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Resumen

Este estudio ofrece una edicidn, traduccién y andlisis lingiiistico de carta judeo-arabe
de la coleccién Prize Papers. La carta presenta documentos judeodrabes argelinos
previamente inexplorados de la coleccién Prize Papers y que constituyen una
oportunidad dnica para estudiar la historia, la lengua y la cultura del comercio judio
en el Mediterrdneo y en el norte de Africa a fines del siglo xvii.
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Abstract
This paper presents an edition, translation and linguistic analysis of a Judaeo-Arabic
letter from the Prize Papers Collection. The letter introduces previously unexplored
Algerian Judaeo-Arabic documents from the Prize Papers Collection, which constitute
a unique chance to study the history, language and culture of Jewish trading across the
Mediterranean and North Africa during the late 18th century.
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Introduction

Most extant business letters written in Judaeo-Arabic are preserved in the
Cairo Genizah and are from the Ottoman period, written between the late 18th
and early 19th century. These letters are not only important to the study of
Jewish socioeconomic history, but they also constitute an important corpus to
study the epistolary and linguistic features of the time.!
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The Prize Papers Collection at the National Archives in Kew also holds a
considerable number of Judaeo-Arabic business and personal documents
written between 1783 and 1799. These documents, which have remained
unread for more than two centuries, constitute a unique opportunity to study
the socioeconomic history and language of North African Jews during the
Ottoman period. The collection sheds light on the Algerian Jewish business
network in the late 18% century, and opens up new avenues of research and the
possibility of making comparisons to the business correspondence from the
Cairo Genizah.

This paper presents a letter from the recently discovered Algerian Judaeo-
Arabic letters in the Prize Papers Collection. The collection was discovered by
the author of this article in the National Archives in Kew under the classmark
HCA 32. The author is currently working on an edition of all the letters in the
collection with an English translation and commentary for publication in three
volumes.?

The paper analyses letter No. 22 from the collection. Hebrew and Arabic
scripts are provided followed by an English translation with linguistic
commentary on the language in the letter. The letter was sent from Algiers by
Yehoshua Beniste to Shlomo Bi Shara in Constantine. The year is not
mentioned in the letter, although it is estimated to have been written between
1792 and 1797, based on the dates found in other letters in the same collection
with the same sender and recipient. Most of the letters in the collection, which
contains more than 280 pieces of correspondence, were addressed to Shlomo
Bl Sha‘ra. In the letter here, Yehoshua Beniste is asking Shlomo for help
regarding the marriage of a third person, whose name is not mentioned. The
letter refers to a plague that was preventing people from taking part in trade
activities at the time in Algeria.?

2

A book proposal submitted to Brill under the title Three Algerian Jews and the Ship ‘Venus”:
Judaeo-Arabic Documents Intercepted in the Year 1800.

A longer and more detailed version of the article was submitted to another journal and is
currently under review. That article provides a linguistic and historical analysis of a sample
of 15 letters written in Arabic and Judaeo-Arabic scripts.
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The Letter HCA 32/1208/22

Hebrew Transcription
envelope

TA%W TAMIR AR 7Y .1

A 7w 12

aPUNOPY  RT IN

NV N

5’[”’35

recto
DNRIN * 20 '3 O w3 8"y
" W 12 mow-2 TamR AR T
0%0OR 7YY 290K 12 "W OV 0hon B MR v 1 791 An2d
P2 POV TR 7 779¥ 7VA01 701 NI YYR 702 FavaD avd
T2 D20 °H9RA JIRT 12 0202 0D 7IVNA0 INRT 0K IRAA 7120p
TR 1 K72 729070 0INN TRAM H%2 THY YnrD 1R ° B
T D750 1A APPYN AR TIRI A7IN IR 7129P 7IRDS WRA

MO VOY APIN POV 00N PRI a1 0 B pBT anm T2 nvno

N-JNR- NG o NERE . N U VCR R

TPHY 20N ATTY 09T IRADI IR T°HY 190> IR0 THY 1190

—
(e}

TPV 2OV W IR 21X VTR OR?I7 TR VAR 77w RO Qv .

—
—

D[]RI7 3N ANRT WRA DPY D1WY 1OKY 72201 ApWI VIR ANKA .

—_
\]

IXIT? MR 9D %P NYAY 2N AT WRA 791 7O WK KD 208N .

—
(8]

TOYR 19 AN WR2 VYN POV OIRY O10IR NI 1TV WIRINY |

—
AN

D1[5]7R0L TRI PR ORIX N9M3 12 1312 7P 020 KT IWNI T .

Sy i,
5w iRY T Pom.
¢ pwn A,

R h LR i rtaliil
& on omn.

° ORY maw.

