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THE ARABIC COUNTERPART
OF THE BYZANTINE KARAITE TREATISE
MARPE LA-‘ASEM’

Gregor Schwarb

This contribution introduces the primary Arabic model underly-
ing Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem, a well-known eleventh-century Byzan-
tine Hebrew manual on the fundamentals of the Jewish Faith ac-
cording to the doctrine of the Basran Mu‘tazila, which at the time
was a major strand of both Islamic and Jewish thought. It is part
of a comprehensive study of Byzantine Karaite Hebrew transla-
tions from Arabic and adaptations of Arabic compositions, which
has long been understood to be a major desideratum in the field.
Measured against the significant amount of scholarship devoted
to Arabic-into-Hebrew translations produced in a western Euro-
pean context,' the Hebrew translations of ‘the Byzantine Karaite
Literary Project’ (Ankori 1957, 424-52) have not been accorded

" To Geoffrey in reverence and gratitude. This study was written within
the framework of the ERC Consolidator Grant Project MAJLIS, ‘The
Transformation of Jewish Literature in Arabic in the Islamicate World’
(Grant agreement no. 101002243, LMU Munich).

! See, for instance, the bibliographical survey of the PESHAT project at

https://www.peshat.org/nav?path =left.bibliography; Leicht and Veltri
(2019).
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commensurate attention in spite of their obvious historico-lin-
guistic and historico-cultural significance.?

The conditions to undertake such a study have never been
more opportune than now. The ongoing reconstruction and crit-
ical edition of Arabic compositions produced by scholars associ-
ated with the Karaite Compound of Learning (dar al-lm) in Je-
rusalem provide a necessary condition for study of the Byzantine
Hebrew translations alongside their Arabic source texts. Other

preliminary tasks of a comprehensive study include:

(1) A renewed thorough overview of the corpus of Byzantine
Hebrew texts that were translated or adapted from Arabic
source texts — Judging by the updated English translation
(2013) of Steinschneider’s Die hebraeischen Uebersetzungen
des Mittelalters (1893), our current state of knowledge has
been only marginally extended over the course of the last
century (compare Steinschneider 1893, 449-61, §8263-
73, with Steinschneider 2013, 183-200, §8263-73). The
update of the section on Karaite Hebrew translations
(88263-73) is essentially limited to the listing of
additional manuscripts harvested from the catalogue of
the Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts at the
National Library of Israel in Jerusalem. Most of these
manuscripts have by now been digitised and are

conveniently accessible online.

% Ankori (1957) remains the most exhaustive history of early Byzantine
Karaite Hebrew literature and Maman (1979) is still the most detailed
linguistic description of an early Byzantine Karaite Arabic-into-Hebrew
translation.
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(2) The preparation of critical editions of the Hebrew
translations and adaptations — At present, the majority of
these texts are merely available as transcripts of single
manuscripts and/or substandard uncritical editions (see
Lasker et al. 2019, 11 fn. 38).° Only critically edited
Hebrew translations can be used as indirect textual
witnesses assisting the reconstruction and edition of the
underlying Arabic source texts. They will also facilitate
the analysis of the numerous Greek glosses inserted into
the Hebrew translations which can now also benefit from
significant advancements made in the realm of Byzantine
Greek lexicography (Rodriguez Adrados 1980-; Trapp
1994-2017; Lasker et al. 2019, 20, 708-41).

(3) At a rough estimate, the corpus of Karaite Hebrew
translations and adaptations of Arabic texts comprises
one and a half million words. About half of this corpus
has thus far been reconstructed in synoptic draft

editions.* They can be used to build aligned parallel

3 A substantial corpus of Byzantine Karaite Hebrew texts is included in
the Historical Dictionary Project of the Academy of the Hebrew Lan-
guage in Jerusalem and freely accessible and searchable via the Ma’aga-
rim database. The Karaite Hebrew translations published by Yosef al-
Gamil (Ashdod: Tiferet Yosef Institute) are unfortunately riddled with
typos, misreadings, and misinterpretations.

