TAPANI HARVIAINEN & HASEEB SHEHADEH

HOV/ DID ABRAHAM FIRKOVICH ACQUIRE
THE GREAT COLLECTION OF SAMARITAN
MANUSCRIPTS IN NABLUS IN 1864?
It goes without saying that research in Samaritanology is based on two primary sources:

(l)

Samaritan manuscripts which are located in more than seventy public libraries worldwide and (2) the contemporary Sama¡itan community numbering about 570 persons. Half

of the Samaritans live near their sacred site, Mount Gerizim, in the vicinity of the West
Bank city of Nablus, and the other half have since the middle of this century resided in
Holon near Tel Aviv. In addition, two secondary sources are available, viz. archaeological findings and non-Samaritan literature.
In spite of the fact that remarkable progress has been achieved in Samaritan studies,
especially during the last few decades, we are still unable, for instance, to give an exact

frgure for the number of extant Samaritan manuscripts.t Yet it seems reasonable to assume that there are about three thousand manuscripts either complete or incomplete.2
One of the main features of the Samaritan collection acquired by Abraham Firkovich in
St. Petersburg is its fragmentary state. Samaritan items consisting of a single folio or of a
few folios are a common phenomenon. It is not clea¡ how many Samaritan manuscripts
are in the hands of the Samaritans today. However, an estimation of 150-200 manu-

I

S"" A. D. Crown, A bibliography of the Samaritøns (ATLA Bibliography Series 32. 2nd ed.,
London 1993); Sergio Noja, "The last decade in Samaritan studies" [4. D' Crown (ed.)' The
Samaritans, I. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), Tilbingen 1989, pp' 802-8131; R. Macuch, "The imporof Samaritan tradition for the hermeneut¡cs of the Pentateuch" [4. Tal & M. Florentin (eds.),
Proceedings ol rhe First Intemat¡onal Congress of the Société d'Êudes Samaritaines, Tel Aviv,
April ll-13,1988, Tel Aviv Univcrsity 1991, pp. l3-311.
tance

2

Ct, e. D. Crown ["The morphology of paper in Samaritan manuscripts: A diachronic profrle",
Bulletinof thelohnRylandsLíbraryof Manchester(=BJRL) 7l:l' 1989'p'7ll: "ThetotalcorPus
of Samaritan manuscripts is about 2,ü)0-most of these are modern, and not all are dated"; iden,
"studies in Samaritan scribal practices and manuscript history: I. Manuscript prices and values"
(BJRL 65'2, 1983, p. 72); L-P. Rothschild, "samaritan manuscripts: A guide to the collections and
catalogues" (The Samaritans, ed. by A. D. Crown, 1989, pp. 771-794), this tentative and alphabetical list of libraries includes 2,580 manuscripts, the highest number-977(!!-being in St. Petersburg; Binyamim Tsedaka, "The conelation between the state of the Samaritan manuscripts and the
ståte of the Samaritan community: past and present" [J.-P. Rothschild & C. D. Sixdenier (eds.),
Études samaritaines, Penrarcuque et Targum, exégèse et philologie, chroniques, Actes de la table
ronde: "Les n anuscripts samarita¡ns. Problèmes et méîhodes", Paris 7-9 octobre 1985, LouvainParis 1988, p.29ll "Eventually, the sale of the Samaritan manuscripts lo earn a little money depleted the libra¡ies in Nablus and the thousands of manuscripts that they held were reduced to mere tens."
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scripts, the lion's share being modern copies of liturgies, would not be too far from the
truth.3

The Acquisition

of Samaritan Manuscripts

The transfer of Samaritan manuscripts from several Samaritan centres in the Middle East,
such as Damascus, Gaza, Cairo and principally Nablus, to the West, has been carried out
over the last four centuries. Guillaume Postel (1510-1581) was in 1537, as far as we
know, the frrst European to acquire a Samaritan manuscript.4 Postel was followed by a
long line of Westem travellers and scholars who have attempted to acquire manuscripts

either through the Samaritan centres or by correspondence with Samaritan priests. It
suffices to mention the following sample of names which are known in the history of
Samaritan studies: Joseph scaliger (1540-1609), Nicolaus Claude de Peiresc (15801637), Archbishop James ussher (1581-1656), Pietro della Valle (1586-1652), Edward
Pococke (1604-1691), Job Ludolf (1624-l70/.),John Usgate, Henri Grégoire, Bishop of

Blois (1750-1831), R. Huntington (1637-1701), ulrich Jaspers seetzen (1267-l8ll),
Thomas Marshall (1621-1685), M. Corancoz, S. De Sacy (1758-1838), B. Kennicott
(1718-1783), J. H. Petermann (1801-1876), J. Mills, J. Rosenberg, p. Kahle, J. A. A.
Montgomery, W. E. Barton, E. K. Warren, M. Gaster.s The intensive quests for Samaritan manuscripts made by these scholars and others that we have not mentioned have
merely resulted in sporadic acquisitions.
In the light of Samaritan letters to Europe, it is safe to note that Samaritans were
careful to send manuscripts, particulady of their version of the Torah, to their "imaginary
brothers" in Europe. Two items of evidence are in order. In a letter dated 1672, Marþiv
ben Jacob tells of the visit of Robert Huntington to Nablus asking for a copy of the
Samaritan Torah. The Samaritans did not believe that Huntington was sent to them by
thei¡ brothers in England until he had shown his ability in writing in Samaritan script and
made mention of Mount Gerizim. A complete copy of the Samaritan Hebrew Torah was
given to Huntington for the sake of the "British Samaritans", even though such a deed
through the agency of an uncircumcised person is considered blasphemy by the Samaritans.6 The second piece of evidence is supplied by a letter sent by the High Priest Salã-

3
4
5

6

Cf. Haseeb Shehadeh, "Nablus collection of manuscripts", in Alan D. Crown, Reinhard Pummer,
Abraham Tal (eds.), A companion to Samaritan studies (1. C. B. Mohr, Tübingen 1993), p. 164.
S.. J. G. Fraser, "A checklist of Samaritan manuscripts known to have entcred Europe before A.D.
l7oo" (Abr-Nahrain xxl, 1982-83), pp. 16, 27. Abour G. Postel, see for insrancc w. J. Bouwsma,
Concordia mundi: The Career and Thought of Cuillaume Postel (Harvard 195?).

S"" Philippe de Robert, "La naissance des études samaritaines en Europe aux XVIc et XVIIe siècles",
and Mathias Delcor, "La correspondance des savants européens, en quête de manuscrits, avec les
samaritains du XVIe au XIXe siècle" in: J.-P. Rothschild & G. D. Sixdenier (edù, Êtudes samaritaines ..., pp. l5-26 and2743, respectively; S. De Sacy, "Correspondance des samaritains de Naplouse, pendant les années 1808 et suiv. (Notices
Roi et autres Bibliothèques 12, 1831, pp. l-235).
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ma ben Ghazãl (fabya) to De Sacy in 1820. In this letter it is obvious that the Samaritans were very firm in their position not to send a copy of their Torah to their "fellowworshippers in Paris" without sufficient proof of their genuineness. First of all, they
needed to receive a complete copy from them and a letter in Hebrew "loaded with verses

and strong evidences from the Noble Hebrew Torah." Without fulfilment of this condition, the Sama¡itans saw no justiñcation for complying with the request, no matter how
much money was offered. "Life in this world cannot be a substitute for the hereafter,"
concludes the Priest.T
In view of the facts stated above, it is certainly surprising that Abraham Firkovich
(Even Reshef, 1787-1874) managed to acquire a considerable number of Samaritan
manuscripts during his short stay in Nablus in 1864.8 A. E. Harkavy (1835-1919),
probably the first scholar to examine the collection in question, writes about Firkovich:

"... the collector during his stay in Nablus and Egypt completely ransacked the Samaritan
Genizoth (that is to say, the garrets and cellars of the synagogues whither their worn-out
books were conveyed)."9 In 1870 the Russian Minister of Public Worship purchased
Firkovich's Samaritan collection from him for 9,500 roubles. Since then the collection
has been located in the Imperial Public Library in St. Petersburg, subsequently the
Saltykov-Shchedrin Public State Library in Læningrad; at present it bears the name of the
National Library of Russia. Firkovich's Samaritan collection consists of 1,350 manuscriptsl0 which comprise 18,258 sheets of parchment or paper. In addition, there are 28
scrolls of parchment as well as a number of inscriptions on stone, bronze and silk.l

I

É l{J-, É-1 ' ¡Å-l¡l (J+* t{ JIJIJ
"K.,
tiF.J,jlljl+l¡,,j.çlJsJl ¡¡'Ú"J¿Jl ¡*rÅll ¡r'¡ill el.ri.JþotJJt¿u"i'./l.,+Jqft!
ËJ,-i.ü.:
y
elli lr:¡-: f¡. L+. ¡t.r ¡l¡ clli þ * <À-Jl ¡i¡ -,¿',È¡J* ¡lU .r
e.¡Å11 ¡
s-l¡: !,¡Jl ¿J

?

t t.: f.r>r, dcùl¡r ü:cÇ'

Ibicl,

p.

