learned representatives of Middle
Eastern civilization during the High Middle Ages: the overseas
traders. Their letters were available in abundance, and, since these
are expressive without being prolix, they provide interesting in-
sights into the personalities of their writers. Before my eyes turned
away from the lawn with the crab apple trees, my choice was made.

The originals of only eight out of the eighty items translated in
this volume have been edited thus far, six of them by myself. But all
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of them have been copied and typed, so that they may be regarded
as “edited,” albeit they have not been published.

The Introduction describes the provenance and present where-
abouts of the letters translated, the social milieu of their writers,
the organization of the overseas trade, and the goods traded. An
Author’s Note explains certain details apt to facilitate the use of
the book, a List of Abbreviations notes the books, journals, and
manuscript collections most frequently used.

There remains for me to express my personal thanks and the
gratitude of scholarship to the librarians and officials of the libraries
whose manuscripts have been used in this book (see the List of
Abbreviations). Most of the manuscripts translated had been copied
during the early 1950s, but I possess photostats of all of them and
no translation was made without continuous examination of the
originals.

This book is part and parcel of my work on the Cairo Geniza,
which was made possible during the current year by the National
Endowment for the Humanities; the John Simon Guggenheim
Foundation; the Lucius N. Littauer Foundation; and the Max
Richter Foundation. I wish to extend my heartfelt thanks to the
men guiding these institutions for their understanding and en-
couragement. My membership in the Institute for Advanced Study
under the imaginative direction of Carl Kaysen was another for-
tunate factor furthering my work.

Finally, it is my pleasant duty to thank my young colleague,
Professor Abraham L. Udovitch, for his unfailing friendship and,
in particular, for reading the manuscript of this book and con-
tributing invaluable suggestions for its improvement. I am grateful
to Mrs. Sandra S. Lafferty of the Institute for Advanced Study for
her dedicated and painstaking work in typing the manuscript. I
would also like to thank the Director and staff of Princeton Uni-
versity Press—in particular Mrs. Polly Hanford, indefatigable editor
—for their understanding and helpfulness.

S. D. Gorremn
Institute for Advanced Study
Princeton, New [ersey
December 1972
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

With the exception of no. 3, all items in this volume are in Arabic.
The translations of Hebrew words or phrases inserted in the
Arabic text are italicized.

Abbreviations are rendered by full translations, but the English
words or parts of words the equivalents of which do not appear in
the originals are put in parentheses. For example, the blessing over
a dead person, appearing in the original in the form ¢, is trans-
lated as: (may he) r(est in) E(den).

Common phrases omitted in the translation are indicated by . . . .

References to God are capitalized solely where the word “God”
does not precede, as in the opening of letters, often superscribed:
“In Your Name,” meaning God.

Arabic names and words are transcribed as in the second edition
of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, with the exception that dj is re-
placed by j, and % by g¢.

We spell Fatimids, Fustat, Qayrawan, for Fatimids, al-Fustat,
al-Qayrawan, respectively, and make similar allowances for fre-
quently occurring Arabic names.

Biblical names, if appearing in the original in Hebrew, are spelled
in the usual English way. When the original has an Arabic form,
it is transcribed phonetically, such as Ya‘qub for Jacob.

Fractions are rendered in the form they have in the original, where
they are written 1/2, 1/4, not 3/4 (se, e.g., no. 64). Fractions calcu-
lated by the author are rendered in the usual way (e.g., in no.

27, B).
Rhymed prose is indicated by slashes (e.g., in no. 38, A).

Words written above the line in the original mss are put between
double slashes (e.g., in no. 15).

Parts of a text which are either lost or illegible and replaced by
conjecture are enclosed in brackets.

Words deleted by the original writers are enclosed in double brackets.

