TAPANI HARVIAINEN & HASEEB SHEHADEH

HOW 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:
(1) Samaritan manuscripts which are located in more than seventy public libraries world-
wide and (2) the contemporary Samaritan 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. archaeologi-
cal 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
figure for the number of extant Samaritan manuscripts.! Yet it seems reasonable to as-
sume that there are about three thousand manuscripts either complete or incomplete.?
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 clear how many Samaritan manuscripts
are in the hands of the Samaritans today. However, an estimation of 150-200 manu-

' See A. D. Crown, A bibliography of the Samaritans (ATLA Bibliography Series 32, 2nd ed.,
London 1993); Sergio Noja, "The last decade in Samaritan studies” [A. D. Crown (ed.), The
Samaritans, J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), Tiibingen 1989, pp. 802-813]; R. Macuch, "The impor-

tance of Samaritan tradition for the hermeneutics of the Pentateuch” [A. Tal & M. Florentin (eds.),
Proceedings of the First International Congress of the Société d’Etudes Samaritaines, Tel Aviv,

April 11-13, 1988, Tel Aviv University 1991, pp. 13-31].

Cf. A. D. Crown ["The morphology of paper in Samaritan manuscripts: A diachronic profile”,
Bulletin of the John Rylands Library of Manchester (=BJRL) 71:1, 1989, p. 71]: "The total corpus
of Samaritan manuscripts is about 2,000—most of these are modern, and not all are dated"; idem,
"Studies in Samaritan scribal practices and manuscript history: I. Manuscript prices and values"
(BJRL 65:2, 1983, p. 72); J.-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 alpha-
betical list of libraries includes 2,580 manuscripts, the highest number—977(!)—being in St. Peters-
burg; Binyamim Tsedaka, "The correlation between the state of the Samaritan manuscripts and the
state of the Samaritan community: past and present" [I.-P. Rothschild & G. D. Sixdenier (eds.),
Etudes samaritaines. Pentateuque et Targum, exégése et philologie, chroniques, Actes de la table
ronde: "Les manuscripts samaritains. Problémes et méthodes", Paris 7-9 octobre 1985, Louvain-
Paris 1988, p. 291]: "Eventually, the sale of the Samaritan manuscripts to earn a little money deplet-
ed the libraries 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.?

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 first European to acquire a Samaritan manuscript.* Postel was followed by a
long line of Western 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 (1580-
1637), Archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656), Pietro della Valle (1586-1652), Edward
Pococke (1604-1691), Job Ludolf (1624-1704), John Usgate, Henri Grégoire, Bishop of
Blois (1750-1831), R. Huntington (1637-1701), Ulrich Jaspers Seetzen (1767-1811),
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.” The intensive quests for Sa-
maritan 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, particularly of their version of the Torah, to their "imaginary
brothers" in Europe. Two items of evidence are in order. In a letter dated 1672, Marhiv
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
their 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 Samari-
tans.® The second piece of evidence is supplied by a letter sent by the High Priest Sala-

3

Cf. Haseeb Shehadeh, "Nablus collection of manuscripts”, in Alan D. Crown, Reinhard Pummer,
Abraham Tal (eds.), A companion to Samaritan studies (J. C. B. Mohr, Tiibingen 1993), p. 164.

4 See J. G. Fraser, "A checklist of Samaritan manuscripts known to have entered Europe before A.D.
1700" (Abr-Nahrain XXI, 1982-83), pp. 16, 27. About G. Postel, see for instance W. J. Bouwsma,
Concordia mundi: The Career and Thought of Guillaume Postel (Harvard 1957).

3

See Philippe de Robert, "La naissance des études samaritaines en Europe aux XVI€ et XVII€ sidcles",

and Mathias Delcor, "La correspondance des savants européens, en quéte de manuscrits, avec les

samaritains du XVI® au XIX® siecle” in: J.-P. Rothschild & G. D. Sixdenier (eds.), Etudes samari-
taines ..., pp. 15-26 and 27-43, respectively; S. De Sacy, "Correspondance des samaritains de Nap-
louse, pendant les années 1808 et suiv. (Notices et Extraits des Manuscrits de la Bibliothéque du

Roi et autres Bibliothéques 12, 1831, pp. 1-235).
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— originally in Samaritan script, see De Sacy, Correspondance ..., pp. 169-170.
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ma ben Ghazal (Tabya) to De Sacy in 1820. In this letter it is obvious that the Samari-
tans were very firm in their position not to send a copy of their Torah to their "fellow-
worshippers 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 con-
dition, the Samaritans saw no justification 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.”

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)."? 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 Leningrad; at present it bears the name of the
National Library of Russia. Firkovich's Samaritan collection consists of 1,350 manu-
scripts!® 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.!!
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Ibid, p. 132.

In 1864, the Samaritans numbered 130, see Johann Kranzle, Reise nach Jerusalem (Augsburg
1868), S. 269.

See "Appendix 1. The collection of Samaritan MSS. at St. Petersburg” in: John W. Nutt, Frag-
ments of a Samaritan Targum (London 1874; repr. Hildesheim 1980), p. 153. It might be worth ob-
serving that the afore-mentioned appendix is still the only survey of Firkovich's Samaritan collection
available to scholarly circles.