132.

8 In 1864, the Samaritans
9

|

0

I

I

¡rt- ¿F ¡¡*¡ üEl ¿l Jl

numbered 130, see Johann Kranzle, Reise nach Jerusalem (Augsburg

1868), S. 269.
Samaritan MSS. at St. Petersburg" in: John r¡f. Nutt, F,'48nents of a SamaritanTargum (London 1874; repr, Hildesheim 1980), p. 153. It might be worth observing that the af'ore-mentioned appendix is still the only survey of Firkovich's Samaritan collection

S"" "Appendix I. The collection of

available to scholarly circles.

To b" precise, l34l manuscripts, since the following nine manuscripts included today in Firkovich's
Samaritan cotlection derive their origin from other sources: Sam. 122 and Sam. A 12 (Archimandrite
Anronin); Sam. I 28; Sam. lI 14 and Sam II 15 (Tischendorf); Sem Il 64 (Nikolski); Sam. VII 70'
Sam. IX 376 and Sam. XIV 4ó (new photocopies donated by Z. Shunnar to the library in the 1970s)'
For ttetails, see L. H. Vil'sker & V. V. Lebedev, Cauapnrnacx.treÃox4e$rbr foc¡uapctnennofr
[IyítnuuorT 6n6nxorexa nn¡enu M.E. Canruxona-lltegpnxa. Kara¡or. (Mnxuctepctno Kyrrbryprr PC<ÞCP. locyÃapcÎBerrxar op[,eH¡ TpyÃoDoro KpacHoro 3HaMefi],t lly6nrvxax 6n6nnoret¡
ilMeHn M.E. Ca¡r¡lxo¡a-llleÃprxa. Caxrr-Ilerep6ypr 1992), pp. 12-20, and Haseeb Shehadeh'
"Din we-heSbon ri$oni ,al'osef kitbe hay-yad haS-lomroniyyim be-SanlJeferburg" (A.8. Samari'
lan News,59l-594,20.8.1993, pp. l9-31). Cf. the two statements about Firkovich: "He collected
many thousantls (emphasis added) of Samaritan manuscripts and, in 1859- 1860, visited the Community at Shechem" anrJ "The Collection of Samaritan manuscripts put together by Abraham Firkovicz
from manuscriprs purchased and purloined from the Samaritans" [Philippe de Robef and the editors,
respectively, in Alan D. Crown, Reinhard Pummer, Abraham Tal (eds.), A companion to Samaritan
sarlie.r (Tübingen 1993), p, 951.
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The current state of Samaritan studies does not enable us to draw even general conclusions concerning the importance of the Sama¡itan manuscripts in St. Petersburg. These
manuscripts have become accessible to Westem scholars only in the last few years and

will be a desideratum for many years to come.12
In the following an attempt is made to present all the information available regarding
the story of the acquisition of Samaritan manuscripts by Abraham Firkovich. Our material
is mainly derived from Firkovich's letters kept in his personal archive in the Library
the task of evaluation

mentioned above.13

Reports by Samaritsns on Abraham Firkovlch
It

se¿ms that the Samaritans were not eager to go into the topic of Firkovich's acquisition

of their manuscripts. Some contradictory data are known to us. Paul Kahle, who met the
High Priest Jacob ben Aaron the Iævite (1838-1916) in Nablus in 1908, reports on the
priest's reaction towards Firkovich: "He spoke with great indignation of the man and the
way he treated the Samaritan priests, taking great quantities of valuable MSS without
paying an adequate price."14
The afore-mentioned priest was a very proliñc scribe with a clea¡ and fine handwriting, a distinguished chanter and an experienced bookseller since his youth. His
grandson, the High Priest Jacob ben'Uzzi ben Jacob (1899-1987), tells also that his
grandfather copied more than two thousand (!) books in Hebrew and Arabic and sold
most of them to Samaritans and others, became High Priest while he was young (in
1866!), and used to travel to different towns in Palestine in order to sell books.ls
In another composition penned by the same priest, Ben 'Uzzi, we read that the great
I

2

ao The Samarirans edited by A. D. Crown ( 1989), the president of the Sociery
for Samaritan Studies, hofessor André Caquot concludes: "Neveflheless, everything may be called into question or improved on points of detail by the discovery of unpublished texts or manuscripts
which may yet come to light, for hundreds of these still remain inaccessible to scholars"; a similar
point of view was expressed by the late Professor Rudolf Macuch, one of the leading scholars of
Samaritanology: ".. . and in spite of all epochal progress in Sarnaritan studies in the last three decades
we shall never be able to say the last word about many problems without access to the Leningrad collection" (Proceedings of the First Internalional Congress ..., Tel Aviv 1991, p. 30). The group

tn hir short preface

Sam. X in Firkovich's Collection containing the largest extant number of Sama¡itan ketubboth in
the world, which was catalogued by the late L. H. Vilsker and published in 1992, has served as the
main part of Reinhard Pummer, Sanaritan narriage contracts and deeds of divorce (Vol. I,

l3

Wiesbaden 1993).

o. 946. JluquÈ¡ü apxxl A.c. {Dlrproorva.
The slaff of the Manuscript Department of the National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg deserve
our deepest thanks for their friendly helpl'ulness in assisting us with our work in the Library.

I

4 P. Kuhl",

I

5 S." the hantlwritren

The Cairo Geniza, 2nd ed. (Oxford l9-59), p. 6. A positive atf ilude is expresserJ in a letter
sent by this priest to Firkovich in April/May t864, MS Sam. X,94, published by B. Tsedaka in
A,B. Samaritan News,546-547 (12.10.1991), pp.38-39. The priest begins his lctter with a song of
praise to Firkovich and expresses his willingness to co-operate with him; as an exchange ofcharity
money (¡adaqa), Jacob would be reädy to send him parts of an old and small Torah in secret with
David the Karaite.
book: Jacob ben 'Uzzi (Shafiq) ben Jacob: Wa¡iyyarí wa-tãriÂt {rayriri (Nablus
photocopy of the book is at our disposal. In the book mentioned in note nr. 17,
^ copied by Jacob ben Aaron is more than one thousand ( l), p. ó9.
the number of books

197$, pp. 42-59.
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dasht (Eeniza) assembled by the High Priest 'Imrãn ben Salãma ben Ghazãl ben Isþãq
ben Salamal6 (1809-1875) was sold wholesale to a Jewish scholar named Rabbi Abraham, The sum paid for this collection of parchments was not more than one hundred
dinars.lT The author adds that the Jewish Karaite Hakham came to the Samaritans, deceived them and bought ùlthe dasht found in their synagogue, paying the lowest possible price. The Samaritans \ryere obliged to sell the collection in order to pay their taxes to
the Turks and thereby to avoid imprisonment or confrscation of their property. Moreover,
this cunning Flakham tried to tempt the Sama¡itans to join the Jewish Karaites so that the
two communities would believe in both Gerizim and Jerusalem. The Samaritans turned

down this wicked proposal with strength and pride, expressed distaste for the man and
hastened to expell him from their area.ls

It is worthy of note that the same Jacob ben Aaron the Levite was the writer of
manuscript Sam. XIV 39 in the Firkovich Collection in St. Petersburg. This one-page
manuscript (Hebrew and fuabic in Samaritan characters) consists of a Sama¡itan decision
to fulfil the duty of holding a public prayer (with a mínyan-Ten adult males) in the
morning and in the evening. The decision was taken in Nablus on28 dhú'l-þi$$a 1280
presence of Bãsh H,ãkhãm 'Abrãm Fírkosh (sic!).le
Needless to say, this decision does not fall into line with the Torah. Therefore the agreement which carries the names of twelve Samaritan priests and dignitaries remained merely

A.H.--4 June 1864 A.D. in the

on paper.

In the Samaritan ch¡onicle known as the New Chronicle or Chronicle Adler (copied
in 1900 by Murjãn ben As'ad al-Danafi) a positive point of view concerning Firkovich
is also presented. Here we note that Firkovich knew how to gain the sympathy of the
Samaritans by daily participation in their prayers. He personally accepted the Samaritan
version of the Pentateuch and intended to unite the Samaritans and the Karaites.20

l6 Z.B"¡ flayyim indicates (without mentioning

his source) that this pricst certainly assisted Firkovich

in purchasing lhe Samaritan manuscripts found today in Leningrad, see The literary and oral
tradition of Hebrew and Aramaic amongst the Samarilans, Vol. I, (The Academy of the Hebrew
Language, Jerusalem 1957, in Hebrew), p. on. 'Imrãn was å partner in a business in Jerusalem in the
middle of the lgth century, sce MS Sam. )OV 39 (Nationat Library of Russia).
(Imrãn (<Amram) ben Salãma in the letters of Abraham FirFor Jacob ben Aaron, David ha-Levi and
kovich, see below, Letters II, V, IX and XI.