Long # in Aba (“father of”) becomes short in combinations such as
Abu 'l or Abu Shaq and is then written without a bar, the sign of

length.
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CHAPTER I

Introduction

1. PROVENANCE AND PRESENT WHEREABOUTS OF THE
LETTERS TRANSLATED

ANyoNE looking at the title of this book will be tempted to ask:
Why Jewish? Why should we single out one of several communi-
ties active in the trade of the Islamic countries during the High
Middle Ages? The answer is simple: From that world and that
period, only the letters and other papers of Jewish overseas traders
have thus far been found. Their preservation was due to very special
circumstances.

All the letters translated in this volume were originally found in
the so-called Cairo Geniza. Geniza (pronounced gueneeza) is a
place where discarded writings on which the name of God was or
might have been written were deposited in order to preserve them
from desecration. This pious precaution was a general Middle
Eastern custom, shared by Christians, Muslims, and Jews. But only
the Jews seem to have developed the practice of burying their sacred
writings no longer in use, a custom still widely observed.

Most of the papers of the Cairo Geniza were preserved in a room
specifically set aside for that purpose and attached to a synagogue.
Hundreds of thousands of leaves have been saved, mostly of re-
ligious, or otherwise literary, character. Unlike other genizas, how-
ever, the Cairo Geniza also comprises a huge quantity of writings
of a purely secular character, such as official, business, learned, and
private correspondence, court records, contracts and other legal
documents, accounts, bills of lading, prescriptions, etc. Since only
discarded writings were thrown into the Geniza room, it is natural
that most of the material is fragmentary. Still, the number of writ-
ings extant in their entirety, or at least forming meaningful units,
is considerable. I estimate that about 1,200 more or less complete
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business letters have been preserved and identified as such by me.
Thus, the eighty letters presented in this volume contain about
seven percent of the total. I do not claim at all that the pieces chosen
here are uniquely representative. Alongside items of special interest,
others of a more humdrum character have been translated. Another
author might have selected another eighty pieces equally apt to
illustrate the mercantile world of the medieval society of the Arabic
speaking Mediterranean area.

The appellation Cairo Geniza needs some qualification. The city
of Cairo was founded by a Fatimid caliph in the year g6g when
Egypt was conquered by his troops. The ancient capital of Islamic
Egypt (al-)Fustat, sometimes inaccurately referred to as Old Cairo,
was situated about two-and-a-half miles south of the new foundation
and remained the economic center of the country throughout the
eleventh and the first half of the twelfth century. This is precisely
the period in which most of our letters were written, as is evident
from this breakdown:

Total
Letters from the eleventh century
(may include last decade of the tenth)

nos. 15, 11-36, 63-67, 6973, 74, 77 43
Twelfth century

(may include last decade of the eleventh century)

nos. 6, 7, 9, 37-42, 48-6o, 68, 75, 79 25
Thirteenth century

(includes one item from the end of the twelfth)

nos. 8, 10, 43-47, 61, 62, 76, 78, 8o 12

The synagogue with the Geniza chamber was that of the “Jeru-
salemites” or “Palestinians,” that is, the ancient, pre-Islamic con-
gregation of Fustat, which adhered to the rites and customs of the
Jews of Palestine. The immigrants from Iran and Iraq, referred
to as “Iragians” or “Babylonians,” possessed another place of wor-
ship, originally a church, which they had purchased from the Coptic
Patriarch in 882 A third Jewish community of Fustat was that of

1Until recently it was generally assumed that the Geniza chamber had
been attached to the building which originally was a church (see, eg.,
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the Karaites, a dissident sect recognizing the sole authority of the
Bible and repudiating that of the “Rabbis” of the Talmud, the post-
biblical writings sacred to the main body of Jews who were referred
to as “Rabbanites.” In the eleventh century the Karaites were very
prominent in commerce and banking, as well as in the government
bureaucracy and medicine, but, naturally, they had no reason to
deposit their discarded writings in a Rabbanite place of worship.
Still, some interesting items addressed to Karaites found their way
into the Geniza, as for example, nos. 11 and 69, and there are many
references to them throughout. (See index, s.v. Karaites and Tus-
tarls.)