10" To be precise, 1341 manuscripts, since the following nine manuscripts included today in Firkovich's

Samaritan collection derive their origin from other sources: Sam. 122 and Sam. A 12 (Archimandrite
Antonin); Sam. I 28; Sam. IT 14 and Sam II 15 (Tischendorf); Sem II 64 (Nikolski); Sam. VII 70,
Sam. IX 376 and Sam. XIV 46 (new photocopies donated by Z. Shunnar to the library in the 1970s).
For details, see L. H. Vil'sker & V. V. Lebedev, CamapuraHckie qokymeHTs I'ocygapcTBeHHON
My6miumort 6ubmirorexn uvenn M. E. Carrsixopa-lllenpuma. Karamor. (MWHMCTEPCTBO KyiTh-
Typel PCOCP. I'ocyniapcTBeHHas opiieHa TPyoBoro kpacHoro suamenu IlyGnuunas 6ubnuorexa
ssern M.E. Canrrikopa-lllenpuna. Cankr-Ilerepbypr 1992), pp. 12-20, and Haseeb Shehadeh,
"Din we-hesbon rifoni ‘al ‘osef kitbe hay-yad has-Somroniyyim be-San{-Peterburg" (A.B. Samari-
tan News, 591-594, 20.8.1993, pp. 19-31). Cf. the two statements about Firkovich: "He collected
many thousands (emphasis added) of Samaritan manuscripts and, in 1859-1860, visited the Commu-
nity at Shechem" and "The Collection of Samaritan manuscripts put together by Abraham Firkovicz
from manuscripts purchased and purloined from the Samaritans" [Philippe de Robert and the editors,
respectively, in Alan D. Crown, Reinhard Pummer, Abraham Tal (eds.), A companion to Samaritan
studies (Tiibingen 1993), p. 95].
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The current state of Samaritan studies does not enable us to draw even general con-
clusions concerning the importance of the Samaritan manuscripts in St. Petersburg. These
manuscripts have become accessible to Western scholars only in the last few years and
the task of evaluation will be a desideratum for many years to come.!?

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
mentioned above.'3

Reports by Samaritans on Abraham Firkovich

It seems 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 Levite (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."!*

The afore-mentioned priest was a very prolific scribe with a clear and fine hand-
writing, 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. !

In another composition penned by the same priest, Ben “Uzzi, we read that the great

12" 1n his short preface to The Samaritans edited by A. D. Crown (1989), the president of the Society
for Samaritan Studies, Professor André Caquot concludes: "Nevertheless, everything may be called in-
to 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 Samaritan studies in the last three decades
we shall never be able to say the last word about many problems without access to the Leningrad col-
lection" (Proceedings of the First International Congress ..., Tel Aviv 1991, p. 30). The group
Sam. X in Firkovich's Collection containing the largest extant number of Samaritan 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, Samaritan marriage contracts and deeds of divorce (Vol. I,
Wiesbaden 1993).

@, 946, MMuunrnit apxus A.C. Oupkopuya.
The staff of the Manuscript Department of the National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg deserve
our deepest thanks for their friendly helpfulness in assisting us with our work in the Library.

14 p, Kahle, The Cairo Geniza, 2nd ed. (Oxford 1959), p. 6. A positive attitude is expressed in a letter
sent by this priest to Firkovich in April/May 1864, 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 letter with a song of
praise to Firkovich and expresses his willingness to co-operate with him; as an exchange of charity
money (sadaqa), Jacob would be ready to send him parts of an old and small Torah in secret with
David the Karaite.

See the handwritten book: Jacob ben “Uzzi (Shafiq) ben Jacob: Wasiyyati wa-tarikh hayati (Nablus

1974), pp. 42-59. A photocopy of the book is at our disposal. In the book mentioned in note nr. 17,
the number of books copied by Jacob ben Aaron is more than one thousand (!), p. 69.
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dasht (geniza) assembled by the High Priest ‘“Imran ben Salama ben Ghazal ben Ishaq
ben Salama!6 (1809-1875) was sold wholesale to a Jewish scholar named Rabbi Abra-
ham. The sum paid for this collection of parchments was not more than one hundred
dinars.!? The author adds that the Jewish Karaite Hakham came to the Samaritans, de-
ceived them and bought all the dasht found in their synagogue, paying the lowest pos-
sible price. The Samaritans were obliged to sell the collection in order to pay their taxes to
the Turks and thereby to avoid imprisonment or confiscation of their property. Moreover,
this cunning Hakham tried to tempt the Samaritans 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.!

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 Arabic in Samaritan characters) consists of a Samaritan decision
to fulfil the duty of holding a public prayer (with a minyan—ten adult males) in the
morning and in the evening. The decision was taken in Nablus on 28 dhi-I-higga 1280
A.H.—4 June 1864 A.D. in the presence of Bash Hakham 'Abram Firkésh (sic!).!?
Needless to say, this decision does not fall into line with the Torah. Therefore the agree-
ment which carries the names of twelve Samaritan priests and dignitaries remained merely
on paper.

In the Samaritan chronicle known as the New Chronicle or Chronicle Adler (copied
in 1900 by Murjan ben As“ad al-DanafT) 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.?

16 7 Ben Hayyim indicates (without mentioning his source) that this priest certainly assisted Firkovich
in purchasing the Samaritan manuscripts found today in Leningrad, see The literary and oral
tradition of Hebrew and Aramaic amongst the Samaritans, Vol. 1, (The Academy of the Hebrew
Language, Jerusalem 1957, in Hebrew), p. uwn. “Imrin was a partner in a business in Jerusalem in the
middle of the 19th century, see MS Sam. XIV 39 (National Library of Russia).

For Jacob ben Aaron, David ha-Levi and “Imrén (‘Amram) ben Salima in the letters of Abraham Fir-
kovich, see below, Letters II, V, IX and XI.

