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A New Judaeo-Syriac Fragment from the Genizah: ENA 3846.2
Alan Elbaum

In Baghdad, a thousand years ago, a debate arose in the yeshiva of Pumbedita about the correct interpretation of a verse from Psalms.
The head of the academy, Hayya Gaon (served 1004–38 CE), ordered a student to go and inquire from the patriarch of the Church of the
East about the translation of that verse in the Peshitta (the Syriac translation of the Bible). Hayya silenced objections by asserting that
“our pious forefathers” routinely sought out comparative linguistic knowledge from members of other religions, not to mention shepherds
and cowhands.

Hayya Gaon would no doubt feel vindicated if he knew about the recent, remarkable boom of scholarship on interconnections between
Jews and Syriac Christians in late antiquity and the medieval era.  Yet despite a wealth of indirect evidence for intellectual interchanges
between the two communities—religious, literary, linguistic, and so on—the evidence remains sparse for understanding how, and to what
extent, Jews directly engaged with the Syriac language, with Syriac texts and with the Christians who could teach the language and
explain the texts.

The phenomenon of Judaeo-Syriac, the Syriac language written in Hebrew script, is especially important for answering these questions.
Depending on how you count, there are about a dozen known examples of Judaeo-Syriac, nearly all medieval, most of them quotations
embedded in larger Hebrew works.  The Cairo Genizah has played a major role in the study of Judaeo-Syriac ever since Siam Bhayro’s
2012 discovery of T-S K14.22, which is written in Judaeo-Syriac and which contains a rare trilingual (Greek-Aramaic-Middle Persian)
pharmaceutical lexical list.

In such a tiny corpus, even a fragment containing eight incomplete lines is cause for celebration, and I am pleased to announce another
Judaeo-Syriac text from the Genizah: ENA 3846.2.

 

Images of ENA 3846.2 courtesy of the Jewish Theological Seminary Library.

Left: Recto contains Psalm 20 and the beginning of Psalm 15 from the Peshitta, transcribed into Hebrew script. Right: Verso contains
Syriac writing exercises.

 

This fragment is significant for another reason: it is the first known standalone fragment of the Peshitta in Hebrew script. The text
preserved on recto is Psalm 20, verses 2–4 and 7–10, followed by the beginning of Psalm 15 (for some reason labeled “12”). The hand is
that of a skilled Jewish scribe and strikes me as typical of 12th-century Egypt, or at any rate, the classical Genizah period of the 11th–
13th centuries.  The material is paper. The lower part of the leaf has either been cut or torn away, and a narrow vertical strip, which
contained the ends of the lines on recto and the beginnings of the lines on verso, has also been cut away.

Like other Judaeo-Syriac texts, the orthography does not reflect historical Syriac orthography but is rather a combination of phonetic
forms and forms influenced by Jewish Babylonian Aramaic. (Examples will be provided in the edition and commentary below.) This scribe
was clearly interested in the pronunciation of the Syriac text, since he (or she) adapted the Tiberian vocalisation system in order to
partially vocalise ll. 4–5 and fully vocalise ll. 6–7. The phonetic orthography here and in other Judaeo-Syriac texts raises a question: how
did Jews know how Syriac was pronounced? Like Hebrew and Arabic, Syriac is often written unvocalised or only partially vocalised;
furthermore, unlike Hebrew and Arabic, Syriac has many silent letters.

The different kinds of divergences from the standard Syriac text found in this fragment offer tentative glimpses into the process of
transcription itself. Some divergences suggest that this scribe was being aided by an informant knowledgable about Syriac pronunciation.
He omits letters that are silent in Syriac (e.g., ܐܰܒܪܶܟܘ becomes אַבְרֵך), he omits one letter which is not officially silent but which is apt to be
elided in recitation (ܡܢ ܡܩܕܫܗ becomes ממאקדשיה), and he adds prosthetic initial vowels which are not written but which are pronounced
(e.g., ܢܣܝܥܟ becomes אנסיעך). Other divergences are more consistent with the errors that arise from copying a written manuscript. In one
case the scribe seems to simply forget a letter (אנשאדלך should have been אנשאדרלך), and he replaces one word in the last verse with an
erroneous word that appears in the first verse of the next psalm (ܢܥܢܝܢ, “answer us,” becomes נחְִדֵי, “rejoice”).