10 5RY naw.
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7Y AW R PORD 72PN IRATR 12 JTIV R PYY OoRA0 .15
IR IR DAY IR PrIY IRY 2995 7R 0 Mnann ora N5 .16
TRI37 YN XD 77 IYOR 79R 19901 NID 700 YOm N .17
TR2W R° 0191 19701 WRA 77711921 WX A2 0190 Anva on .18
7320 X291 127721112 7P 290N 0NN D DWW WA .19

IR 71 TIADR 2R ORI 71D YO0 AN 0712 7 vy .20

7102 51IN?Y TIAR NN 12 W0 12 791 302 A RY 21

{ v By 21 0ow 993 R oy D Pwna n A 22

{vo-nwr } 23

Arabic transcription'

envelope
aRPw TAmIR MmaR ]
"o pad s 2
Aplacudl Haoe 3
™0 4

recto

DRI (SE A or kS "y L]
'Y 7IWW 12 700 2 TAMIR MNAR 7Y .2
Al ey g alul (e pulaS Glile alie ' 4l gaie e dllgol 3
ahgelle jla dadle dirangy oS  dlydizanagly 4
Sa g ) G AL JIRT 12 4 0 (A dren s july Hplaeanll 5
Sy e Ly adbs i ad iy il clle L4l D' 6

1 This should be o7nn.
2 This should be wxa.
B oMo T2y,

I have transcoded the letters into Arabic to enable comparison with other contemporary
texts and to make them accessible to Arabists not familiar with the Hebrew script. I follow
the methodology used by Diem in this regard, see: Werner Diem, “Agyptisch-Arabisch im 17.
Jahrhundert Die arabischen Zeugenaussagen in Mordechai ha-Levis Sefer Darke no‘am
(Venedig 1697),” Mediterranean Language Review 21 (2014): 1-89.

124



A North African Judaeo-Arabic letter from the Prize Papers Collection

Translation
envelope
1. To the hands of the nice young man Shlomo
2. B Sha'ra, may God protect him and prolong his life
3. From Algiers to Constantine
4, ‘He who breaches the fence will be bitten by a snake™®
recto
1. By the help of God written on Tuesday the 12 of Menachem Av.

O el (o Alind da @bl jawi (S 615 Lall 4l il

bk g aind g dlile alus ol 5 bl DY @5y dda s ey G

elle aliio e dlhaay jlaws LS dlle galiy sy clile | saluy
e Cue 2dge lliy 1) (o) SISV aend 0 L a sl

N EY BN YRY BYNS- PR PRSTPREA puty QUINASRER I E BN
OSstdal) el clee (5 (daag) g (Bl ady 2 G0 Y aule
Gluad Al = 555 (il shidaxt dlle o Y apdai) S e (Sl
po[A]d &l ) I Gl Clas (e s 507 shailis lay g 523 gaic
ale MW L cmY 18 (L) 25 e (5 e aie 55l sads ol s
IS U851 g pad ol 3o g adl 5 lS1 ) (8 (L pad) ot il 5 534
Ol (gabe) @ ol e ) all silisi S (4n) Ao s (2 08) (>
oW L asals sdlus Gl Al slas L Al (sl 45 18 4

s G 15 ey s 5297 (e 5 e ate (B DOWR UMY

O 4a (ua).ﬁj‘) 3 yall Al o) 9225 4K daxlu g DN 2 ale

Dty g g (Uaall) el e (e s s el e Y

W 11y 20 0w b al dlile Joh 3 oy 4

{v o nwra}

The characters between [] are suggested by the author.

¢ The words between () are added by the author of the article.

{} appears in the original letter.

8 Kohelet-Ecclesiastes (10:8).

.10
A1
A2
13
14
A5
16
A7
18
19
20
21
22
23

125



Mohamed A. H. Ahmed

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

To the hands of the nice young man Shlomo Bii Sha‘ra, may God protect
him and prolong his life.

This letter is for you from me, the one who signs below, with many
greetings. After greetings,

now, we understood what you were demanding, and we knew about
what happened to you, and our heart

was much worried (about you) until we read the (good) news in Ben
Danan’s letter concerning you.

Thanks to God. May God help you in achieving your wishes in wellness,
and make sure to send us a letter by your hand

in order to rest our heart. If you had seen your grandmother (back
then) you would not have recognized her because of the takmis"

at the time she recently heard about you, and even nowadays. Thanks
to God. Your grandmother sends you greetings. Znena and Stitro

send you greetings. All your friends, including children and adults, send
you many greetings. Your sister ‘Aziza sends you greetings.