* Synoptic draft editions of the Arabic source text and their Byzantine
Hebrew translations/adaptations have been completed for Yiisuf al-
Basir’s Al-Kitab al-Muhtawi, Kitab al-Tamyiz, and parts of Kitab al-Istibsar,
Yeshu‘a ben Yehuda’s Risala fi °l-Jawab ‘an Masa’il Mushkila fi ’l-Tarkib,
Tafsir ‘ASeret ha-Devarim al-Mashrith, Tafsir ‘Bereshit Rabba’, and large
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corpora and create a parallel concordance, which will
serve as the starting point for a comprehensive lexicon of
Karaite Arabic-into-Hebrew translations and the inter-

spersed Judaeo-Greek glosses.”

The present article is intended to make a small contribution to
task no. (1). It will be followed by studies of similar scope exam-
ining the Arabic source texts of other major Byzantine Hebrew
compositions, such as Tobias ben Moses’s Sefer Osar Nehmad or
Jacob ben Reuben’s Sefer ha-‘Osher.

1.0. Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem in Research History

Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem (< ‘Healing to the Bones’ [Prov. 16.24])° is
extant in at least seven manuscripts, which are described in the

pertinent catalogues.” Among European orientalists, the treatise

sections of Levi ben Yefet’s Sefer Misvot. The exact relationship between
Yeshu‘a ben Yehuda’s Long Commentary on Leviticus and Tobias ben Mo-
ses’s Osar Nehmad is currently being examined. The studies of Gaash
(2015b; 2017a; 2017b; 2018; 2023) and Vidro (2011; 2013) have laid
the ground for a synoptic alignment of Me’or ‘Ayyin and Kitab al-‘Uqiid.

® See, in this context, the desideratum of “a study of the lexical scope,
the application of words, and other linguistic aspects of the literary cre-
ations of Tobias ben Moses and his colleagues” invoked by Ankori
(1957, 423 fn. 189).

¢ As mentioned by Lasker et al. (2019, 11 fn. 36), it is possible that the
author intended the title to be vocalised Marpe’ la-‘Esem. In this article,
we will use the Masoretic vocalisation of the pausal form, Marpe’ la-
‘Asem.

7 To the six manuscripts listed in Steinschneider (2013, 198ff, §272),
one may add MS St Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, B 430
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was first mentioned by J. C. Wolf (1714), who reproduced the
book list from Alphabet 100 of Judah Hadassi’s *Eshkol ha-Kofer
in his Notitia Karaeorum.

In scholarly literature, Marpe la-‘Asem has routinely been
referred to from the 1860s onwards. S. Pinsker (1860, 173)
briefly mentioned the treatise in the appendix of his Ligqute Qad-
moniyot, and confidently ascribed it to Yeshu‘a ben Yehuda.
J. Fiirst (1865, 185-86) already took this attribution for granted.
A. Neubauer (1866, 146, no. 686), who consulted MS St Peters-
burg, RNL, Yevr. I 686 shortly after its acquisition by the Imperial
Library in 1862, presumed the treatise to be “a Byzantine prod-
uct” on account of its frequent Greek glosses. M. Steinschneider
admitted to the possibility that the treatise was translated from
Arabic (Steinschneider 1893, 460, §272; 1902, 93ff, §51.7). In
1921, S. Poznanski (1921, 185, In. 30, no. 15, with commentary
on 187ff) published a seventeenth-century book-list from MS
London, British Library, Add. 22,911, fols 470r-473r, which at-
tributes the treatise to Yaisuf al-Basir.® According to J. Mann
(1935, 290-1 fn. 10), the author

evidently belonged to the group of Byzantine disciples who

studied under the eminent Karaite scholars of Jerusalem in

the eleventh century. Perhaps the author should be identi-

fied with Tobias b. Moses.... It reads not as a translation
from the Arabic but as an original composition. Hence the

(Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts [IMHM] F 53611), fols
103r-132r.

8 For a description of MS London, British Library, Add. 22,911/1II, see
Margoliouth (1909, 436, no. 1062/11I).
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Greek expressions therein prove that the author cannot be

identical with Ab@’]l Faraj Furkan.

Z. Ankori (1959, 429 fn. 203; 1956, 52, with fn. 28) was non-
committal about its authorship: “While it is obvious that this Byz-
antine Karaite once lived and studied in Jerusalem, that chapter
in his life was closed by now. He... humbly remembered his past
as a student of the Jerusalem masters.”