At least twenty out of the eighty items included in this volume
were addressed to places other than the capital of Egypt. As the title
of this publication and selections 1-10 indicate, the letters originated
in practically all Islamic countries extending from Spain and
Morocco in the West to India in the East. Letters with a destination
other than Cairo-Fustat reached the Geniza for a great variety of
reasons, but mostly because the recipients had traveled there.

As a rule, business letters from the area and the period covered
by this book were written in Arabic. This was not classical Arabic,
nor simply a vernacular, but a semiliterary language of rather regu-
lar usage and considerable expressiveness. Jews wrote this language
with Hebrew characters. Since everyone had learned Hebrew as a
little boy while attending school, where Bible-reading was the main
subject of study, all were familiar with Hebrew letters, while the
far more difficult Arabic script had to be practiced with a private
tutor. Moreover, the writers often interspersed their Arabic text
with Hebrew words and phrases.? Needless to say, the better mer-
chants were fluent in the Arabic script as well, as we see from the
addresses which are often in Arabic characters, or from express
references, as in no. 9. Selection no. 62, a letter to a qadi, or Muslim
judge, is, of course, in Arabic characters, while no. 3 is in the

Paul E. Kahle, The Cairo Geniza, New York, 1960, p. 3). But, as I have
shown in Med. Soc., 11, 148-149, it was the Iragians who acquired the church
when they were in need of a place of worship for themselves, while the
“Jerusalemites,” the original Jewish inhabitants of Fustat, already possessed
a synagogue there in Byzantine times.

2The translations of Hebrew words and phrases are printed in italics.
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Hebrew language, because its writer was an Italian, and not an
Arabic-speaking, Jew.

The treasures of the Cairo Geniza became known to the scholarly
world (and to antiquity dealers) shortly before 18go, when the
time-honored synagogue of the Palestinians was pulled down and
replaced by another building. Libraries and private collectors in
Europe and America acquired considerable quantities of the docu-
ments found there. Finally, in 1897, Solomon Schechter, then Lec-
turer of Rabbinics at the University of Cambridge, England, with
the assistance of Dr. Charles Taylor of St. John’s College, succeeded
in removing the total remaining content of the Geniza chamber to
the University Library, Cambridge. The Taylor-Schechter Collection
now contains perhaps three times as much as all the other Geniza
collections taken together. Other important collections represented
in this volume are those of the Bodleian Library, Oxford, the British
Museum, the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, New York,
Dropsie University, Philadelphia, the David Kaufmann Collec-
tion, Budapest, Hungary, and the private Mosseri Collection. There
are a dozen other collections, almost all of which contain material
suitable for this volume.®

2. THE TRADERS’ WORLD

With a few exceptions, this book is confined to letters, including
accounts which used to form parts of letters. Naturally, a great
variety of papers others than letters dealt with commerce, such as
legal documents issued at the conclusion or the dissolution of a
partnership, the granting or payment of a loan, the sale of a house,
a slave, or a book, or any other transaction for which written state-
ments used to be made. Court records connected with commerce
are another extremely frequent type of document found in the
Geniza. In this volume, I wished to present the subjective aspect
of trade, trade as seen by the people who were engaged in it, and
this is most directly expressed in their letters.