The writing exercises on verso support the supposition that this possibly 12th-century scholarly Jew was in fact taking a Syriac class from
a Christian neighbor or friend in Fustat.  George Kiraz has previously described the verso of this fragment as follows: “two lines of ܐܒܓܕ
”’.Isaac, Jacob‘ ܐܝܣܚܩ ܝܥܩܘܒ and a third line with ⟨ʾbgd hwz⟩ ܗܘܙ  These exercises are written in the Serto (postclassical) script in the
crude hand that one would expect from a learner. The term “⟨ʿbgd hwz⟩” mentioned by Kiraz refers to a mnemonic for segmenting the
Syriac alphabet known from other learners’ exercises and from classical grammars.  Although the Hebrew-script captions underneath
“Isaac” and “Jacob” are insufficiently preserved for a handwriting comparison to be definitive, their mere presence indicates that the
exercises on verso were written by a Jewish learner, and they do seem to match the handwriting of recto. 

Let’s return to the Hayya Gaon anecdote and the historical background of this fragment. Although in one sense that anecdote implies a
willingness of some Jews to seek linguistic knowledge from Syriac Christians, as Christian Stadel has pointed out, it equally implies that no
version of the Peshitta legible to Jews was readily available in 11th-century Baghdad. However, something must have happened in the
intervening centuries such that the 13th-century Aleppene Jewish scholar Shemuel b. Nissim Masnūt (a.k.a. Masnuth) was able to liberally
cite the Peshitta in his biblical commentaries. As Stadel writes, “The prevalence of Peshiṭta quotations from Daniel and Genesis in
particular makes it likely that Masnuth had before him a full square-script transliteration of these books (if not the full Old Testament).
Obviously, one has to assume a similar cultural milieu for the evolution of Targum Proverbs, the most famous Judaeo-Syriac text.”  (The
Jewish Targum of Proverbs was adapted from the Peshitta; nearly three-quarters of the text is identical. ) Masnūt’s contemporary across
the Mediterranean, the Spanish scholar Naḥmanides (d. 1270), similarly made use of the Syriac versions of the deuterocanonical texts of
Judith and the Wisdom of Solomon.

Judaeo-Syriac was a significant albeit never widespread phenomenon. We have long known of medieval Jewish scholars from Baghdad to
Aleppo to Girona who made use of the Peshitta for exegetical purposes. But until now, we have not had direct evidence of how Jews would
have learned Syriac from Christians nor any extant specimens of Peshitta manuscripts in Hebrew characters like those that Masnūt and
potentially Naḥmanides would have consulted. Despite its modest dimensions, ENA 3846.2 provides crucial evidence for a previously
unattested stage of Jewish engagement with Syriac and hopefully heralds further discoveries and publications of Genizah fragments in
Judaeo-Syriac. I conclude with an edition and commentary.

 

Edition:

Red indicates words or phrases that are found in one version but not the other.

Grey indicates text from the Peshitta that was skipped in ENA 3846.2. 

Transcription of ENA 3846.2, with some lacunae tentatively filled in based on the standard text combined with this scribe’s spelling habits:

 

1.  נעניך] מוריא ביומא דלצו[נא] ונעדרך שמ[א דאלהיה

2.   ד]יעקוב : אנשאדלך עודראנא ממא[קדשיה

3.   ומן צהיון אנסיעך : נדכר לך מוריא כל[הון קורבניך

4.   ויקדיך הן שלום : מֵ[[.]]כִיל ידעא דפרק [אלהא

5.   למשיחיה בחיילות פורקנא דַיימִיניֵה [

6.   . . מך רבתא(?) הִינוּן אַבְרֵך ונפְַל וחְַנן קָם[ן(?) ואטיבן

7.   מֻורְיאָ [נ]פֻורְקָן ומְַלכַן נחְִדֵי בְיוֹמָא דְנקְִ[ריו

8.   יב

9.   מוריא מנו נע]מר במשכנך ו[מן הו נשרי . . .