In 1979, G. Vajda (1979, 103, 107, 109 fn. 27) made refer-
ence to Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem in a succinct study of two other Byz-
antine Hebrew treatises, Meshivat Nefesh and Sidduq ha-Din, of
which he had prepared draft editions based on MS Paris, Biblio-
théque nationale de France, héb. 670. He considered all three
treatises to be original Hebrew compositions, even if he did not
rule out the possibility that they were summaries or paraphrases
of Arabic texts. In the appendix to an article on kalam definitions
in Yasuf al-Basir’s Kitab al-Tamyiz, posthumously published by
P. Fenton, Vajda (1991, 28-30, with fn. 39) cited the definitions
of technical terms found in Marpe la-‘Asem based on the Paris
manuscript and referred to a planned study on the structure of
the treatise which evidently has yet to be completed.

In 2006, Y. Al-Gamil published a print version of Marpe la-
‘Asem based on a single, late manuscript (Cincinnati, Hebrew Un-
ion College, MS 848). The Academy of the Hebrew Language in
turn included a transcript of MS Paris, BnF, héb. 670, in its His-

torical Dictionary Project.’

° See the Ma’agarim database at https://maagarim.hebrew-acad-

emy.org.il/Pages/PMain.aspx?mishibbur =657001.



https://maagarim.hebrew-academy.org.il/Pages/PMain.aspx?mishibbur=657001
https://maagarim.hebrew-academy.org.il/Pages/PMain.aspx?mishibbur=657001
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In their thorough study and partial edition of Judah
Hadassi’s °Eshkol ha-Kofer, D. Lasker, J. Niehoff-Panagiotidis, and
D. Sklare (Lasker et al. 2019, 302-3, 706-7) classed Marpe la-
‘Asem—which is mentioned twice in ’Eshkol ha-Kofer'°—with
“the original Byzantine Karaite theological treatises written in
Hebrew.” They tentatively ascribed it to Tobias ben Moses (“pre-
sumed author”), because “the author of Marpe la-‘Asem refers to
himself as among ‘the insignificant ones of Jerusalem’ [ a8 &%
onvpaw op 89K oHwr 1opn], providing reason to assume that
Tobias was the author” (Lasker et al. 2019, 11 fn. 37). It is also
surmised that the two treatises Matoq la-Nefesh (not extant) and
Marpe la-‘Asem might be two parts of a single project, given that
both titles are derived from the same verse (Prov. 16.24) (Lasker
et al. 2019, 11 fn. 38, 13). Since the definitions of terms in Al-
phabets 64-65 of ’Eshkol ha-Kofer draw heavily on the termino-
logical chapters of Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem, the corresponding “Glos-
sary of Greek Terms in Eshkol ha-Kofer” covers the full set of
Greek glosses contained in Marpe la-‘Asem (Lasker et al. 2019,
731-33).

In a recent article, M. Firrouz and D. Lasker (2020, 12, 16)
have placed special emphasis on the propaedeutic and didactic
character of the treatise, which the author introduces as “a con-
cise and elucidated book” aimed at a general readership. The
book, he advises, should be studied repeatedly and in groups of

two or three students.'!

19 In Alphabet 33, letter n and 100, letter 1.

5% IR MW SR pwn 13 KNP K12 OR1 .95 0TR H2 591 R qwipn nao...
1’20 RI17 13 opanw n 531 ,0°npat oya POR 2w 15 mha e 891 Ppao g paa
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2.0. The Arabic Model of Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem

At the end of his introduction, the author of Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem
briefly points out that his primer draws on the writings of his
masters in Jerusalem: “What I found in their books, I revised and
wrote it up.”"?

One of these books is an anonymous compendium on fun-
damental theological doctrines, which turns out to be the pri-
mary source and model of Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem. Thus far, I have
identified three fragments of this treatise deriving from three dis-
tinct codices: MSS St Petersburg, RNL, Yevr.-Arab. I 3099, fols 1-
28 [= MS n];'2 Yevr.-Arab. II 915, fols 13-23 [= MS i];'* and
Yevr.-Arab. II 1138, fols 1-4 [= MS n].'®> None of these frag-
ments has been catalogued so far.