Jacob ben “Uzzi, Kitdb al-Samiriyyin... (Nablus 1960, p. 68; a copy of this handwritten book is
found in Y. Ben Zvi's library in Jerusalem under the number 7Q36):
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o HJQJ bau)aavi I_,L‘.u.c__’i.h !‘_,J,i;_', -L.}!‘,a.\.d.;_: ‘;_.h’i C'ﬁ?l (k¥ IJ..::.i_J o:._l)al.a.u”
19 ©f A.B. Samaritan News, 544-545 (7.10.1991), p. 4, and 621-622 (4.10.1994), p. 47. The date
(June 4) is incorrect, since Abraham Firkovich returned from Cairo to Jerusalem not earlier than June
6, see below Letter IX.
20 A, Adler & M. Séligsohn, "Une nouvelle chronique samaritaine”, Revue des Etudes Juives 46,
1903, p. 143

17



172 TAPANI HARVIAINEN & HASEEB SHEHADEH

Letters written by Abraham Firkovich

According to the investigation made by Viktor Lebedev, Abraham Firkovich, during his
long journey in the Near East, returned from Syria to Jerusalem on 22 December
1863.2! 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 18th of April Firkovich, together with his grandson
Samuel and a Karaite from Jerusalem, David ha-Levi, stayed in Nablus (Sikem), where
he acquired the great collection of Samaritan manuscripts. Firkovich gives a short de-
scription of his findings in the letters which he sent to his son-in-law Gabriel ben Simeon
Firkovich.??

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
—in total, his collections in the National Library of Russia contain approx. 15,000
itemns.?3

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 letters. 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-in-law, Gabriel ben Simeon Firkovich (letter no.

21 Travelling via Odessa and Istanbul Firkovich arrived at Jaffa on board the Russian steamer Oleg on 3
October 1863 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, note 23). From
Jerusalem he travelled via Jaffa and Beirut to Aleppo, where he arrived on 11 November; in Aleppo
Firkovich was able to obtain a great number of antiquities (idem, 5v; see V. V. Lebedev, "Hosrre
mauHsie o cobuparentckon mearensHoctH A.C. Quprosuua’, BocrouHsii c6opHHK I'TIG, BRI,
4. Munucrepcrso Kynstypsl PCPCP. T'ocymapcTpenHas opfeHa TPyHoBOTO KPacHOTO 3HaMeHU
IyGmuunas 6u6muoreka umern M.E. Cantrikopa-lllenpuna. llewunrpan 1990, 32-44, c. 35-36).
Later Firkovich visited Alexandretta, ancient Antioch, where he also found interesting objects (127
ven), Alexandretta once again, Beirut and Damascus (letter no. 607, 4v).

22 Lebedev 1990, pp. 37-38; these short notes derive their origin from letters nos. 607 and 609 in the
Personal archive of Firkovich.

23 @, 946, Inunsnit apxus A.C. ®upkoenya, National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg.

On the collections and their collector, see K. B. Starkova, "Pykonucu rommekuuit Pupkropnya
I'ocynapctentoit ny6nuynoi 6ubnuorexn uM. M.E. Canteikosa-llegpuna" (IlHcEMeHHEIE
rmamarHukyn Bocroka, Wcrtopuko-duionorinyeckne uccnenopanns, Exerognus 1970, Mocksa
1974, c. 165-192), idem, "Les manuscripts de la Collection Firkovi¢ (Revue des Etudes Juives
134, 1975, pp. 101-192), Viktor Lebedev, "Jidide ksavjaden in der leningrader efentlekher bibliotek",
Soveti§ hejmland 11/1989, Moskve 1989, pp. 154-158, V. L. Vihnovich & V. V. Lebedev, "3a-
ragka 15 000 mpesnux pykomuceit (K criopam Boxpyr camoit Gombmioif B MUpe KOJNTEKLMH
BOCTOYHEIX PYKOITMCeN, XpaHAmuXca B Jlenuurpanckoit ny6nuunoit 6ubnnorexe um. M.E.
Cantsikopa-lllenpuHa, u IMYHOCTH ee cobuparens — KapauMckoro ydeHoro A.C. ®upkosuya)”
(Matepuarsl 1o apXeoloruu, McTopun u arHorpaduu Taspuu, s II, Taspus, Cumdepornons
1991, c. 130-140), and Tapani Harviainen, "Abraham Firkovitsh och hans samlingar i Rossijskaja
nacional'naja biblioteka i S:t Petersburg" (Nordisk judaistik 14:1, 1993, pp. 79-83).
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605, 11r-11v):

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 Mr.
Shabbetai Levi of Jerusalem to Sikem to see the people there—he is their companion
—in order to investigate and examine and find out whether there is any hope of
finding antiquities there. If so, I shall certainly also go there, and from there I shall
travel on to Haifa or Jaffa and from there to Alexandria in Egypt. However, if after
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 (8171p8%) to see our brethren the
Karaites for Purim,

IT A couple of weeks later, on the 10th of Adar Rishon?4 (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, 11v-12r, Jerusalem, Plate 1):

In the above-mentioned letters?’ T informed you that I have sent Mr. 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 never-
theless found "Ahuzzath his friend,"2” Jacob by name,?® who is engaged in
stealing from their sanctuary (815w wipnn n'an). However, he already knows the
value of the antiquities—he has experience, because he has become rich with them,

24
25

26

217
28

The figure indicating the day is unclear in the copy (7"r 7).