17 ¡acob ben .uzzi, Kitãb at-sãmiriyyín... (Nablus

1960, p. 68; a copy of this handwritæn book is
found in Y. Ben Zvi's library in Jerusalem under the number 703ó):
.l.¡ttr cllj .rn c,¿Jl lir g1 .ri3
lt-.,
,l¡ rt+, <iJtl jgt+l d +.: ¿tr-Êl¡'lJl ,,ÉJJ {rrill .L.la

*Lrl
'{rtl rr$

¡

;t

c-i ÈiKJ ÊJ¡¡l ,F
¡
fll
"¡i
18 ¡t.ìf I .r+t ¡r- rr-Èlll r*-¡.f-lf ¿.ri.¡ y'fþl çr¡a¡ll f tÅl5Jl JÉå- e,l.JL.¡¡¡Jl l¡¡ g¡ : thid.,1t.72.
:¡¡r ¡+¡I. lr-li lrK ù1il I dlJ¡tl Jl .¡^¡+ é t * Jl br¡*¡l fl-,ìrK c+ *r {rà/l c*!Jl ¡:.+
l¡¡ ,ll lâ¡¡ li¡ .,tilJ'¿,+-llJ i+-lt{ ¡¡,¡.t+,¡ É1.¡-¡.tt ¡ ¡*¡ ¡ilill ¿i't
È|nJ+ ùl ulrL tUl tlitJl
'!
ùf|¡.Li.+b¡l¡ f-¡-.r+ul+l+l llS,rÉJt¡ißl rì¿¿l ,,Ll .¡ùÉl¡l ¿¡+rll ,Jl tr^'''rl'f
c ¡l!: r>. utd blr'r, r,i' l¡È¡ 'Ll¡ r.t.l" #yl CIJ¡¡yl l'¡'¡ b":'¡J ¿U¡'LJI
,¿1,tirll

sf3lf I c,l¡"À¡ el

S

lrUl li1¡i qL ¡Sl¡.¿rS t¡rrJl

19 cf.A.B. SamaritanNews,544-S4S(?10.1991),p.4,and62l-622(4.10.1994),p.47.Thedate
(Junc 4) is incorrect, since Abraham Firkovich returned from Cairo to terusalem not earlier than June

6, see below lætter IX.

20 A. Adl", & M.
1903, p.

143.

Séligsohn, "Une nouvelle chronique samaritaine", Revue des Études ,luives 46,
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Letters written by Abraham Firkovich
According to the investigation made by Viktor Lebedev, Abraham Firkovich, during his
long joumey in the Near East, returned from Syria to Jerusalem on 22 December
1863.21 In March 1864 he met the famous traveller and book-collector Jacob Sappir,
from whom he bought a number of Yemenite books and manuscripts. According to
Lebedev, between the 3rd and lSth of April Firkovich, together with his grandson
Samuel and a Karaite from Jerusalem, David ha-lævi, stayed in Nablus (Sikem), where
he acquired the great collection of Samaritan manuscripts. Firkovich gives a short description of his findings in the letters which he sent to his son-in-law Gabriel ben Simeon

Firkovich.22
The letters received by Abraham Firkovich as well as the copies of letters sent by him

kept in his Personal archive constitute an important source for the clarification of his
activities as a leading personality among the Karaite communities in Eastern Europe and
the Near East, as a traveller and successful collector of antiquities, manuscripts and books

total, his
-in
items.23

collections in the National Library of Russia contain approx' 15,000

A number of letters written by Abraham Firkovich deal with his attempts to obtain
Samaritan manuscripts. The most informative ones among them are nos. 605 and 607,
which in fact include copies of several letten. In the following, we present parts of eleven
different letters which shed light on the history of the Samaritan collection of Firkovich.

I On 25th Shevat 5624,i.e.2 February

1864, Abraham Firkovich wrote in a letter in

Jerusalem the following lines to his son-inlaw, Gabriel ben Simeon Firkovich (letter no.
2

I

Travelting via Odessa and Istanbul Firkovich arrived at Jaffa on board the Russian steamer O¡eg on 3
October I 863 and two days later he reached Jerusalem by camel caravan (letter no. 606, 5v-r in the
Personal archive of Firkovich kept in the National Library of Russia, see below, notc 23). From
Jerusalem he travelled via Jaffa and Beirut to Aleppo, where he arrived on I I Novembcr; in Aleppo
Firkovich was able to obtain a great number of antiquities (idem,5v: see V, V. læbedev, "llo¡ue
Aaxr6re o co6xprrearcroÈ Ãe¡re¡¡xocr¡¡ A.C. <Þrproonva", Boctounxû c6opxnx J"fI6, ¡r¡n.

4. Mtnncrepcmo

22

xynÉTypÉ¡ PCOCP.

focygapcrrexxail opÂexa rptEo¡oro rP¡cuoro 3ua¡rex¡{

Ily6nu.rnae 6u6¡morera nr,rex¡¡ M.E. Canturora-ll{egpnra. Jlexrrrpag 1990, 32-44,c,35-36).
Later Firkovich visited Atexandretta, ancient Antioch, where he also found interesting objects ('r:r
¡on), Alexandrettâ once again, Beirut and Damascus (letter no. û7, 4v),
l*bú"u 1990, pp. 3?-38; these short notes derive their origin from letters nos. 607 and 609 in the
Personal a¡chive of Firkovich.

23 ø.

g4e, JIlrqHÉ¡ü apxrr A.C. tÞxpxoanre, National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg.
On the collections and their collector, see K, B. Starkova, "Pyxonncu .s¡¡¿rrlnû <Þnprornva

locy[apcrrenxoû ny6nnvuofi 6r6nnorerx uu. M.E. Ca¡r¡¡ro¡¡-llleÃpnxr" (Ilucsnemrue
nawurrrnxtÍ Bocroxa, llcroplco-iþunoloú{r{ecrr.re rccrreÃoBaurt, ExeroÃnrr 1970, Mocr¡a
1974,c. 165-192), idem,"Les manuscripts de la Collection Firkovið (Revue des Études Juives
134,1975, pp. l0l-192), Viktor Lebedev, "JidiÍe ksavjaden in der leningrader efentlekher bibliotek",
Sovetiíhejmland 1111989, Moskve 1989, pp, 154-158, V. L. Vihoovich & V. V. læbedev, "3a'
ragra 15 000 ¡perHrx pynonnceü (K cnopau roxpyr carroü 6o¡rrmoû E Mr.rpe ßo¡r¡Iex¡¡ün
BocroqHÉ¡x pyronxceû, xpanlrq,rlxcr n Jlexnxrpa[croü ny6nuvxoú 6¡¡ónr¡orexe ¡¡u, M.E.
rapeÍ¡rcroro ) rexoro A.C. @uprornva)"
Ca¡¡u¡xosa-llleÃpxua, !r rr¡{Hocr}r ee co6uparene
(Marepualu no apxeorrornx¡ Ícropr.tÍ tt sTxorPa(þtrlr Tarprt, ¡¡¡n. II, Tarpnr, CnuQeponoæ
1991. c. 130-140), and Tapani Harviainen, "Abraham Firkovitsh och hans samlingar i Rossijskaia
naciona!'naja biblioteka i S:t Petersburg" (Nordiskiudaisri& 14:1, 1993,pp.79-83)'

-
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llr-llv)
And now, when the funds are coming into my hand, I wish to inform you, my dear
son, that it is in my mind to travel to the city of Sikem to see the Samaritans. Perhaps
I can also buy something there. And I have already sent my beloved friend M¡.
Shabbetai lævi of Jerusalem to Sikem to see the people there-he is their companion

to investigate and examine and find out whether there is any hope of

order
-in
frnding antiquities

there. Ifso, I shall certainly also go there, and from there I shall
Haifa
or
Jaffa and from there to Alexandria in Egypt, However, if after
travel on to
his return Shabbetai of Jerusalem says that there is no hope left of finding anything
there, I shall travel with my wife and my grandson R. Samuel from here to
Alexandria via Jaffa and from there to Cairo (ltrnpbñb) to see our breth¡en the
Karaites for Purim,

II A couple of weeks

later, on the lOth of Adar Rishon2a (17 February 1864),
Abraham Firkovich complains to Gabriel Firkovich of not having sufficient money to pay
his debts in Jerusalem; otherwise he would already be in Egypt. However, this delay
seems to turn out well, because Shabbetai Levi has returned with good tidings from
Nablus (letter 605, 1lv-12r, Jerusalem, Plate

l):

In the above-mentioned letters25I informed you that I have sent Mf. Shabbetai Levi
of Jerusalem to the city of Sikem to scout and investigate whether among the
Samaritans there is hope of finding books, ancient manuscripts, and obtaining them
from them with money. And if I am assured that there is and that I shall be able to
acquire them, I shall travel there later on myself. He lingered there a fortnight and
last Friday he returned with the good tidings that although the High Priest, 'Amram
by name,26 will not sell a single leaf-since they are holy in their eyes-he nevertheless found "Ahuzzath his friend,"27 Jacob by name,28 who is engaged in
stealing from their sanctuary (on!ø urpnn n'l:). However, he already knows the
value of the antiquities-he has experience, because he has become rich with them,

24
25

Th" figure indicating the day is unclear in the copy ('r"r?)'
Obviously in Letrer I on 2 February 1864. Abraham Firkovich writes at the beginning of Letter ll
(l lv) rhat he has sent a reply to Gabriel's latest letter in two copies, one to St. Petersburg and tbe
second one to Switzerland.