The treatise is an early example of Jewish Bahshami
Mu‘tazili usil al-din. Measured by word count and average chap-
ter length, its full version was comparable in size to Yisuf al-
Basir’s Kitab al-Tamyiz. Its structure shows conspicuous parallels
to ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadhani’s Kitab al-Muhit bi-’l-Taklif,

12 oM ohy Iwp ORI ,73T0 5 nr Awhw IR 0Uw 0an ann 131 .9a71n
(MS St Petersburg, IOM, C 103, fol. 69vb, Ins 15-20).

12 pmx *nana nppn onMaoa R M (MS St Petersburg, IOM, C 103,
fol. 69vb, Ins 25-26).

13 https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?Ite
mID =PNX MANUSCRIPTS990001549080205171.

14 https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?Ite
mID = PNX MANUSCRIPTS990001601910205171.

15 https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?Ite
mID =PNX MANUSCRIPTS990001603740205171.



https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?ItemID=PNX_MANUSCRIPTS990001549080205171
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?ItemID=PNX_MANUSCRIPTS990001549080205171
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?ItemID=PNX_MANUSCRIPTS990001601910205171
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?ItemID=PNX_MANUSCRIPTS990001601910205171
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?ItemID=PNX_MANUSCRIPTS990001603740205171
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLIS/he/ManuScript/Pages/Item.aspx?ItemID=PNX_MANUSCRIPTS990001603740205171
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which was written after his deposition as chief judge of Rayy in
385/995.'° This book, which has survived exclusively in manu-
scripts of Karaite provenance, became a prevalent teaching man-
ual of Mu‘tazili usiil al-din in the late tenth and early eleventh
centuries. It therefore stands to reason that our treatise was com-
posed around this time period. At present, the available evidence
is, however, insufficient to venture an identification with a
known composition.”

The treatise targeted a readership similar to that of Marpe
la-‘Asem as may be inferred from its closing statement (Yevr.-
Arab. I 3099, fol. 28v, Ins 36-39):

7190 78 7197 oMY IR NRD RN ARN2AHR RT7 PALH '8 RITANIR T

KT DR 12 TNAADR DIRY RPUIV D RIDHDI NRIRNAINOR 1N

PaINHRY NYnHR Ho1 MKRNDKR NOTPNT MRIN Y3 nHHOKR 101 .05YHR

1N KNI TAMDR A9 MIRINAR DIAYI MIROAR D'OYA 7787 RN HR
.ApRNoNI 19AR

We strove to include in this book what is deemed to be
fitting to be touched upon in suchlike compendia and pur-
sued a method that is suitable for the beginner to acquire
a liking for this science. We ask God, may His praise be
exalted and His names sanctified, for support to achieve

16 A striking example is the position of the chapter Bab fi annahu ta‘ala
yasihhu an yurida wa-yakrah (MS RNL, Yevr.-Arab. I 3104, fol. 18v)
which was later criticised in Ibn Mattaway’s Kitab al-Majmii‘ fi ’I-Muhit
bi-’l-Taklif (ed. Houben 1965, 147; ed. Al-Sayyid ‘Azmi 1965, 151).

7 Our treatise is only one of several unidentified usiil al-din composi-
tions of the same period. Possible authors include David ben Bo‘az,
Yisuf al-Basir, Yeshu‘a ben Yehuda, or one of the obscure eleventh-cen-
tury authors of kalam-treatises mentioned by Ibn al-Hiti, namely ‘Ali
ibn Ytsuf Samiyyah(?) and Hananya ben Ya‘qov.
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what pleases Him through the magnitude of His benefac-
tion and His all-encompassing benevolence. Praise be to
Him in accordance with what He deserves and is entitled
to.

The dependence of Marpe la-‘Asem on the Arabic compendium
concerns both structure and content. The following table displays
the parallel structure of the two treatises which is only compro-
mised by the fact that neither one has come down to us in com-
plete form.'® Accordingly, it cannot be determined at present
whether the Arabic treatise comprised an opening section with
terminological definitions and whether the complete text of Sefer
Marpe la-‘Asem contained a section on divine speech. While all
extant copies of Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem render the same deficient
and incomplete text version, the various copyists did not hesitate
to change the wording and the hierarchy of the chapter headings,
and to introduce new subchapters and a convenient numbering

system.*®

18 Most copies of Marpe la-‘Asem include a note concerning the incom-
pleteness of their Vorlage (see, for instance, MS Paris, BnF. héb. 670,
fol. 157v, as quoted in the table below), or left a gap at the location of
a presumed lacuna.