Obviously in Letter I on 2 February 1864. Abraham Firkovich writes at the beginning of Letter I
(11v) that he has sent a reply to Gabriel's latest letter in two copies, one to St. Petersburg and the
second one to Switzerland.

Alias “Imran ben Salama ben Ghazal ben Ishaq ben Salama, see above, p. 170-171.

e mink (Gen. 26:26).

This Jacob al-Shelabi (al-Danafi, b. 1829), a rich merchant and adventurer, was the first Samaritan to
visit Europe (London) in the middle of the 19th century, where he sold Samaritan manuscripts. One
of these was British Library OR 2688, the oldest extant Arabic translation by Abii Sa‘id of the
Pentateuch (1323/4 A.D.); BL OR 1450 and BL OR 1446 were sold by al-Shelabi on 3 November
1877, Bodley MS. Sam. E. 8 (ff. 2, 3, 6) in 1861 and Bodley E. 10—a book of prayers—was granted
by al-Shelabi, "the leader of the Samaritans in Nablus," to Lord F. Cunningham in remembrance of
their encounter in Mount Charles in 1870. See E. T. Rogers (ed.), Notices of the Modern Samari-
tans. Ilustrated by Incidents in the Life of Jacob esh-Shelaby (London 1855; repr. of the 1862
edition, London, Kegan Paul International, 1989).
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since in previous years he has stolen one book and brought it to Jerusalem to Mr.
Yehezkel Serkez (101%, 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
characters. In any case, | asked my beloved friend Rabbi David ha-Levi of
Jerusalem, the General Commissioner (57151 Tpait)—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
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 governors in Vilna
and Kovno (Kaunas).

ITI On Thursday, the 9th of Adar Sheni (17.3.1864, no. 605, 18r), Abraham Firko-
vich mentions in the copy of his letter to Gabriel Firkovich from Jerusalem that he has
found interesting books (y&n *120) in the city, and also "from Sikem they have brought
[something] 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 (M n7p) are to be
found in Egypt, but the value of them is already known. He had earlier received 250
pounds sterling from Gabriel.

IV In a letter dated Sunday, the 19th of Adar Sheni (27.3.1864, no. 605, 21r)
Firkovich mentions an official letter signed by the deputy of Sultan Abdiil Aziz to be de-
livered by Firkovich to the Pasha of Damascus. The letter was mailed to him by the Kara-
ite community in Constantinople, and the Pasha was supposed to help him to meet with
success in all of his efforts.2? With the help of this firman, Firkovich was indeed al-
lowed to visit the Temple Mount in Jerusalem four times during the same month; with
great pride and joy he describes the glorious company (officials of the Pasha, the Consul
of Russia, Karaite commissioners from Hit) and the details of the area in several let-
ters.30

29 SR ROET T T AR BRSS9 ™ e Dmay 7onh mon nmnna ko pUNRR Y9 mon mrpen and
- TN an 503 % e penTa
30 E.g. letter 607: 5v (Cairo, the 15th of Elul, i.e. 16 September 1864): "among all the masses of the
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 contrast with Jews—was allowed to enter the site, since in the firman granted by
the Sultan there was written in particular: hakham Abraham Firkovich gara'i, and it is evident that
the Karaites are not under the same legislation as the Rabbanites (7ws 12w nnn o8 oRpPOY 01N
o135 ot from Russian zaxon).
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V Two days later, on Tuesday the 21st of Adar Sheni (29.3.1864, no. 605, 22r),

Firkovich is able to report to Gabriel Firkovich that his plans to receive Samaritan manu-
scripts 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 genizot. And now I can inform you
that Shabbetai succeeded in inciting Jacob al-Shelabi (who has visited London and
sold there the Torah which Yehezkel Serkez of Jerusalem did not want to buy, as I
told you), and the afore-mentioned Jacob—totally in secret because of his fear—
brought plenty of valuable articles from their High Priest: twenty-two pieces of
quires and sheets of the Torah in various ancient versions and also pieces of Samari-
tan prayers and their rhymed hymns, twenty-two in number never before seen by the
eye of a Buropean. I bought them at a high price. Above all of them ()12 85'0) there
is the most valuable discovery never before seen by the eye of a European scholar 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 he-
Hakham Levi of Jerusalem, the General Commissioner—may God preserve him—
has already read it to the end, since it is written in Ishmaelite Arabic script. For all of
them I gave thirty English pounds of gold, each of them 115 groush (Cron mwi2
115 903 “& 5> obon am pre owbw oY wa).31 This is a great discovery, but it
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, 1r-3r, is addressed to Gabriel ben Simeon Firkovich,

Now both Abraham Firkovich and his grandson Samuel are in Nablus, in the congre-

31

At the same time Firkovich was in contact with the Karaites in Hit who wanted to settle in Jerusa-
lem; "as a recompense for his pains" he wanted to receive "all of their manuscripts, even pieces of
sheets, every single one" (letters no. 605: 19, 20-21r and 21 from the 24th, 27th and 29th April
1864, resp.), for details, see Tapani Harviainen, "Abraham Firkovitsh, Karaites in Hit, and the Prove-
nance of Karaite Transcriptions of Biblical Hebrew Texts into Arabic Script" (Folia Orientalia
XXVIII, 1991, Studies in Memory of Andrzej Czapkiewicz (1), Wroctaw - Warszawa - Krakéw 1992,
pp. 179-191). The Karaites in Hit complained that they had no schools and no teachers, and they
were pressured from both sides: by the Rabbanites and by Jewish apostates to Protestantism (ha-
yahudim ham-ma$§ummadim protestanti) 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
their commentaries, which they composed according to their beliefs (letter of the Karaites in Hit, no.
1059).