26

AI¡at 'Imrãn ben Salãma ben Ghazal ben Ishaq ben Salãma, see above, p. I70-l?1.

27 nprn nrn* (Gen. 26:26).
28 ThisJacobal-Shelabi(al-Danafi,b.1829),arichmerchantandadventurer,wasthefirstSamaritanto
visit Europe (London) in the middle of the lgth century, where he sold Samaritan manuscripts. One
of these was British Library OR 2ó88, the oldest extant Arabic translation by Abú Sa'id of the
Penrareuch (1323t4 A.D.); BL OR 1450 and BL OR 1446 were sold by al-Shelabi on 3 November
l8?7, Bodley MS. Sam. E. I (ff.2,3, ó) in 186l and Bodley E. l0-a book of prayers-was granted
by al-Shelabi, "the leader of the Samaritans in Nablus," to Lord F, Cunningham in remembrance of
the¡r encounter in Mount Charles in 1E70. See E. T. Rogers (ed.), Notices of the Modern Samaritans. Mustrated by Incidents in the Life of Jacob esh-Shelaby (London 1855; repr. of the 1862
edition, London, Kegan Paul lnternational, 1989).
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since in previous years he has stolen one book and brought it to Jerusalem to Mr.
Yehezkel $erkez (nrs, Circasse?) of Jerusalem for sale. However, he did not want
to buy it. The local Protestants advised him, and he travelled to London and sold it
there for a very high price. Therefore at present he also requests a high price for a
complete book of the Pentateuch written on leather in the holy language in Samaritan

In any case, I

asked my beloved friend Rabbi David ha-Levi of
Jerusalem, the General Commissioner (5h>n lpon)-may God preserve him-,
and on Sunday this week he wrote to the above-mentioned Jacob that he would take
that book together with whatever else he is able to acquire and bring them here, and,
God willing,I shall buy them from him. With the help of God, David, Shabbetai and
characters.

Simhah the Levites, his friends and companions, will agree upon a reasonable price,
i.e. neither high nor low.

After this

passage Firkovich proceeds to deal with plans by Lithuanian Karaites to

move to the Crimea; this idea had not met with any objections from the govemors in Vilna
and Kovno (Kaunas).

III On Thursday, the 9th of Adar Sheni (17.3.1864, no. 605, l8r), Abraharn Firkovich mentions in the copy of his letter to Gabriel Firkovich from Jerusalem that he has
found interesting books (¡on 'roo) in the city, and also "from Sikem they have brought
[somethingl and these became the property of Abraham; a list is to follow." He will travel
"from here to Sikem and thence to Jaffa and from Jaffa to Egypt." Therefore he asks
Gabriel to mail as much money as possible, since plenty of antiquities (nt':vrrp) are to be
found in Egypt, but the value of them is already known. He had earlier received 250
pounds sterling from Gabriel.

IV tn a letter dated Sunday, the l9th of Adar Sheni (27.3.1864, no. 605, 2lr)
Firkovich mentions an official letter signed by the deputy of Sultan Abdül Aziz to be delivered by Firkovich to the Pasha of Damascus. The letter was mailed to him by the Karaite community in Constantinople, and the Pasha was supposed to help him to meet with
success in all of his efforts.2g With the help of this firman, Firkovich was indeed allowed to visit the Temple Mount in Jerusalem four times during the same month: with
great pride andjoy he describes the glorious company (ofñcials ofthe Pasha, the Consul
of Russia, Karaite commissioners from Hît) and the details of the area in several letters.3o

29

rtl

.r'þ'¡.¡ nu nnþ)'\ rp blr¡e 15nb n:un nr¡rnnl ñ:'roìp

¡:"npo'b ntbun nrlpo;r ln>
. '1ìÞs'Ð ¡n b>: ') ìrrtÈ) pr¿r¡rf
3o E.g. letter607: 5v(Cairo,thel5thofElul,i.e. lóSeptember1864): "amongall themassesofthe
Rabbanites, till this very day no Jew has entered the site of the Temple with the exception of the
famous Sir Moses Montefiore." As a consequence of his visit to "the courts of the Temple", now
each Karaite-in contråst with Jews-was allowed to enter the site, since in lhefnnan granted by
the Sultan there was written in paficular: þakham Abraham Firkovich qara'i, and it is evident that
the Karaites are not under the same legislation as the Rabbanites (røn ¡utn nnn ot'lt o'ñìPnu 9lrì
RoÐ¡r

n'::rb; ¡rt from Russian

raxoH).
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V Two days later, on Tuesday the 2lst of Adar Sheni (29.3.1864, no. 6O5,22r),
Firkovich is able to report to Gabriel Firkovich that his plans to receive Samaritan manuscripts have materialized. The copy is written in a hasty cursive:

In my letter of the 25th of Shevat (i.e.2.2.1864) I informed you, my son, that I had
sent Mr, Shabbetai Levi of Jerusalem to the city of Sikem to scout and to investigate
whether among the Samaritans there is hope of finding books, ancient complete or
defective manuscripts which have been kept in genipt. And now I can inform you
that Shabbetai succeeded in inciting Jacob al-Shelabi (who has visited London and
sold there the Torah which Yeþezkel Serkez of Jerusalem did not want to buy, as I
told you), and the afore-mentioned Jacob-totally in secret because of his fearbrought plenty of valuable articles from their High Priest: t\À/enty-two pieces of
quires and sheets of the Torah in various ancient versions and also pieces of Samaritan prayers and their rhymed hymns, twenty-two in number never before seen by the
eye of a European. I bought them at a high price. Above all of them (¡tnn *Þ'l) there
is the most valuable discovery never before seen by the eye of a European schola¡ or
of a Jewish or Karaite sage, neither known nor even heard of, and it is the Book of

Chronicles of the Samaritans, which was copied secretly in my honour from a very
old book of chronicles kept in their sanctuary. And my beloved friend David heHakham lævi of Jerusalem, the General Commissioner-may God preserve himhas already read it to the end, since it is written in Ishmaelite A¡abic script. For all of
them I gave thirty English pounds of gold, each of them I L5 groush ('nnl nïott)
'* b> o,)ur f¡t'pìÐ E'ø5ø tr9) trf,).31 This is a great discovery, but it
l15

p:

is not correct in my eyes when I read that they deny all the miracles performed by the
righteous prophets-peace be upon them-after Moses our Teacher-peace be upon

him."

VI The first letter of No. 607, lr-3r, is addressed to Gabriel ben Simeon Firkovich.
Now both Abraham Firkovich and his grandson Samuel are in Nablus, in the congrer,vas in contact with the Karaites in H¡t who wantod to settle in Jerusalem; "as a rccompense for his pains" he wanted to receive "all of their månuscripts, even pieces of
sheets, every single one" (lettcrs no. 605: 19, 20-2k and 2l from the 24th,2?th and 29th April
1864, resp.), for details, see Tapani Harviainen, "Abraham Firkovitsb, Karaites in Hît, and the Provenance of Karaite Transcriptions of Biblical Hcbrew Texts into Arabic Script" (Folia Orientalia
XXVil, 1991, Studie,s in Memory of Andrzej Czapkiewicz (l), Wroclaw - Warszawa - Ikaków 1992,
pp. 179-l9l). The Karaites in HIt complained that thcy had no schools and no teachers, and they
were pressured from both sides: by the Rabbanites and by Jewish apoståtes to Protestantism (åayehudim ham-maíummadim protestanli) who wanted to convert the Karaites with money and who
built schools and other institutions in which they taught the pupils to read the Bible in Hebrew with
lheir commentarics, which they composed according to their beliefs (letter of the Karaites in Hit, no.

At the same time Firkovich

1059).

31

x ll5 groush =3450 groush = 172.50 roubles in 1864, approx. = 2,500 US$ in 1993. One
rouble in silver equals to 2O groush (piastre). To the Ka¡aites in Hit (67 persons) Firkovich promised
25,W groush for the migration to lerusalem and to their two commissioners he gave 5,üD groøslt
for havelling expenses on their way home, see Harviainen l99ll2 (sæ above, note 30), pp. l8l - 182.
Also this comparison indicates that in fact Firkovich did not "spare silver and gold", when he paid the
Samaritans for the manuscripls.