9 On this account, Steinschneider (2013, 199) noted that “this treatise
is composed of twelve chapters in the Paris manuscript, but in the Fir-
kovich manuscript, according to Pinsker, of three chapters and twenty-
five gates, apart from the introduction.” In the following table, [—] in-
dicates a lacuna in the manuscripts. Chapter headings in square brack-
ets are reconstructed from the beginning of the chapter.
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Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem Muhtasar fi usil al-din

(MS SP, IOM, C 103, fols 69r-83r) (MSS 3, 1, 1)

DRYY RONY AYEn

(ra69) [’ry "annn 290 nRTPn]

(69rb) nHRW

(69va) mORW

7oyph RO RIPIN N80 NOAN”

(70ra) 2apn nbnn

IMIWRIY DIVN IMK YTIW 21N [—]

J1L,WER ,13T) pwha Hya nKRa pana
(70ra) (a1

(70rb) pbnn pna [—]

(70va) \nnnR1 Havn H1as [—]

(70vb) papan poa

w7 R1A0 NPT 251 wiann 2 - v

(R1 71) [7015R 2131 °0 MIPHR ara]
(71ra)

(71va) mORw

RAHYA HRYN 1Y IR Ni R 1R 0] Hxd

(71va) noww (81 1) [

(71vb) mHRw

(72ra) nORw

HR prvbr 1127 18 197 8Y 18 0] Hea
(72ra) [AMINAN K137 DR P71 RY] 710 | 0HY RUIROR Dp 1 bRy Anaayn
(21 n) [orHOHR

(72va) pn
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(72vb) own Wit npT YW

IIRBOR/ORDIRDR 171 0 HIPHR ana
(811 1)

(72vb) o'bav nnw 2 'R0 - PO

(R11 11) RIDRDR NRANR

(73rb) oHav AW "2 NINR R — PA

(R12 1) RIDROR NIRAAR '8 AR 257

(73rb) own obavn M RN

AATIN NROR AT0 IR B Hed
(212 n)

[—]
[scribal note in MS Paris, BnF, héb.
670, fol. 157v]

PO AT D90 WNIMPA PPN NN
[omw] opna PRk T pRYnn n Ton
PPN 17 00N 12 17

Mo &Y ohavn 1 NNvaa AN P7an
[aia]Biaia)

n T RH K170 MRA2 W Pam
,17IN2 WIN K17 D3 wINn

nbnna 3 "anna 390 YW an e
Sywn

PRI DWINT awdwn R IRa
DYWR WITN NRARa RANT DO
a81AMD ,NAR TR NN IR
nwn .ona nonn 'oar minws 'oa
5w pan MR Riknb 1M unnon 85n
7Y annn 200

K91 RNpaD’ RY DOIOR R 8] Hun
(813 1) [THR "8 ROATRO

ATANOR 10 B 8H KN IR 8] Hxy
(813 1) [ATOn

DR WIN TWR WINRN 5 RN - YW
(73vb) v'rm wrne oown

(213 1) YIRYOR NRAAR "0 2R3

(74ra) DInR 'R

(814 1) Hea

(74ra) nanR 'R7

(314 1) Hen
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NN R RS 13 RS H1T anen - v
(74ra) Wwaid M2 xi7 2 H

(74rb) P8

130 'R 193 1 123 R 912 RIN D — PO
(741b) waih ,a0 xin KR N3 S

(R15 1) HRYN ANKRAY '8 HIPOR ara

YT Y7 1I\) 1WDJ'7 PIV I - WY
(74vb)

(74vb) P8

(215 1) RnHRY 1110 8 Hea

1Wwa1d M KROR DPRa KRY T INPn - YW
(75rb)

(215 1) X1 10 "0 Hea

PYa RY AR IRA RS Yy anrn — v
(75rb)