30 x 115 groush = 3450 groush = 172.50 roubles in 1864, approx. = 2,500 US$ in 1993. One
rouble in silver equals to 20 groush (piastre). To the Karaites in Hit (67 persons) Firkovich promised
25,000 groush for the migration to Jerusalem and to their two commissioners he gave 5,000 groush
for travelling expenses on their way home, see Harviainen 1991/2 (see above, note 30), pp. 181-182.
Also this comparison indicates that in fact Firkovich did not "spare silver and gold", when he paid the
Samaritans for the manuscripts.
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gation of the Samaritans (1WA brpa oow v 1), where the letter is dated Friday, the
1st of the first month (@@ WD), i.e. 8.4.1864.32 At the beginning of the letter, Abra-
ham Firkovich describes the fulfillment of his neder vow: after returning from Aleppo to
Jerusalem, he has restored the Karaite temple (% m3) and the community centre in the
city; it was hoped that numerous Karaites would immigrate to Jerusalem.

In Nablus, Abraham and Samuel Firkovich ascended Mount Gerizim, "to see their
sanctuary (2wpn 3) on it", on Thursday the 30th32 of Adar Sheni (i.e. 7.4.) which
for the Samaritans was the 1st day of the New Year (@wn wi1> ‘%) and "a day of joy
and rejoicing here in the city of Sikem." On the mountain they saw the place of the ruined
sanctuary where the Samaritans perform the Passover sacrifices each year.

After describing once again his visit to the site of the sanctuary in Jerusalem, Firko-
vich gives a short, enumerated report (125 opne "wNna L. 2 R) of what he has found
and seen among the Samaritans in Nablus: (1) Their house of prayer in which the Ark of
the Law stands by the eastern wall, since Mount Gerizim stands east of the city. (2) Three
Books of Torah are kept in it; in the oldest of them there is a text composed in the final
characters of verses and lines (mmwm *poai oo nrmw): "L Abi%a“ ben Pinhas ben
El<azar ben Aharon the Priest—the favour of the LORD and his glory be on them—
wrote this Holy Book at the entrance of the tent of meeting on Mount Gerizim in the
thirteenth year of the dominion of the Children of Israel over the Land of Canaan with
its boundaries all around. I praise the LORD.,"33 However, this Book of Torah is
written on parchment, which was invented in the city of Pergamon shortly before the time
of Jesus, son of Mary. Therefore Firkovich cannot accept the date and he considers it to
be approx. 2,000 years old;34 in addition, the biblical chronology does not accord with
that date. (3) Prayer-books (siddurim) for the whole year composed by their sages. (4)
Books of the Pentateuch in numerous versions; some of them include one page of the
Migra and one page of Arabic translation, and one of them includes one page according
to their version and one according to the version of the whole of Israel in order to
visualize their differences.3’ (5) Commentaries on the Torah. (6) Book of precepts with
arguments against the Rabbanites. (7) Books of astronomy and New Moons.3% (8)
Books of chronicles from the first Adam till the present day and a book on the genealogy

32 1n contrast with the Jewish (and Samaritan) calendar, the Karaite Adar Sheni consisted of 30 days in
5624 / 1864: this fact must be borne in mind in conversion of the dates into the European ones.
33 (M men) PN B0 NIND NI M T B 19T 0K 12 MESR 13 onre 13 (WIN 1"73) DR I8
LI DR TN 2000 TRIEN I PR SRR 13 NotnG Twp Awtw mwa 0Pl 703 7 Sk nnea
Note that 013 9773 is written as two separate words in contrast to the Samaritan tradition.
As to the discussion of this tashqil passage in the Sefer Abifa*, see Francisco Pérez Castro, "Das
Kryptogramm des >Sefer Abischa®<" (Supplements to Vetus Testamentum, Vol. VII, Leiden 1960,
pp. 52-60; repr. in Die Samaritaner, hrsg. von Ferdinand Dexinger und Reinhard Pummer, Wege der
Forschung, Bd. 604, Darmstadt 1992, pp. 220-229); the “cryptogramme" was published by Vilmar in
1865 in a rather similar form.
34 pn ja i mED TR PITT I KD ORI NNTIRD RN WIMRITEN (PmiB) §% Y nan e 12om
. T DEOR ]3D RITD 20 K 197
35 b A Mo R TR DT AONT CEY MBY OTR R T U270 DWIN K MY RIPR 8 TRY DINp
. DI 3 wIBAR AR 1D ORI

36 . Dm0 DRYM ANoh2 0Ed
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of the priests. (9) Manuscripts on ancient parchment dealing with traditional wisdom
(napit mmona). "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."?’

VII On Friday the 22nd of the first month, which is the 6th month of the Israelites in
the year 5624, i.e. 29th April 1864, Abraham Firkovich, again in Jerusalem, addressed a
letter to his son-in-law Gabriel Firkovich and Gabriel's wife Malkah, his beloved daugh-
ter (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 (%), Two days earlier
he had composed a first report of his affairs for Gabriel but had not succeeded in dis-
patching it on the steamer. In order to avoid additional loss of time, which would prevent
him performing his essential work, he is sending the previous letter together with this
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 con-
gregation (D mwn nompna); 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
(mbam mownn) 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
siddurim 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 find support in the
verse "Thus Moses declared to the people of Israel the appointed feasts of the
LORD",?8 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 11th 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 n"wn (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 1 NP IR OMA I ONDEA KD 27 0 20N AT02 7ER 0T nnnn 09w 137 KEIAD mSTnen Hoa ok
- WK RD 2N A2 PN @ 0 09 PP

38 ey, 23:44 (Revised Standard Version).