30

TAPANI HARVIAINEN

176

&

HASEEB SHEHADETT

t'!

itÐ), where the letter is dated Friday, the
gation of the Samaritans (.ltlÞløn Þnp: o:o
beginning of the letter, AbraI st of the first month (o'ørn uxrÞ), i.e. 8.4,1864.32 At the
to
ham Firkovich describes the fulfillment of his neder vow: after retuming from Aleppo
in
the
centre
(Un)x
the
community
n:)
and
Jerusalem, he has restored the Ka¡aite temple

city: it was hoped that numerous Karaites would immigrate to Jerusalem.
In Nablus, Abraham and Samuel Firkovich ascended Mount Gerizim, "to see their
(i.e' 7'4') which
sanctuary (nørpn n'f) on it", on Thursday the 30th32 of Adar Sheni
'tì)
and "a day of joy
for the Samaritans was the lst day of the New Year (o'cnn UÑìþ
place of the ruined
and rejoicing here in the city of Sikem"' On the mountain they saw the
year.
sanctuary where the Samaritans perform the Passover sacrifices each
After describing once again his visit to the site of the sanctuary in Jerusalem, Firko-

t¿l¡tìf .. ' !'lìÑ) of what he has found
vich gives a short, enumerated report (r:5 ErPìÐ
which the Ark of
and seen among the Samaritans in Nablus: (l) Their house of prayer in
of the city' (2) Thfe€
the Law stands by the eastern wall, since Mount Gerizim stands east
in the final
composed
text
Books of Torah are kept in it; in the oldest of them there is a
rPìOÐ;l 'ÐlO nt'nn): "I, Abi5a' ben Pinþas ben
characters of verses and lines (ntrtønt
themEl, azar ben Aharon the Priest-the favour of the LORD and his glory be on
in the
Gerizim
wrote this Holy Book at the entrance of the tent of meeting on Mount
with
thirteenth year of the dominion of the Childfen of Israel over the Land of Canaan
is
Torah
of
Book
this
all around. I praise the LORD."33 However,

its boundaries

the time
written on parchment, which was invented in the city of Pergamon shortly before
it to
of Jesus, son of Mary. Therefore Firkovich cannot accept the date and he considers
with
accord
not
be approx. 2,000 years old;3a in addition, the biblical chronology does
(4)
thatãate. (3) prayer-books (síddurim) for the whole year composed by their sages.
page of the
Books of the pentateuch in numerous versions; some of them include one
page
according
Miqra andone page of Arabic translation, and one of them includes one

to
to their version and one according to the version of the whole of Israel in order
precepts
with
(6)
of
Book
visualize their differences.35 (5) Commentaries on the Torah.
(8)
arguments against the Rabbanites. (?) Books of astronomy and New Moons.36
Books of chronicles from the frrst Adam

32

33

till the present day

and a book on the genealogy

of 3O days in
In conrast with the lewish (and Samaritan) calendar, the Ka¡aite Adar Sheni consisted
ones.
European
the
into
of
the
dates
conversion
in
in
mind
5624 I lg64; this fact must be borne
t:n

(tr ìon) 01p¡ ìÐo rnlpl'lìf)ì ¡lìil ììyr nn) ¡n>n ¡rnn ¡: ruÞl F on:tÐ'¡: (l'o':tt ¡1"11) tto'il
. iltnt ß ilììn f,rto ¡,nrþun llr:) f'l¡l 9¡r'ro. 'l¡ n>þnnþ rø¡l ¡øþ n:ø¡ Err.rt rnl rpla þn¡¡ nnÐf
tradition.
Note that ot.r¡ r¡: is written ås two separate words in contrast to the Samarilan

Castro, "Das
As to the discussion of this lasåqil puirage in the Se/er AbíÍa', see Francisco Pérez
Vol' VIl, Lciden l9óO'
Kryptogfamm des >Sefer Abischì'." (Supplements lo Vetus Testamentum,

Pummer, Wege der
pp. 3Z-eO; repr. in Die Samaritaner, hrsg. von Ferdinand Dexinger und Reinhard
'Forr"hung,
in
fi¿. OO¿, Darmstadt 1992,pi.22Ç229);the "cryptogramme" was published by Vilmar
1865 in a rather similar form.

34 o,rn ¡: uø. .:oÞ ïb pìnì lnn t) cnlr.o rurrnl

35
36
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of the priests. (9) Manuscripts on ancient parchment dealing with traditional wisdom
(nb:pn nð)nl). "From all of these it becomes evident that there were also sages, writers
and authors among them,"

The letter ends in an annoyed tone: "Nevertheless, in spite of all my attempts to
receive a complete object possessed by them, even with a great sum of silver and gold, I
have not succeeded till this day, not a bit, but still there is hope, and I shall not spare
silver and gold.'37

VII

On Friday the22nd of the first month, which is the 6th month of the Israelites in
April t864, Abraham Firkovich, again in Jerusalem, addressed a
letter to his son-in-law Gabriel Firkovich and Gabriel's wife Malkah, his beloved daughter (no. 607, 3r-3v). At last, Firkovich has received a great amount of Samaritan material
and he is busy with the preliminary classification of his treasure (rsn). Two days earlier
he had composed a first report of his affairs for Gabriel but had not succeeded in dispatching it on the steamer. In order to avoid additional loss of time, which would pr€vent
him performing his essential work, he is sending the previous letter together with this
the year 5624,i.e.29th

one. His main work, which

will demand

at least seven days, is caused:

by the great treasure, the geniza treasure which I bought at the Samaritan congregation (D')rltrtuir nbnpn:); with great effort I was able to cram it into four big
boxes, a load for two strong young asses. The things are ancient, the minority of
them on parchment-these are pieces of Books of Torah and pieces and bundles
(nrÞ':nr m)'nn) of the books of the Pentateuch on parchment-and the majority of
them on very old paper or less old paper-these are pieces and bundles of prayer
síddurim for the whole year composed by their sages in the holy tongue, Arabic
and Aramaic, and pieces and bundles of commentaries on the Torah, books of
precepts and astronomic literature which, as a tradition, has been transmitted to them

from Moses our Teacher according to their words, for which they frnd support in the
verse "Thus Moses declared to the people of Israel the appointed feasts of the
LORD",38 and pieces and bundles of songs of singers, and pieces and bundles of
their books of chronicles. All of the commentaries and chronicles are in the Arabic
language and all of the other books in Samaritan letters and in the holy tongue.
Nothing of this sort of luxury has yet appeared in Europe with the exception of the
books of the Pentateuch and some pieces and bundles of the Torah.-Ever since the
day we returned from the city of Sikem, i,e. Monday, the llth of Nisan (18.4.),
with the exception of Sabbath and the first and last days of the Feast of Unleavened
Bread, I and my beloved grandson 1"etr (R. Samuel Firkovich) have been working
at this job, separating the wheat from the chaff and unifying each thing in its kind
with respect of its quantity and quality.

37

ìð nyp

lt

or¡

rl 'nnbs¡ *) rr 1o f,nn 1c:r l5'¡x ol nnm o)ø r¡r r.ynþ .nl5rnøn
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Furthermore, \ /e learn from the letter that because of this work Firkovich had to
postpone his voyage from Jaffa to Alexandria. [n Alexandria he planned to send a message to his eldest son, Joseph Solomon, in order to receive 2,000 roubles in the curency
he is able to find most rapidly, since in Jerusalem he has borrowed 40,000 groushSq fot
the purchase of (Samaritan) treasure and a marvellous stone mentioned by him in an
earlier letter.

VIII In a letter addressed to Abraham

the Egyptian of Jerusalem on Sunday the 8th

day ti-sfirah (scil. sefirat ha-'omer), the 24th of Nisan (i.e. 1.5.1864), written mostly
in the Karaim language,4o Abraham Firkovich mentions his loan of 2,000 roubles and
then proceeds to describe his efforts among the Samaritans in Sikem:

But even with a high price I have not succeeded until this day; nevertheless there is
still hope, and I shalt not spare silver and gold. Now we have news ... because with
the mercy of the Lord-may his Name be blessed-I have bought from the Samaritans a great treasure, not before seen by the eye of a European saget for 40,000

groush (ttott:

t'f

Pì'P

o'lD'Dþñ)'Ðo 'l'1 rbrbnrnø).

This will annoy the learned

collectors of this time.
and Samuel Firkovich had left for Egypt where
they were able to uncover a great number of valuable manuscripts in Íhe geniza of the
old Karaite kenesa in Cairo. After three weeks, on 6 June Abraham Firkovich returned
to Jerusalem to his young wife Hannah. In Cairo, he left his grandson Samuel to clear the

IX In the middle of May, Abraham

geniza of the Karaite synagogue, "which is very large, and he has no other help besides
I
tw o shammashim of the community."4
In Jerusalem, Abraham Firkovich wrote a report on his achievements to Gabriel Firkovich; the letter occurs in three different versions in the copy collection of his letters
(No. 608). The copies were written on rüy'ednesday 3 Sivan, Friday 5 Sivan, and Thursday I I Sivan in the year 5624, i.e,8th, l0th, and l6th June 1864. Here follows a translation of the passage dealing with the Samaritans (paragraph daleth), the copy written on
I

I

39
40

4l

Sivan:
2,000 roubles in silver in 1864 equals approximately 30.000 US dollars

in

1993.

No. 607, 3v-4r. We are grateful to Mr. Harry Halén for fruitful collaboration in reading the letters
written in Karaim Turkic.