(R16 1) KPR RP'7AD 710 0 Hxa

(75va) ReNI IOV — WY

(216 1) T HRYN 7IR 0 Hea

(75vb) oy i - pw

7797 TV IR MR OORYN MR A Heh
(82 1)

R IWAIY *RILAI T YT D12 I0v - W
5 R apnb wnn MR 1 W wnd
(75vb) o™ wKn nHR

K12 PRAR TP NOR HRYN 1Y 18 '8 Hea
(82 1) K27 0TPRYR NROXHR 7

(76ra) pPwRI 1H PR INTA - YW

T 1 0ORY TTRP HRYN MR '8 H¥a
(22 1) Hyroa 8Y

[There is no corresponding section
in Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem]

(83 1) Hea

(83 1) 797 "0 Hea

mowby ni RS xn] o oxHaR
(R4 1) na5en jm [NRaYHR

«ROARE ORYA N2 IR Nk KRH] Sxa
[RDOARNN  ¢RIDAA  (RIORI RIRD
(85 17)
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N7 IR Hryn 7oK KO N 8H] Hxa
(35 1) [R1aR1 RS ROINWA

(86 1) DRHIOR "0 DRHIAON

[oR52HR Hya "B RITRP N2 0] Hea
(88 1)

(76ra) PY5 ARIIIPR IOV - YW

Hryn oTphR 1 MR o1 a Hea
(89 1) [ORIMOR 1] "wa NaRTTR

(76rb) paa

(29 1) 73R D57

(76va) M3 1R 09N KM D - Pw

(810 1) Sxa

[—]

(76va) 1 11w PRI TAR RNA7 OPA - YW

TARYHRYN 0MTPHR IR 8 HIPOR ar1]
(821 3) [Ah arA R

(76vb) manx 'R (221 3) Hen
(221 3) Hea
(76vb) mInR 'R
[—]
(76vb) T2 5y MaTh [57v5R 2 oRYAIR]

727 OR T0R RY WY wnHR D - W
58 0% 891 1H Db wan HR R
(77ra) 12 P rhy R12* P13 PIne a7

DAN 12 PRI PTR K17 72 ORA NwYn —
(77ra) T 51 K

(77va) pa

nnn oad i mnnam o0avn " - Ww
O™ 210 37 DYYY KW KRITN ARIN
(77vb) o'nya nna aran by
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WY MR UMK MR RY TR 1 - pw
1WOWM MR DR D Awyn KRS mem
(78ra) mrw nna

(818 1) 955K 8 ORHIONR

OWIYN WK DWYRN OO, MNNWYn YW
awynn PN pIRA owynn amp 03
(78va) ywAn

(822 1) HROHROR '8 ORHIONR

(78vb) m1a

(222 1) Hea

(78rb) n&123n1 WW

(824 1) M215K "5 DRHIONR

(79vb) [nawnn] pna

(819 1) [tiynHx *a] Hxa
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The correspondence in structure is complemented by the paral-
lelism in the line of reasoning within each chapter. The correla-
tion between the contents of the two texts is most striking in the
second part on divine justice. The following text comparison,
which due to editorial space restrictions will be confined to the
first chapter of the section on divine incentives (’altaf; Heb.
‘eshtonot), could readily be extended to the subsequent sections

on prophecy, abrogation, and eschatology.*

manwyn ww aRvHRHR "0 DxrbIOR

abanbR RN AT RN N qUHOR
TOnSR Hpa 1 HRYN 592058 NYRD
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HR 2R T N KD IR TPARPONR
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aMp D2 Avwwn WKk DwYnNa om
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DIRY P MY WK Awynn T
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PI 927 1O vy K9 IMRW 92710
LI RIT WYAN AN IR TWRA IR

o RTR ORYN oPHR IR D
TpAHR 8 R YY1 NNYRY TAYOR
IRNOKR "H9Ya RTR RI1I0A RIOM KHYA
R PR ATIY IRD IR ANPRY TIPOR

757 *HRYN Syor I8 23 7IRD ANYRY

20 The text version of Sefer Marpe la-‘Asem is based on its earliest man-
uscript, MS St Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, C 103, fols
78va-79vb [= MS C], which was used as antigraph for MS SP, IOM,
B 241, fols 149r-152r [= MS B]. The Arabic text is based on MS St
Petersburg, Russian National Library, Yevr.-Arab. I 3099, fols 22r-24v
[= MS n] which has been collated with MS RNL, Yevr.-Arab. II 1138,
fols 1r-4v [= MS n].
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To further illustrate the relationship between the Arabic treatise
and its Hebrew adaptation, the following table juxtaposes English
translations of the beginning of the section on divine incen-

tives/stimuli (Ar. ’altaf; Heb. ‘eshtonot).
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Section on the incentives
(ha-‘eshtonot)

Discourse on the incentives
(al-’altaf)

[Incentives] are actions on ac-
count of which the person who
performs them becomes more
likely to do good deeds and to
refrain from evil deeds.