 

Transliteration of ENA 3846.2 into Syriac script:

 

1. ܢܥܢܝܟ] ܡܘܪܝܐ ܒܝܘܡܐ ܕܠܨ[ܢܐ] ܘܢܥܕܪܟ ܫܡ[ܐ ܕܐܠܗܝܗ

2.  ܕ]ܝܥܩܘܒ : ܐܢܫܐܕܠܟ ܥܘܕܪܐܢܐ ܡܡܐ[ܩܕܫܝܗ

3.  ܘܡܢ ܨܗܝܘܢ ܐܢܣܝܥܟ : ܢܕܟܪ ܠܟ ܡܘܪܝܐ ܟܠ[ܗܘܢ ܩܘܪܒܢܝܟ

4.  ܘܝܩܕܝܟ ܗܢ ܫܠܘܡ : ܡܶ[[.]]ܟܺܝܠ ܝܕܥܐ ܕܦܪܩ [ܐܠܗܐ

5.  ܠܡܫܝܚܝܗ ܒܚܝܝܠܘܬ ܦܘܪܩܢܐ ܕܰܝܝܡܺܝܢܶܝܗ [

6.  . . ܡܟ ܪܒܬܐ(؟) ܗܺܝܢܽܘܢ ܐܰܒܪܶܟ ܘܢܦܰܠ ܘܚܢܰܢ ܩܳܡ[ܢ(؟) ܘܐܜܝܒܢ

7.  ܡܽܘܪܝܳܐ [ܢ]ܦܽܘܪܩܳܢ ܘܡܰܠܟܰܢ ܢܺܚܕܶܝ ܒܝܘܡܳܐ ܕܢܺܩ[ܪܝܘ

8.  ܝܒ

9.  ܡܘܪܝܐ ܡܢܘ ܢܥ]ܡܪ ܒܡܫܟܢܟ ܘ[ܡܢ ܗܘ ܢܫܪܐ

 

The Peshitta of Psalm 20, divided according to the lines of the Geniza fragment for easier comparison (the break between lines 5 and 6 is
arbitrary):

 

1.  ܢܥܢܝܟ ܡܪܝܐ ܒܝܘܡܐ ܕܐܘܠܨܢܐ ܘܢܥܕܪܟ ܫܡܐ ܕܐܠܗܗ

2.  ܕܝܥܩܘܒ ܢܫܕܪ ܠܟ ܥܘܕܪܢܐ ܡܢ ܡܩܕܫܗ

3.  ܘܡܢ ܨܗܝܘܢ ܢܣܝܥܟ ܢܬܕܟܪ ܠܟ ܡܪܝܐ ܟܠܗܘܢ ܩܘ_ܒܢܝܟ

4.  ܘܝܩ̈ܕܝܟ ܗܘ ܢܕܗܢ ܢܬܠ ܠܟ ܡܪܝܐ ܐܝܟ ܠܒܟ ܘܐܝܟ ܟܠܗ̇ ܬܪܥܝܬܟ ܢܫܡܠܐ ܘܢܫܒܚ ܒܦܘܪܩܢܟ ܘܒܫܡܗ ܕܐܠܗܢ ܢܬܬܪܝܡ ܢܥܒܕ ܡܪܝܐ ܟܠܗ ܨܒܝܢܟ ܡܟܝܠ
ܝܕܝܥܐܗܝ ܕܦܪܩ ܐܠܗܐ

5.  ܠܡܫܝܚܗ ܘܥܢܝܗܝ ܡܢ ܫܡܝܐ ܕܩܘܕܫܗ ܒܚܝܠܐ ܕܦܘܪܩܢܐ ܕܝܡܝܢܗ ܗܠܝܢ ܒܡeܟܒܬܐ

6.  ܘܗܠܝܢ ܒeܟܫܐ ܘܚܢܢ ܒܫܡܗ ܕܡܪܝܐ ܐܠܗܢ ܢܥܫܢ ܗܢܘܢ ܒܪܟܘ ܘܢܦܠܘ ܘܚܢܢ ܩܡܢ ܘܐܬܛܝܒܢ

7.  ܡܪܝܐ ܢܦܪܩܢ ܘܡܠܟܢ ܢܥܢܝܢ ܒܝܘܡܐ ܕܢܩܪܝܘܗܝ

 

The Peshitta of the beginning of Psalm 15:

ܡܪܝܐ ܡܢܘ ܢܥܡܪ ܒܡܫܟܢܟ ܘܡܢ ܗܘ ܢܫܪܐ . . .