178 TAPANI HARVIAINEN & HASEEB SHEHADEH

Furthermore, we learn from the letter that because of this work Firkovich had to
postpone his voyage from Jaffa to Alexandria. In Alexandria he planned to send a mes-
sage to his eldest son, Joseph Solomon, in order to receive 2,000 roubles in the currency
he is able to find most rapidly, since in Jerusalem he has borrowed 40,000 groush® for
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 li-sfirah (scil. saofirat ha- ‘omer), the 24th of Nisan (i.e. 1.5.1864), written mostly
in the Karaim language,*® 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 shall 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 Samari-
tans a great treasure, not before seen by the eye of a European sage, for 40,000
groush (8on3 12 pp Dwmorwo 17 A9nnw). This will annoy the learned
collectors of this time.

IX In the middle of May, Abraham and Samuel Firkovich had left for Egypt where
they were able to uncover a great number of valuable manuscripts in the 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
geniza of the Karaite synagogue, "which is very large, and he has no other help besides
two shammashim of the community,"*'

In Jerusalem, Abraham Firkovich wrote a report on his achievements to Gabriel Fir-
kovich; the letter occurs in three different versions in the copy collection of his letters
(No. 608). The copies were written on Wednesday 3 Sivan, Friday 5 Sivan, and Thurs-
day 11 Sivan in the year 5624, i.e. 8th, 10th, and 16th June 1864. Here follows a trans-
lation of the passage dealing with the Samaritans (paragraph daleth), the copy written on
11 Sivan:

39 9 000 roubles in silver in 1864 equals approximately 30,000 US dollars in 1993.

40 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 beih.

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, 18th of Tishri 5625 (18.10.1864,
letter no. 610), Abraham Firkovich writes that the work in that geniza will be prolonged one more
month and after it he has planned "from below the dust to uncover the geniza which is in the syna-
gogue attributed to Ezra the Scribe.” He has already "opened it," spent three days at the site, cleaned
the Karaite wall inscriptions and "seen that even there is hope of finding interesting things." The
(Rabbanite) hakhambadi (in Cairo) has heard about the discoveries in the geniza "of our brethren
bene Migra" and that is why "there is a fire of desire burning in him to open their genizot too";
similarly the hakhambasi of Alexandria, R. Nathan, is willing to open the genizot in his city. Up
to that time, however, Firkovich had not visited these persons.

41
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Samaritans. Their Book of Chronicles is already copied (08m) in accordance with
your words, but all of their books have not been copied, only those which were
stolen from the bet ha-geniza by Jacob al-Shelabi through whom even I attained
valuable objects before 1 bought the geniza together with the Book of Chronicles.
However, what was in the geniza in the valley (Pnv2) no hand had touched, and
therefore I did not take pity on the purse (%7 5 *ron #85)#2 because 1 said:
"There is hope that there will be found objects which have not been uncovered up till
now." And indeed, I did find some; I saw, during my examination there, the bundles
(m%*an) of the geniza, numerous bundles of treatises and novellae (0™ narm m5*an
ow1m)®3 on the Torah, sciences such as astronomy, and their wars with the Rab-
banites concerning sentences, commands and customs. And why should I prolong
the matter; let us wait, and we shall see what their end will be.

A note:** Today, Jacob Shelabi mentioned above and the High Priest ‘Amram
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.*®

X A short letter (no. 609, Plates 2 and 3) sent by Abraham Firkovich to Gabriel to
Paris on Thursday, the 18th of Sivan?6 (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 geniza in
Sikem."47 Since the consul was in a hurry to leave, the list could not be exhaustive. In
his letter Firkovich enumerates 30 items:

1. A Commentary on the Torah by Abraham b. Josef b. Sakkif (|120), 5 parts.
2. Precepts by Yefet Abil al-Hasan Stirl (™0 jori 128 n'> mxn), 3 parts.
3. Songs and hymns (MmN o) resembling the Book of Psalms in Arabic,

Aramaic and the holy tongue by two high priests, (1) Marqeh (np2n) and (2)

Amram Dareh (177 o).

42 The copy of 3 Sivan adds: "... to buy all of it at a high price (@7p* ©n73)." The copy of 5 Sivan

reads: "and therefore I did not take pity on plenty of money (377 R %2 *ron 89).

43 The copy of 5 Sivan reads: "numerous bundles in 3 chests (D'lI8), numerous bundles and quires

(oomnp) of treatises and novellae (oM o™Mama)."

44 The note is added in brackets at the end of the paragraph daleth.

45 In the copy of 5 Sivan the note is replaced by the following text: "And today I wrote to Nablus that

the deputy High Priest Jacob should come to put in order and in place 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 Petersburg ("28), 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
gimel of the same letter, Firkovich mentions that he has promised to stay a further three weeks in
Jerusalem.

46 The year in the date of the letter 3370 (623, i.e. 1863) must be a mistake for "127n.
47 | pow mrpa TRSAO DTN DUE0 MY W MY YR 77 N5 NRR MNP DT OvR ROR KO0 12
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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 hag-Qabasi
("s3p7 omarb mora a1 mmb S mmEo).