An incentive is something on ac-
count of which the person, who
is liable to an obligation,
chooses to obey God, who im-
poses the obligation on him, by
doing the good and refraining
from the evil, or on account of
which he is more likely to do so.

A disincentive is something
on account of which the person,
who is liable to an obligation,
chooses to disobey God, who im-
poses the obligation on him, by
refraining from the good and do-
ing the evil or on account of
which he is more likely to do so.

[We] know from our own
experience that some actions in-
duce [someone to do] other ac-
tions or deter [someone from do-
ing] other actions.

Know that God is bound to
give to the human being, upon
whom He enjoins an action, the
capacity to carry out the en-
joined action and not to put ob-
stacles in his way that prevent
him from doing the enjoined ac-
tion.

We thus say that when God
enjoins on a servant to obey Him,
and knows that He can perform
a facilitating good action on ac-
count of which the servant will
choose to obey Him or becomes
more likely to do so, then God is
bound to do so. Conversely,
when He knows that He can per-
form an action on account of
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which the servant will choose to
disobey Him or becomes more
likely to do so, it becomes evil on
God’s part to perform that ac-
tion.

This is consistent with our
own experience: if someone
wants another person to carry
out an action and knows that this
person will only choose to carry
it out, if he himself performs a fa-
cilitating good action, he is
bound to do so, all the more if it
does not entail any adverse con-
sequences for him.

Do you not realise that if
someone orders his servant to
write, while tying his fingers to-
gether with a string, it is as if he
asked him to do something while
preventing him from doing so.

This is why whoever enjoins
something on another person,
must—whenever possible—pro-
vide him with the means that en-
able him to do so or must not
prevent him from doing so. This
is commonsensical.

What applies to this first sce-
nario also applies to another one,
namely that the person who im-
poses an obligation is bound to
perform any action on account of

Do you not realise that
someone who wants his son to
read or write, for instance, and
knows that he will choose to
comply with his wish, if he dabs
him and speaks to him gently,
but will not choose to do so, if he
speaks to him harshly, must by
all means do what prompts his
son to choose to obey him,
whereas it would be inappropri-
ate of him to do what prompts
him to disobey him. Likewise, he
must provide him with all neces-
sary means, such as pen and ink-
well, to enable him to write,
whereas it would be inappropri-
ate of him to tie his fingers to-
gether so that he will be unable
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which the person who is asked to
carry out the obligation is more
likely to do a good deed and less
likely to do an evil deed. Like-
wise, in order for his wish to be
satisfied, the person who im-
poses an obligation is bound to
abstain from any action on ac-
count of which the person who is
asked to carry out the obligation
is more likely to do an evil deed
and less likely to do a good deed.

The same applies even to an
action which comes easy to the
person who is asked to carry it
out, and which does neither en-
tail adverse consequences for
him, if he does not carry it out,
nor positive consequences, if he
carries it out. Given that [the one
who imposes an action] wants
his wish to be satisfied, he is
bound to provide all means on
account of which the person who
is asked to carry it out is more
likely to comply with his re-
quests, for otherwise he would
undermine the sincerity of his
wish, [even] if the action comes
easy to him and does neither en-
tail the fear of adverse conse-
quences for him nor the prospect
of a favourable outcome.

to write. To deprive [someone]
of the conditions that are indis-
pensable to carry out an action is
tantamount to withholding from
him the tools which are essential
for the action to be carried out.

However, while the servant
has the ability to obey, even
when he is deprived of the [in-
centive] on account of which he
will choose to carry out the ac-
tion, this is not the case if he is
deprived of the tools which are
essential for the action to be car-
ried out. When it is known, how-
ever, that he will only choose to
act in obedience by virtue of a
good facilitating action, then this
action becomes equivalent to the
tools which are essential for the
action to be carried out.