Because of the general insecurity and the slowness of communi-
cations, international trade was largely dependent on personal rela-

3The story of the documentary Geniza is told in detail in Med. Soc., 1,
1-28, in Goitein, Studies in Islamic History, pp. 279-295, and briefly in EP,

11, 987-989.
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tionships and mutual confidence. A man shipping goods overseas
normally had to wait months before he could know what happened
to them. He had to rely on his friends in the country of destination
for the proper handling of his affairs. Mostly, although by no means
exclusively, friends were chosen from one’s own religious com-
munity. This was natural under medieval conditions. The club-
house of the Middle Ages where one met one’s peers daily, or, at
least, regularly, was the mosque, the church, or the synagogue.
A Spanish Jew traveling to India would pray in the synagogues of
each of the larger cities of Sicily, Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen, and
thus become personally acquainted with everyone who counted.
Thus, coreligionists became natural business friends. The religious
community functioned like an extended family. The few longer
Arabic business letters on papyrus from the ninth and tenth cen-
turies (which have been edited by A. Grohmann, D. S. Margoli-
outh, and A. Dietrich) were also exchanged between members of
the same religious community, either Christians or Muslims.*

Religion was conducive not only to the formation of business re-
lationships, but also to their proper conduct. Again and again a
man’s piety and fear of God are invoked when he is reminded to
adhere to good business practices or when he is praised for his
excellent handling of his friends’ affairs.’

The modern reader is inclined to regard the continuous ref-
erences to God in these letters as a mere fagon de parler. This is not
the case. God was conceived as the creator of all that happened in
nature and in human life, including man’s thoughts, decisions, and
actions. He was, so to say, the most active substance in the physical
world. Therefore, keeping him constantly in mind and mouth was
the most practical thing a good businessman could do.

Moreover, man’s very limited ability to defend himself against
the whims of nature, such as storms at sea, famines, epidemics, and
other cases of illness, as well as his helplessness in the face of a
ruthless government or the constant menaces of piracy and war

4 Adolf Grohmann, From the World of Arabic Papyri, Cairo, 1952 (where
further literature on Arabic papyri); Albert Dietrich, Arabische Briefe aus
der Papyrussammlung der Hamburger Staats- wnd Universitiits-Bibliothek,
Hamburg, 1955; D. S. Margoliouth, Catalogue of Arabic Papyri in the John

Rylands Library, Manckester, Manchester, 1933.
5E.g., no, 1, sec. C; nos. 11, 17, 23, secs. B, D, F.
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developed in him a feeling that he was not the master of his own
destiny, that he was delivered into the hands of a higher power.
“Fate,” albeit not absent from our letters, occurs in them rarely.
God, the personal God, served the purpose better; he was a friend
and father, with whom one conversed in prayer at least seven times
a day; he knew one’s innermost thoughts and most secret deeds,
and one could always find a little, or not so little, sin, for which
one was punished when something went wrong. All the good came
from God and “he who hopes for the good will obtain it; God does
not break his promise” (no. 32). Hence the astounding equanimity
apparent in many Geniza letters and the generally optimistic ap-
proach to life displayed in them despite frequently dire living con-
ditions. Religion was undoubtedly the strongest element in a mer-
chant’s mental makeup, and religion meant membership in a specific
religious community.

Trading, naturally, was interdenominational and international.
Several letters of this volume make mention of non-Jewish business
friends and even partners. The trade with Christian Europe was
largely responsible for the flourishing state of the mercantile com-
munities on the southern shores of the Mediterranean during the
eleventh century, as shown in Med. Soc. 1, 44-47, where it is em-
phasized, however, that this trade was in the hands of Christian,
not Jewish, merchants. Consequently, this exchange with Christian
Europe is reflected in this collection mainly by indirect reference.
Number 4, a letter from Amalfi, Italy, is the only example from the
eleventh century of Arabic-speaking Jewish merchants doing busi-
ness in a Christian port of Europe; there is none from the twelfth;
and again only one, no. 8, this time concerning Genoa and Mar-
seilles, from the thirteenth century. An important element of mutual
understanding was the fact that the business ethics of the three
monotheistic religions were essentially identical, although individual
writers formulated them differently in their own original fashion.®

Besides the barriers of religion there existed the dividing lines of
economic position and social class and sometimes it appears that
the latter were stronger than the former. The reader of this volume

8 A good introduction to the business ethics of Islam is provided in the

article “Tidjarah” in EP, 1v. About Hindus see th