6. A Commentary on the parashah Bo-Huqqotay*® by sheikh Ja‘qob
Nafis “al (sic!) Din (™7 5» 081 2p»* b 'mpma 2 Sv o p).

7. A Commentary on the verses "For I will proclaim the name of the LORD"
etc.* and "The Rock, his work is perfect’ etc.5

8. A Collection of Memories and Traditions (Mewawm mnIom noxs 780) by
the high priest Pinhas son of El¢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 (2°15mM o™ wwM Yam monw) by Josef ‘Eskori mik-
kofar “Eskur ("0 "95n ™20p fov).

10. A Commentary on The Matters of the Precepts (mxnn *137) by the
above-mentioned hakham Josef “Eskeri.

11. A Commentary on the Torah by Abu Hagal (1 "am).5!

12. An extensive tafsir of the Torah (m>™wa 77 Sv 7'oDN) by an
anonymous ancient hakham.

13. An extensive tafsir of the Torah (m>wa 70 S» 7'on) by another
ancient hakham who is also anonymous.

14. A grammar book by hakham Mattanah (Natanael) the Egyptian [P11p7
mxan (Sran) mnn oonb] 32

15. A Commentary on the Torah by hakham Hagal al-Matari (987sn
MIRDRADR),

16. The Book of Chronicles by Abulfath (sic!) (meman® o 337 980).

17. An extensive commentary on the Torah by ancient elders @i 0pt).

18. A great number of works on wisdom penned by Arabs, not yet inspected by
us (pam ®Y I DORYIYCT AN 71397 0N 1aT).

19. A book on the birth of Moses—peace be upon him—by hakham basi of
Damascus, Ishma“el b. Zahrah b. Abi “Uzzi, 3 parts (‘1o mwn S0 5mb5e ©
D'POM 711 IR ]2 T ]2 pURTa WRI 0O HRoAY™S).

20. On the story of Balaam and Balak (p%2 o ovba 137 Hy).

21. Arguments of Karaites and Samaritans against the Rabbanites concerning
the morrow after the Sabbath3® (nawn mAnna o3 v M DRIP M),

22. Words of sages, a florilegium (my*>n omsn »27), 2 parts.

23. Commentaries on texts of the Torah by the high priest Eli¢azar (5» otns

48
49
50
51
52
53

Lev. 26:3-27:34,

Deut. 32:3.

Deut. 32:4.

Cf. Sam. III 29, 35 in the Firkovich Collection.
Cf. Sam. V, 2, 3, 4 in the Firkovich Collection.
Lev. 23:10-21 (waving of the sheaf).
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D MR TnT a7).

24. A Commentary on the verse “Hear, O Israel’>* by Tobiya the high priest
b. Yishaq the high priest b. Abraham the high priest (58w vaw pwoa S w1
31> OTMAR 13 DT pRYY 12 on mawb).Sd

25. Extensive rules of impurity and purity by ancient elders (77w it =
mo™Na oaTpa oph).

26. Arguments (Mmwn) between Rabbanites and Samaritans.

27. Commentaries on the Torah by hakham Sadaqa, a priest from Damascus,
the son of Ithamar the high priest (727 “nrs a0 "pwRT 127 [P 0on2).

28. Part of the Book of Joshua bin Nun in two parts ("33 i 12 pwy 9200
ophmn).

29. Commentaries on the Torah by Abraham hakham b. Nafs (!) al-Din
(778 082 2 oon DAnaN).

30. And this is the most respected and valuable one, The Precepts by
hakham 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 com-
plement what is lacking in it on the basis of the sheets which have been preserved
of it amongst them.%% It is very large (?), 193 sheets and a half of bogen;*’ all
of it is in Arabic.

And beside these antiquities, 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 arrival 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.

ns8

XI The last letter of Abraham Firkovich presented here was sent to the Samaritan

community on 21 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

55

56

57

58

Deut. 5:1.
For Tobiya read Tabya, high priest in 1752-1787.
D REM RS O3 SR 0w T W D 2 IR OB j3 oO0aR 0207 MR 0 9P T7asm ’m
VRD VNG 0BT 5 12 IO ok Nx o onuh pineat ond nnb T owpam van 0BT NEP o8
- OO3R
Firkovich makes frequent use of the German term bogen, 'quire', in his labels and remarks on manu-
scripts and descriptions of them.

rmpn norbe o ovhonh s ;e oem unk o Y90 1e asm KD owabr DIRT puna umm
. MBna onnak oAk
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LORD.?? Listen to me, you men of Sikem, who safeguard Mount Gerizim, that
God may listen to you.5? 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."®! 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 comeliness®? 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 concerns to the LORD in Arabic.

And I have fulfilled what passed my lips and I have handed over the money of
my vow, twenty thousand groush, to your official 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.5

Therefore, you my beloved friends, the Samaritan community, allies of Abram,
you who tremble at his word,% may Sikem wrestle to fulfil my vow, you and I, to
begin the task of the sanctuary® 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 massd to become sour or the miswd to
become sour by postponement®®—and you are forbidden to change and alter my
vow, for the LORD has said: "And every man's holy things shall be his";%7 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."®® Indeed, I heard that you decided with one ac-

59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68

Isa. 57:19 (RSV).

Cf. Judg. 9:7 (RSV).

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

Cf. Isa. 53:2 (RSV).

Cf. Josh. 6:19 (RSV).

Cf. Isa. 66:5 (RSV).

Cf. Ex. 36:4 (RSV).

Yalkut Exodus 201 (a rabbinical statement!).
Num. 5:10 (RSV).