Do you not realise that in
the aforementioned example the
person [who wants his son to
write] is bound to dab his son
gently and to provide him with
pen and inkwell? There are many
other examples of this kind.

Just as [God] is bound to
provide an incentive, it is inap-
propriate of Him to provide a
disincentive. The case of the lat-
ter is even more obvious and
compelling.
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Is it not the case that if
someone calls on his fellow man
to eat his food and eagerly wants
him to eat his food, and also
knows that he will not eat his
food, if he speaks to him harshly,
but will eat it, if he speaks to him
gently, he would undermine the
sincerity of his wish, if he spoke
to him harshly, even though
providing him with the food
would be easy for him and nei-
ther entail adverse nor favoura-
ble consequences.

Accordingly, if someone
wants his son to write and read
and knows that if he rants at
him, he will neither write nor
read, and that if he speaks to him
gently, he will write and read,
would it not undermine the sin-
cerity of his wish, if he ranted at
him?

On these grounds I say that
God is bound to provide a human
being with all incentives of
which He knows that on account
of it [the human being] will be
more likely to do a good deed
and less likely to do an evil deed.
As in the first scenario, He is
bound to do so in order to safe-
guard the sincerity of His wish.

God, who
poses the obligation, is bound to

Moreover, im-
provide an incentive even for ac-
tions which are not obligatory,
as He does in the case of obliga-
tory actions, since both are man-
ifestations of His will.
Furthermore, just as He is
bound to provide the incentive
on account of which the servant
will choose to obey Him, He is
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The same even applies to a su-
pererogatory act, such as a non-
statutory fasting: if He wishes a
human being to carry it out and
knows that there is an action on
account of which that human be-
ing will be more likely to per-
form the supererogatory act and

bound to provide the incentive
which facilitates the action [of
the servant], for both [incen-
tives] contribute to remedying
the deficiencies which hinder the
person who is subject to His im-
position [from carrying out His
will].
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less likely to refrain from it, He
is bound to perform that action,
all that in order to safeguard the
sincerity of His wish.

The comparison between the Arabic text and its Hebrew adapta-
tion is insightful in several respects. It is a poignant example of a
text form in Byzantine Hebrew literature that is neither a trans-
lation nor an abridgement, yet clearly depends on written Arabic
source texts.

It demonstrates the adaptor’s creative handling of his
source material and its adaptation to suit the pedagogical re-
quirements of the target group by adding explanatory notes and
illustrative examples.

The availability of the Arabic text significantly eases the
access to a Hebrew treatise that is not only unwieldy on account
of its linguistic and semantic idiosyncrasies (Hopkins 1992; 2013;
Maman 1978; 2013), but also because of its deficient transmis-
sion, whereby the oldest textual witnesses are removed from the
original composition by several centuries.

Every additional identification of Arabic source texts pro-
cessed within ‘the Byzantine Karaite Literary Project’ will help us

to obtain a more nuanced picture of this large-scale enterprise
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and to detect the fingerprints of additional agents whose contri-
bution has been eclipsed by the main protagonists who are
known by name.

In recent years, all these points have been explored in
greater depth by Amir Gaash in a series of studies on the Byzan-
tine grammatical treatise Me’or ‘Ayin, which depends on various
Arabic source texts, above all on Kitab al-‘Uqiid fi Tasarif al-Lugha
al-‘Ibraniyya (Gaash 2015b; 2017a; 2017b; 2018; 2023; Howard,
2017; Kitab al-‘Uqiid has been studied and edited in Vidro 2011;
2013). Among many other things, Gaash has demonstrated the
heuristic value of misunderstandings and misinterpretations by
the Byzantine translators and recipients. He also established that
these translators and adaptors were working with either manu-
scripts written in sparsely punctuated Arabic script or transcrip-
tions into Hebrew script that contained mistakes issuing from a
misread antigraph in Arabic script.

A thorough examination of these and other features will
require comprehensive documentation and investigation of ‘the
Byzantine Karaite Literary Project', which will be undertaken by
a research team bringing together the requisite diversity of skills
and competences. The present study is but a small contribution

towards realising such a project.
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