 

Commentary:

Note that this commentary is the work of an amateur whose knowledge of Syriac is perhaps on par with that of the scribe who gave us
ENA 3846.2. This fragment assuredly deserves the kind of linguistic—especially phonological—analysis that I am unable to provide.

The scribe consistently uses matres lectionis as vowels,  so I will only comment on plene spellings that are noteworthy for some other
reason.

Line 1:

.is a phonetic spelling ܕܐܘܠܨܢܐ for דלצונא

Line 2:

.is two words collapsed together, and it is missing a resh. The prosthetic initial alef is a phonetic spelling אנשאדלך
is two words collapsed together, and it is missing a nun. This is probably a phonetic spelling. Interestingly, the same ממאקדשיה
phenomenon occurs in Quranic recitation, where such a nun gets assimilated and nasalised (idghām bi-ghunna).

Line 3:

.has a prosthetic initial alef אנסיעך
.is a phonetic spelling, which is also found in Syriac manuscripts ܢܬܕܟܪ for נדכר

Line 4:

is an שלום/ܫܠܘܡ perhaps meaning “thusly complete,” since ,(ܗܢ ܫܠܘܡ) is not part of the Peshitta, but it does seem to be Syriac הן שלום
imperative form.
Two verses are then skipped.
.The mark above the extra letter may be a deletion .מֵנכִיל or מֵככִיל has an extra letter I cannot account for. It looks like either מֵ[[.]]כִיל
It may be significant that .ܝܕܝܥܐ ܗܝ ,is a substitution of a masculine active participle for the feminine passive participle with enclitic ידעא
the active participle written here is actually more faithful to the Hebrew ידעתי than is the Peshitta.

Line 5:

.is a plene spelling influenced by Jewish Babylonian Aramaic ܠܡܫܝܚܗ for למשיחיה
Several words are then skipped.
-is discussed above in note 9. It also uses a digraph for consonantal /y/, a common feature of Judaeo ܒܚܝܠܐ ܕܦܘܪܩܢܐ for בחיילות פורקנא
Syriac.
.למשיחיה and has the same plene spelling as בחיילות uses the same digraph as דַיימִיניֵה
Several words are then skipped.

Line 6:

I do not have an adequate reading for the first two words, which do not seem to be part of the Peshitta.
.(הֵינוּן I would have expected) has an unexpected initial vowel הִינוּן
has two noteworthy features: it has been transformed from a Pʿal verb into an Aphʿel verb, and it is missing the silent terminal vav אַבְרֵך
(a phonetic spelling).
.is similarly missing the silent terminal vav (a phonetic spelling) ונפְַל
.(קָמן I would have expected) has an unexpected mem sofit קָם

Line 7:

.(מוֹרְיאָ I would have expected) has an unexpected initial vowel מֻורְיאָ
.(ומְַלכַן especially in comparison with the very next word ,נפֻורְקַן I would have expected) has an unexpected vowel נפֻורְקָן
-Also, it exhibits the standard Judaeo-Syriac representation of word .(נחְֵדֵי I would have expected) has an unexpected initial vowel נחְִדֵי
final /ē/ with the mater lectionis י rather than ܐ as in Syriac (this is influence from Jewish Babylonian Aramaic).  Lastly, it is the wrong
word, probably accidentally plucked from Psalm 21:1. That is good news for us, because it is a tiny trace of a third psalm on this
diminutive fragment.

Line 8:

I do not know why Psalm 15 should be headed “12,” nor, for that matter, why Psalm 15 should come after Psalm 20.

Line 9:

Fortunately, just enough of this line is preserved to make the reading ܒܡܫܟܢܟ/במשכנך fairly certain. The only verses in Psalms containing
this word are 15:1 and 61:5, and the former is the better fit. It could theoretically be a text that is not from Psalms, but the Syriac
Thesaurus doesn’t offer any clearly more compelling options.
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If you enjoyed this Fragment of the Month, you can find others here. 
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The manuscripts in this article are part of the Cairo Genizah Collection. To see more items from the Genizah
visit: https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/  
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