The statement is a shortened version of Lev. 27:10, where the words "and it cannot be redeemed" (cf.
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«rsoush 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 re-
main completed for ever.® Behold, how good and pleasant the matter is, when the
fund will be eternal (nap 17pa mnw), 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 groush—
each year will go to the three 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 fulfilled your agreement to commence the enterprise
immediately, when the sum mentioned above arrived in your hands; it has been ready
and destined in a deposit for two months already in the hands of my friend David
Levi, 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 21 Sivan in the year 4624 anno mundi.

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 Levi, 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 (Letter I).

When 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 reluc-
tance of Samaritans to sell their books, the High Priest ‘Amram (‘Imran ben Salama) did
not want to sell "a single leaf," Firkovich's agent was able to find in Nablus Jacob al-
Shelabi, a Samaritan "who is engaged in stealing from their sanctuary." Jacob had sold a
complete copy of the Samaritan Pentateuch in London and thus he was aware of the value
of antiquities (Letters II and V).

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 con-
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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 (Letters III,
V and IX, and statements by the Samaritans).

A firman signed by the deputy of the Sultan Abdiil Aziz helped Firkovich to estab-
lish 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 IV, 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 tashgil in which Abi§a“ ben Pinhas ben El‘azar ben
Aharon the Priest maintains he has written the Holy Book in the 13th year of the kingdom
of the Israelites in the Land of Canaan. Firkovich copies the fashgil, although he con-
siders the Book to be no more than 2,000 years old. In 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" (Letter VI).

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 2,000 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 Aramaic, halakhic and wisdom liter-
ature, songs and chronicles; besides commentaries and chronicles written in Arabic, other
texts are in Hebrew written in Samaritan letters. Other collectors of manuscripts will envy
him because of his findings (Letters VII and VIII).

On the basis of the three slightly different letter copies dated 8, 10 and 16 June 1864
(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 geniza, the
other one in the valley, obviously in Haret al-Yasmine in the city of Nablus, was com-
pletely untouched, full of "bundles" ("numerous bundles in 3 chests") of Samaritan
literature. Firkovich, not taking pity on his purse, also bought this geniza. This seems to
be the reason why Harkavy mentions in the plural the Samaritan Genizoth "ransacked" by
Firkovich (see above, pp. 169 and179).

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

70 In his letter from Cairo to Gabriel Firkovich on 20 September 1864 (No. 610), Abraham Firkovich
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writings probably was even more restricted. He needed help in sorting the material and
putting it in order. Therefore, on 10 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 Pinhas 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 de-
scribes thirty items enumerated above (Letter X). The list is by no means exhaustive—
Firkovich himself writes that he bought and brought four big boxes of Samaritan
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. How-
ever, 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 and 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.’! We have every reason to suppose that the vow was connected
with the sale of the Samaritan genizot. Before handing it over, the donation was en-
trusted to Firkovich's friend and agent, David Levi, for two months. However, when the
sum was handed over to an (unnamed) official 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. 20 %
as the annual 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 groush, his "holy things", still to remain under his authority, he assented to the
plan on the condition that a tithe of the annual profit, i.e. 400 groush, be given each year
to the three Samaritan priests.”?> This agreement was signed by Firkovich on 26 June
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 the geniza of the Samaritans on Mount
Gerizim. In comparison with the final number of items sold by the Samaritan congrega-
tion (nwi rompR), these texts constitute a small minority. The main part, "a load for

writes that he studies Arabic for one hour every day with R. Moshe ha-Levi, who, however, is a bad
teacher knowing only "the holy language of Arabic"; Arabic is a fatiguingly vast language, like
pyramids (ju7rrT'2), 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 Ishmaelite teacher for me."

No. 607, Ir, a letter to Gabriel Firkovich from Nablus on 8 April, Letter VI in this article. This
repair was also based on a neder vow made by Firkovich.
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72 The names of these priests do not occur in the letter, but it is certain that they are ‘Amram, Pinhas

and Jacob mentioned above in Letter IX.
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two strong young asses”, derives its origin from another geniza, 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 borrowed—and
thus this figure 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 “‘Amram in the first business of
Jacob al-Shelabi with Firkovich (Letter V), (2) the willingness of the Samaritan 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-Levi (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 of the profit took place
on a notably democratic basis; we do not know who the persons were to whom the word-
ing oo nonpn 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 geniza treasure from the Samaritan
congregation and this statement is corroborated by the Samaritan High Priest Jacob ben
“Uzzi ben Jacob (above, pp. 170-171). Previously Firkovich had complained that all of
his attempts to buy a complete object had been in vain. It is probable that the Samaritans
were 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 Samaritan community
was to receive 20,000 groush for the renovation of its synagogue and the building of a
special room for women 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.

In Jerusalem Abraham Firkovich had reinforced and displayed his excellent con-
nections with the Turkish and Russian authorities. The firman of Sultan Abdiil 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
their community.

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. 171). During the discussions held in Nablus two minorities met
with one another, and in everything he attempted Abraham Firkovich was an impressive
man with a splendid talent for convincing people.
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Plate 1. Letter 11, to Gabriel Firkovich. Personal archive of A. S. Firkovich, No. 605:12r.
Courtesy: National Library of Russia, St. Petersburg.
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Plates 2 and 3. Letter X, to Gabriel Firkovich. List of the most important Samaritan manuscripts.
Personal archive of A.S. Firkovich, No. 609:1r-1v. Courtesy: National Library of Russia, St. Petersburg.
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Plate 4. Letter XI, to the Samaritan community. Personal archive of A. S. Firkovich, No. 589.
Courtesy: National Library of Russia, St. Petersburg. !