No. 608, paragraph beth.
At the end of the summer Abraham and Hannah Firkovich again travelled to Egypt to see Samuel,
who had continued working in the Karaite kenesa. On Tuesday, lSth of Tishri 5625 (18.10'1864'
letter no. ó10), Abraham Firkovich wr¡tes that the work inthat geniw will be prolonged one more
month and after it he has planned "from below the dust to uncover the geniza which is in the synagogue at¡ibuted to Ezra the Scribe." He has already "opened it," spent three days at the site, cleaned
the Karaite wall inscriptions and "seen lhat even there is hope of finding inleresting things." The
(Rabbanite) hakhamba{ì (in Cairo) has heard about the discoveries in the geniza "of our brethren
bene Miqra" and that is why "there is a fire of desire burning in him to open their Benizot loo"i
similarly thehakhambali of Alcxandria,R.Nathan,iswillingtoopenthe genizotin hiscity.Up
to that time, however, Firkovich had not visited these persons.
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Samaritans. Their Book of Chronicles is already copied (oor:) in accordance with
your words, but all of their books have not been copied, only those which were
stolen from the bet ha-genig by Jacob al-Shelabi through whom even I attained
valuable objects before I bought the geniza together with the Book of Chronicles.
However, what was in the geníza in the valley (pnl:) no hand had touched, and
therefore I did not take pity on the purse (rtrsn btt 'non *b)42 because I said:
"There is hope that there will be found objects which have not been uncovered up till
now." And indeed, I did ñnd some; I saw, during my examination there, the bundles
(nlþ'¡n) of the geniza, numerous bundles of treatises and novellae (o'rtfnÞ ntÞ':n
tr'iD'Ìnì)43 on the Torah, sciences such as astronomy, and their wars with the Rabbanites concerning sentences, commands and customs. And why should I prolong
the matter; let us wait, and we shall see what their end will be.
(Am¡am
A note:& Today, Jacob Shelabi mentioned above and the High Priest

with the deputy High Priest Pinhas came here to Jerusalem, and it is in my mind to
ask them to put the bundles in order for me, properly sort by sort in their order,
because there is no one else apart from them who can do it as they do.as

X A short letter (no. 609, Plates 2 and 3) sent by Abraham Firkovich to Gabriel to
Paris on Thursday, the lSth of Sivan46 (23.6.1864), contains a list of the most
important Samaritan manuscripts. "Our consul", Mr. Albert, was just leaving for Paris
and he had promised to take the letter straight to Gabriel's residence in Paris. In order to
avoid coming "before you today with empty hands," Firkovich had decided to write "in
short the names or contents of the books and their authors that I found in the genixa in

Sikem."47 Since the consul was in a hurry to leave, the list could not be exhaustive. In
his letter Fi¡kovich enumerates 30 items:
l. A Commentary on the Torah by Abraham b. Josef b. Sakküf ('¡t>o), 5 parts.
2. Precepts by Yefet Abil al-Hasan Särî ("t'to pnhì ì:R no'Þ ntv:), 3 parts.
3. Songs and hymns (nlnn o'ì'¿t) resembling the Book of Psalms in Arabic,
Aramaic and the holy tongue by two high priests, (l) Marqeh (nFU) and (2)

'Am¡am Dareh (nr¡ ornu).
42 Th" copy of 3 Sivan

adds: "... to buy alt of it at a high price (o'rp'
reads: "and therefore I did not take pity on plcnty of money (:rn r¡o>,r

o'nr:)." The copy of 5 Sivan

b

'rrcn

tr)).

43 Th"

copy of 5 Sivan reads: "numerous bundles in 3 chests (o'l)'ln), numeroùs bundles and quires
(o'oro:rp) of treatises and novellae (Þ'@ìnì E lìlnÞ)."

44
45

The note is added in brackets at the end o1 the paragrtph daleth.

In th" copy of 5 Sivan the oote ¡s replaced by the following text: "And today I wrote to Nablus that
lhe deputy High Priest Jacob should come to put in order and in placc the quires and bundles and to
select the good and useful ones, and as for the rest, to throw them away so that I shall not be loaded
to take idle objects to Peærsburg (to)), and I agreed to give him his salary; maybe he will come, as
I asked, during the period mentioned above when I shall be staying here." In the preceding paragraph
simel of the same letter, Firkovich mentions that he has promised to stay a fuflher three weeks in
Jerusalem.

46 th"

47

.

year in the date of the letter

EÞø

nrr¡f

'ffisÞð o'1"ì nÞì

'¡:rn (623, i.e. 1863) must bc a mistake for "r>rn.
ïr nìoø rìsPf 1b :rn>) rnïr nìr:P'r o'l'f Drn

n:t xþ 'r¡
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4. A Commentary on the Torah by the afore-mentioned high priest Marqeh in
two parts.
5. The Book of the Tablets of the Heart in Divinity by Abraham haq-eabãçî
('¡?p¡ D;1rf,Rb nì'¡b$f :þil nìnr) bt rm).

6. A Commentary on the parashah Be-Ituqqotay{s by sheikh Ja(qob
Nafis 'al (sic!) Dîn (¡,r bl o'õl fprrr l'Ðþ 'nìpnf ã )rr ør'r'o).
7. A Commentary on the verses "For I will proclaím the name of the LORD"
etc.49 and "The Rock, hís work ìs pedecl' etc.so

8. A Collection of Memories and Traditions (numøm nìlìì)l¡l lo$Þ ìEo) by
the high priest Pinþas son ofEl<azar the high priest approx. 300 years earlier.

9. A Commentary on the year of remission of debts, the year of acquittal,
appointed times and priests (o':m;l tr"rutñ¡tì Þ:r'r nonø) by Josef <Eskeri mikkefar (Eskur (rr>ol rmn 'l?o,q 1or).
10. A Commentary on The Møtters of the Preceprs (nrsnn 'ì:t) by the
above-menti oned þakham Josef (Esken-.
I l. A Commentary on the Torah by Abu HaËal (b¡rlln¡).s1

12. An extensive tafsír of the Torah (nr)'rn: ¡rlnn

br.r

I'oÐn) by

an

anonymous ancient þakham.

13. An extensive tafsir of the Torah

(nu'rn: ilììnil bt,ìroÐn) by another

ancient hakham who is also anonymous.

14. A grammar book by þakham Mattanah (Natanael) rhe Egyprian [r)ì.rp]
'rsnn (Þn:n:) il)nÞ Þfnbl.s2

15. A Commentary on the Torah by þakham tfalal al-Maçari (b*':*n
'lr¡rlnÞ)n).
16. The Book of Chronicles by Abulfa¡þ (sic!) (nuo)u*b o'ô'¡l 'ì:l ìÐo).
17. An extensive commentary on the Torah by ancient elders (o'mrpn o'prb).
18, A great number of works on wisdom penned by Arabs, not yet inspected by

(trp:m ñþ Ì,1¡, E'blqt ¡ft¿r't'r .ìtfn ilfìi'r ¡llÐn 'ìfl).
19. A book on the birth of Moses-peace be upon him-by þakham bali of
Damascus, Ishma(el b. Zahrah b. Abi <Uzzi,3 parts ('il¡rìì ¡øn þ lrþta Þi, 'o
o'pbn 1 rtu 'f* lf ¡lì¡11 lf pÐn'lf '[,tìf E)n Þnlnø'5),
20. On the story of Balaam and Balak (pÞ: ol o.uÞ: r:r Þrr).
us

21. Arguments of Karaites and Samaritans against the Rabbanites concerning
the morrow after the Sabbaths3 (n:øn nrnn: Drlftil 5¡, trtììf3ìiailì E'ñlpil ntJ,Ð).
22. Vfords of sages, a florilegium (nrs'bn tr,Þ)n 'ìf''l), 2 parts.
23. Commentaries on texts of the Torah by the high priest Eli(azar (b o'ørlo

48 Lu. 26:3-27:34.
49 Deut. 32:3.
5o Deut. 32:4.

5l

Cf. Su*. lll29,35 in the Firkovich Collection.

52 Cf. S"-. V,2,3,4 in the Firkovich
53 L.n. 23:l}-21(waving of the sheag.
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')¡t) ìlJrùùì irì'ìnil ,ìfl).
24. A Commentary on the verse "Hear, O Israefsa by fobiya the high priest
b. Yiçþaq the high priest b. Abraham the high priest ()nrø' !t¡u, pìoÐ )tt øllo
')n) oilìflr ll ')n)¡r Pßt lf 'rn>n n':ub).55
25. Extensive rules of impurity and purity by ancient elders (nrnot ¡mÞs !)rl

m)iìñf

Dt:ìt!rP¡1 tr.:Ptþ).

26. Arguments (nìlr,þ) between Rabbanites and Samaritans.
27. Commentaries on the Torah by þakham $adaqa, a priest from Damascus,
the son of lthama¡ the high priest (1ru;r t¡lnÌt ')fn tPønìi'l ïr>il irPls ÐnÞ).
!q,li]' ìÐÐËt
28. Part of the Book of Joshua bin Nun in two parts ('ru: p

ll

ûpÞn).

29. Commentaries on the Torah by Abraham þakham b. Nafs (!) al-Din
(¡'rbn oår ¡: æn onr:*).
30. And this is the most respected and valuable one, The Precepts by
þakham Abraham b. Nafs al-Din mentioned above, since it is the only one in the
world, and even among the Samaritans there exist only a small number of sheets
of it. So they ask me to let them make a copy of it for themselves and to complement what is lacking in it on the basis of the sheets which have been preserved
of it amongst them.56 It is very large (?), 193 sheets and a half of bogen;s1 all
of it is in Arabic.
And beside these antiguities, I have many others, but time does not allow me
to write them down, because the consul is in a hurry to set off on his journey. He
will tell you good news about my health; may God grant him a happy journey.

After warm greetings sent also by the Karaite residents in Jerusalem, Firkovich adds
that, upon the anival of Mr. Albert (in Paris), "we (i.e. Abraham and Hannah Firkovich)
hurry to travel to Egypt to complete the work with the antiquities. Such are the words of
your father Abraham in a hurry."58

XI The last letter of Abraham Firkovich presented here was sent to the Samaritan
community on 2l Sivan, i.e. 26 June 1864; the copy was written by an unknown person
(no. 589). Translation:

In the Name of the LORD, Peace, peace, to the far and to the near, says the
54

Deut. 5:1.

5 For Tobiya read fabya, high priest in 1752-17E7
56 .: *gn: nÞ trrrrr::Êrf rb'¡Nlobtlr: r'n' Nrit') l:n
5
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5

? Firkovich

makes frequent use of the German term bogen,'quire'. in his labels and remarks on manuscripts and descriptions of them.

5E
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LORD.5g Listen to me, you men of Sikem, who safeguard Mount Gerizim, that
God may listen to you.óo It is written in your Holy Torah: "You shall be careful to
perform what has passed your lips, for you have voluntarily vowed to the LORD
your God what you have promised with your mouth."6l The Mighty One, God,
knows and he is witness and you, all the Samaritans, are also witnesses, that when I
saw your synagogue, it had no form but it had the comeliness62 of the shadow of
the death and it had no comely arrangements and it lacked also a synagogue for
women as is found in all of the synagogues of the Karaite and Rabbanite Israelites,
and your women were like beasts without a prayer and supplication to the LORD
God. Therefore I vowed a vow to the LORD to donate to the building and repair of
the old synagogue and the purchase of a house, which is adjacent to it and which
Jacob, the deputy, showed me, in order to enlarge the Holy House and to open a
door on the side of the afore-mentioned house so that through it one can come
straight in front of the veil of the screen to bow down to the LORD in the entrance,
and to build on the left side of the court a special room for women so that they can
come there to bow down and to pour out their concems to the LORD in Arabic.
And I have fulfilled what passed my lips and I have handed over the money of
my vo\¡/, twenty thousand groush, to your offrcial in total and I have received my
promissory note in my hand; may it be acceptable to the will of the LORD. That
money is sacred to the LORD, it shall go into the treasury of the LORD.63
Therefore, you my beloved friends, the Samaritan community, allies of Abram,
you who tremble at his word,il may Sikem wrestle to fulfil my vow, you and I, to
begin the task of the sanctuaryó5 in the name of God, as you vowed with your
mouth and agreed to do with an upright heart.
You know that one must not allow the ma{{a to become sour or the miswci to
become sour by postponement66-and you are forbidden to change and alter my
vow, for the LORD has said: "And every man's holy things shall be his";ó7 i.e.
they are under the authority of the person who sanctifies them and not under that of
others.

And it is written: "He shall not substitute anything for it or exchange it, and if he
makes any exchange for it, then both it and that for which it is exchanged shall be

holy, and it cannot be redeemed."68 lndeed, I heard that you decided with one ac-

59 Isa.57:19 (RSv).
60 cf. Iudg. 9:7 (Rsv).

6f

62
63
64
65
66
67
68

Deur. 23:24 (RSV, Deur.23:23).

cf.

Isa. 53:2 (RSV).

ct'. Josh. 6:19 (RSv).

cf. ku.
cf. E*.

óó:5 (RSv).
36:4 (RSV).

Yatkut Exodus 201 (a rabbinical statement!).

Nur.

5:10 (RSv).

The statement is a shortened version ofLev. 2?:10, where the words "and it cannot be redeemcd"
Lev.27:20) have been attached as a conclusion.
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cord to give the whole sum mentioned above to the hands of four reliable men for
business (purposes) so that each year they would give four thousand standard

g<r>oush as the profit. And when the sum imparted for the holy enterprise is
collected, you will commence the enterprise, and the sum of 20,000 groush will remain completed for ever.69 Behold, how good and pleasant the matter is, when the
fund will be eternal (nn"p ¡rpn ¡rilnø), and also the holy enterprise will not pass
away, it will only be delayed for a time, Therefore I also agree with your decision,
however, on condition that one tithe of the profit of 4,000-four hundred grousheach year will go to the thfee priests, servants of the sanctuary, because they have a

right to the tithe. It shall be done in accordance with the Torah, and the LORD will
forgive you that you have not fulñlled your agreement to commence the enterprise
immediately, when the sum mentioned above anived in your hands; it has been ready
and destined in a deposit for two months already in the hands of my friend David
lævi, the faithful commissioner.
These are the words of a servant of Israel, I, Abraham ben Samuel Firkovich,
here in the holy city of Jerusalem on 2l Sivan in the year 4624 anno mundí.

Summary
On the basis of the previous data, we can obtain a fairly complete picture of the process
which rendered Abraham Firkovich the owner of the largest collection of Samaritan
manuscripts.
After his arrival in Jerusalem from Syria on 22 December 1863, Firkovich initiated
attempts to find out whether he could discover and obtain books and manuscripts from
the Samaritans in Nablus. On 2 February 1864 he informs his son-in-law Gabriel that he
has sent a Karaite from Jerusalem, Shabbetai [ævi, to Nablus to investigate "whether
there is any hope of finding antiquities there." In fact he plans to travel to Egypt to spend
Purim with the Karaites in Cairo; only the lack of money prevents his journey. The plan
indicates that Firkovich had no special intention of acquiring Samaritan manuscripts and
that he was not aware of the richness and value of the Samaritan archives in Nablus,
either (Lætter I).

V/hen Shabbetai Levi returned after a stay of a fortnight in Nablus, he had good
news to tell to Firkovich. Despite the fact that, in accordance with the traditional reluctance of Samaritans to sell their books, the High Priest 'Amram ((Imrãn ben Salãma) did
not want to sell "a single leaf," Firkovich's agent was able to find in Nablus Jacob alShelabi, a Samaritan "who is engaged in stealing from their sanctuary." Jacob had sold a
complete copy of the Samaritan Pentateuch in
of antiquities (.Letters tr and V).

l¡ndon and thus he was aware of the value

On 17 and 29 March Firkovich writes to Gabriel that he has acquired texts from
Nablus. These were brought to him in secret by Jacob al-Shelabi from the geniza on
Mount Gerizim; the High Priest was also involved in this action. The acquisition con69

nlø¡

DnrO
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sisted of twenty-two items which contained parts of the Torah in various versions,
Samaritan prayers and hymns and a copy of the Book of Chronicles of the Samaritans.
For this collection Firkovich paid 30 English pounds of gold, in total 3450 groush.

However, the theological differences between the Karaites and Samaritans were a
disappointment to Firkovich, who obviously wished to unite these minorities (Iætters [II,
V and IX, and statements by the Samaritans).
Afirman signed by the deputy of the Sultan Abdül Aziz helped Firkovich to establish good contacts with the Turkish administration and the diplomatic corps in Jerusalem;
thus he received the privilege of visiting the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. Contacts with
these distinguished persons, as well as with the Pasha of Damascus, were likely to help

Firkovich to be successful in all of his efforts (Letter lV,27.3.1864).
In a letter dated 8 April from Nablus, Firkovich reports to Gabriel that he and his
grandson Samuel Firkovich have ascended Mount Gerizim on the festival day of the
Samaritan (and Rabbanite) New Year on 7 April, In Nablus he has visited the house of
prayer of the Samaritans, where three Books of the Torah are kept in the Ark of the Law.
In the oldest of them, there is a tashqil in which Abi5a' ben Pinhas ben El'azar ben
Ah¿uon the Priest maintains he has written the Holy Book in the l3th year of the kingdom
of the Israelites in the Land of Canaan. Firkovich copies the tashqil, although he considers the Book to be no more than 2,000 years old. [n addition to the Books of Torah,
he has seen prayer-books, various versions of the Pentateuch, commentaries on the
Torah, halakhic and astronomical books, chronicles and ancient manuscripts. However,
all of his attempts to buy "a complete object possessed by them, even with a great sum of
silver and gold" have been in vain, but he will "not spare silver and gold" (I-etter VQ.
In a letter of 29 April 1864, Firkovich is able to write that on 18 April he returned
from Nablus to Jerusalem with a great treasure of the geniza which he had bought at the
Samaritan congregation. The treasure consists of four big boxes, "a load for two strong
young asses"; at the moment he is preparing a preliminary classification of the material.
For the collection Firkovich paid 40,000 groush, which equals 2,0(X) roubles in silver;
he had borrowed this sum in Jerusalem. The treasure includes parts of the Torah and its
commentaries, prayer-books in Hebrew, Arabic and A¡amaic, halakhic and wisdom literature, songs and chronicles; besides commentaries and chronicles written in fuabic, other
texts are in Hebrew written in Samaritan letters. Other collectors of manuscripts will envy
him because of his findings (lætters VII and VII|.
On the basis of the three slightly different letter copies dated 8, l0 and 16 June I 864
(Letter IX), we learn that Firkovich bought the geniza located on Mount Gerizim from

which Jacob al-Shelabi had stolen manuscripts for him. In contrast to this geníza, the
other one in the valley, obviously in Hãret al-Yasmine in the city of Nablus, was completely untouched, full of "bundles" ("numerous bundles in 3 chests") of Samaritan
literature. Firkovich, not taking pity on his purse, also bought this geníza. This seems to
be the reason why Harkavy mentions in the plural the Samaritan Genizoth "ransacked" by
Firkovich (see above, pp. 169 andl79).

Abraham Firkovich was not fluent in Arabic,70 and his knowledge of Samaritan

70

In hit letter from Cairo to Gabriel Firkovich on 20 September 1864 (No.610), Abraham Firkovich
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writings probably \ryas even more restricted, He needed help in sorting the material and
putting it in order. Therefore, on l0 June, he asked the deputy High Priest Jacob to come
to Jerusalem. Instead of him, Jacob al-Shelabi, the High Priest 'Amram and the deputy
High Priest Pinþas came six days later to the city where Firkovich asked them to help him
(Letter IX).

Obviously, the Samaritan priests were able to fulfil the task rapidly, since on 23
June, Firkovich could send to his son-in-law Gabriel in Paris a preliminary list of those
books and their authors which "I found in the geniza in Sikem." In the list Firkovich describes thirty items enumerated above (Lætter X). The list is by no means exhaustiveFirkovich himself writes that he bought and brought four big boxes of Sama¡itan
manuscripts from Nablus, and the Samaritan collection in the National Library of Russia
in St. Petersburg consists of 1,350 manuscripts as well as other antiquities.
Firkovich was able to acquire the manuscripts during a short stay in Nablus. However, payment was a more complicated matter. Firkovich had made a vow to donate
20,000 groush towards the repair of the Samaritan synagogue in Nablus ând the building
of a special room in it for women; in the restoration of the Karaite sanctuary in Jerusalem
he also paid special attention to the possibility of women and old people participating in
the synagogue service.Tl We have every reason to suppose that the vo\ry was connected
with the sale of the Samaritan genizot. Before handing it over, the donation was entrusted to Firkovich's friend and agent, David I-evi, for two months. However, when the
sum r¡r/as handed over to an (unnamed) ofñcial of the community, instead of beginning
the repair, "the men of Sikem" decided with one accord to give these 20,000 groush to
"four reliable men for business," which was expected to yield 4,000 groush, i.e' 2O Vo

profit. According to this plan of the Samaritans, the profit would constitute
an eternal fund of 20,000 groush, and the renovation of the synagogue would be
postponed till the fund was collected. Although Firkovich considered his payment of
20,000 g,roush, his "holy things", still to remain under his authority, he assented to the
pfan on the condition that a tithe of the annual profit, i.e. 4OO groush, be given each year
to the three Samaritan priests.T2 This agreement was signed by Firkovich on 26 June
as the annual

1864 (Letter XI).

Besides the rich information provided by these letters of Firkovich, there remain a
number of open questions in the story of the acquisition of the Samaritan collections.
At present, we know that Jacob al-Shelabi was responsible for the acquisition of 22
Samaritan manuscripts which he stole from lhe geniza of the Samaritans on Mount
Gerizim. In comparison with the final number of items sold by the Samaritan congregation (c'nrnrun n)npn), these texts constitute a small minority. The main part, "a load for

7l

writes that he sludies Arabic for one hour every day with R. Moshe ha-Levi, who, however, is a bad
reacher knowing only "the holy language of Arabic"; Arabic is a fatiguingly vast language, like
pyrarnids (ìtll'nñ't'Ð), and as on the top of a pyramid, "my heart will be happy when I master the
wonderful Arabic language, and after a month I shall look for an lshmaelite teacher for me."

No. 607, lr, a lerrer ro Gabriel Firkovich from Nablus on

I

April, Letter VI in this article. This

repair was nlso basetl on a l¿r1¿r vow made by Firkovich,

72 th.

nanres of these priests tlo not occur in the letter, but
and Jacob mentioned above in lætter IX.

it is certain that they are'Amram, Pinþas
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two strong young assesr', derives its origin from another geníza, which was obviously
located in the city of Nablus. In his letter to the "men of Sikem" on 26 June (Letter XI),
Firkovich mentions 20,000 groush as the sum of his donation for the renovation of the
Samaritan synagogue. However, in his private letters (VII and VIII) Firkovich writes that
he bought the collection from the Samaritans for 40,000 groush; in the private letters
Firkovich scarcely had any need to exaggerate the sum-which he had bouowed-and
thus this ñgure gains in reliability.
The difference in sums arouses curiosity. One solution may be derived from the
following facts: (1) the involvement of the High Priest 'Amlam in the first business of
Jacob al-Shelabi with Firkovich (Iætter V), (2) the willingness of the Sama¡itan priests to

put the manuscripts in order in Jerusalem (Letter IX), (3) the care of the tithe, 400
groush each year to be given to these priests, stipulated by Firkovich (Letter XI), (4) the
promise of the deputy High Priest Jacob ben Aaron to send Firkovich parts of a Torah in
secret with David ha-Lævi (see above, note 14) as well as (5) the diametrically opposite
statements by the Samaritans later in Nablus concerning the policy of Firkovich and the
price paid by him for the manuscripts. On this basis it seems probable that neither the
decision to sell the genizot and other antiquities nor the division ofthe profit took place
on a notably democratic basis; we do not know who the persons \ryere to whom the wording o')ttttïln nbnpn refers. It would not be the first time that the leaders of a community
were in a position to gain extra profit.
Firkovich writes that he paid the Samaritan congregation 40,000 groush, i.e. 2,000
roubles in silver, and Jacob al-Shelabi 30 English pounds in gold. Six years later he sold

his Samaritan collection to the Imperial Public Library in St. Petersburg for 9,500
roubles. These sums equal approximately 32,500 and 140,000 US$ in 1993.
Unfortunately, in these letters Abraham Firkovich does not tell how he was able to
persuade the Samaritans to sell him such a quantity of manuscripts, when the majority

of

his predecessors were scarcely able to acquire a single text. From his letters, however,
we may discover cultural, economic, commercial, political and religious aspects to his
activities. Surprisingly, the only hint of bargaining occurs in Firkovich's second letter in
which he hopes that his agents "will agree upon a reasonable price, i,e. neither high nor
low" (above, p,174).

A cultural explanation may be found in the fragmentary state of the manuscripts in
St. Petersburg: it is probable that they were obsolete material which was concealed in a
geniza. In fact, Firkovich says that he bought a geni4t treasure from the Samaritan
congregation and this statement is corroborated by the Samaritan High Priest Jacob ben
'Uzziben Jacob (above, pp. 170-l7l). Previously Firkovich had complained that all of
his attempts to buy a complete object had been in vain. It is probable that the Samaritans
\ryere more

inclined to sell the contents of a geniza than to deal in complete manuscripts.

The payment was also arranged in a pious manner which appealed to all parties
involved in the sale. It was agreed that, as a neder donation, the Sama¡itan community
was to receive 20,000 groush for the renovation of its synagogue and the building of a
special room for rwomen in it. However, Firkovich agreed to the suggestion of the
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Samaritans that the repair work would be postponed, while four reliable men among them

would do business with "his" donation for the benefit of the community members.
Nevertheless, a tithe of the annual profit should be given to the High Priest and his two
deputies; on the basis of other hints, we may assume that this was not the only economic
benefit Firkovich granted to these priests. The sale of the obsolete geniza manuscripts
was a profitable one for the Samaritan priests, for each member of the tiny community
(130 persons!), for Abraham Firkovich and for the Karaites in Jerusalem.
ln Jerusalem Abraham Firkovich had reinforced and displayed his excellent connections with the Turkish and Russian authorities. The firman of Sultan Abdi,il Aziz had
opened the Temple Mount in Jerusalem for him to visit, which declared to everyone that
the Karaites enjoyed official favour to a greater extent than did the Rabbanite Jews. The
Samaritan leaders had every reason to believe that Firkovich was a person invested with

political power whose friendship or disfavour would affect the future of themselves and
theircommunity.
An additional factor in the success of Firkovich's efforts may be found in Samaritan
reports; this may be connected with the afore-mentioned reputation of Firkovich as a
favourite of the administration. Firkovich is said to have endeavoured to unite the
Samaritans and the Karaites. Although "this wicked proposal" was turned down by the
Samaritans, their attitude perhaps became negative only after Firkovich's return to Russia;
according to the deputy High Priest Jacob ben Aaron, the decision to hold a public prayer

with a minyan every morning and evening was taken in the presence of Abraham
Firkovich (above, p. l7l). During the discussions held in Nablus two minorities met
with one another, and in everything he attempted Abraham Firkovich
man with a splendid talent for convincing people'

\ryas

an impressive
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XI, to the Sanraritan corììnrunit)'. Personl¡l irrchive of A. S. F'irkovich, No. 5lì9
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