Now Shlomo, listen to what I am telling you. It is such a shame

that you make me write to you (asking for help), this is because the
marriage was suspended, even Dirhams (money)

were impossible to save. That is not acceptable by any means. You did
not concern yourself. If

he had no money you should have given him some in order to get mar-
ried. Though, be aware that

he might have money. If you lend him 115 Budju,* as you do with other
people to whom you give money,

be careful. If you have Maron Bidman* do not lose it. Because, Sholom,
you are in my

mind. You better be warned about that. I swear by these letters that if T
had had enough

money, I would have lent it to him. However, I do not have any money
currently. The greedy

people did not allow us to make money, neither to save nor to lend.
Now Shlomo,

for God’s sake, please make sure to send me 115 Budju Bidman. If I had
left

takmis, or the Hamsa hand, a symbol that some people in the Middle East believe protects
them from evil forces and envy.

Or Riyyal Budju; this was a currency made of silver and used in Algeria until 1848. In the
1820s, one Budju weighed about 10 grams. See S. Pamuk, P.E.H.S. Pamuk, and D. Morgan, A
Monetary History of the Ottoman Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 183-84.

Possibly a currency.
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20. merchandise with Barham Tamim, I would have deducted the money
from it. However, the plague* did not allow

21. anyone either to buy or to sell, only because of the plague’s attack.
Words are brief,

22. and I would not add more for your sake, but kind words. Many greet-
ings. (from) the slave of God, Yehoshua Beniste,

23. A Pure Sephardi.

Grammatical notes and linguistic features in the letter

Orthography

The words in this letter are written using modern Hebrew script. Below is a
discussion of some cases where the convention of Arabic script is used in the
Judaeo-Arabic letter.

L tad -

The Arabic consonant tq’ is represented by n and v interchangeably, e.g. 2°v3
‘written in’, recto, line 1; 2°v> ‘much’ recto, line 3; n1> ‘you were’ recto, line
4; 5070 ‘to send us’ recto, line 4. This inconsistency even applies to the
same word, e.g. inm ‘even that’ recto, line 8; mvun ‘that’.

. dad - o=

The Hebrew 7 represents both the dad and dal consonants in the letter, e.g.
7v2 ‘after’, recto, line 3; 77X ‘the illness’, ‘the plague’ recto, lines 20, 21.

. jimand gayn-¢ ¢« z

The gayn and jim consonants are represented by 3 and 3 with or without an
underdot, e.g. MR ‘to get married’ recto, line 11; nn3 ‘the total of’ recto,
line 14; N3 ‘attack’ recto, line 21; &1 ‘greedy people’ recto, line 17; 9%
‘children’.

ki-¢

This consonant is represented by > with a superscript diacritic dot, e.g. 7572
‘in wellness’ recto, line 22; 781751 ‘we take it’ recto, line 20.

In the late 18™ century, the plague known as the ‘black death’ struck Algeria. See Louis A.
Berbrugger, Mémoire sur la peste en Algérie depuis 1552 jusqu'en 1819 (Paris, 1847).
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5. shadda
shadda is represented by writing the Hebrew consonant twice. However, it
appears in few other examples, e.g. 31 ‘to foster the marriage’/‘to pair’
recto, line 13. *99% (demonstrative pronoun) recto, line 4. There are some
cases in which the shadda is represented without repeating the consonants,
e.g. M2 kunnd ‘we would have..." recto, line 20.

6. Word-final matres lectionis
The ending vowel /a/ is mainly represented in the corpus of this study by
the mater lectionis 7, e.g. 72297 ‘our heart’ recto, line 5; inn ‘that’ recto, line
8; 172 ‘no’ recto, line 18. However, in other cases the final /a/ is represented
by the mater lectionis X, e.g. X ‘hey’ recto, line 15; X2 ‘no’ recto, line 21.

7. Scriptio Plena of the long vowel /a/
The long vowel /a/ is represented in the letter by X, e.g. q0X> yasir ‘very
much’ recto, line 5; 9823 kbdr ‘adults’ recto, line 9; *1x1 rani ‘I am’ recto, line
10. There are few other cases where the long vowel is not represented in the
letter, e.g. 073% leklam ‘words’ recto, line 16.

8. Definite article J
In the Algerian Arabic dialect, the definite article el is pronounced le, e.g.
> lehrif ‘the words’, literary: ‘the letter’ recto, line 21; ax%3% leklam
‘words’ recto, line 10. However, some letters in the correspondence do not
follow the same rules, e.g. 0709 ‘greetings’ recto, line 3.

Verb

The n prefix is used with the present tense for the first person singular, e.g.
T22v31 ‘T write to you’ recto, line 11; 19701 ‘I lend him money’ recto, line 17. The
present tense in this example shares some dialectical features of verb
conjugation in Algerian Arabic. The particle rani comes before the verb to
represent the present continuous, e.g. 7221 °1%1 ‘I am telling you’ recto, line 10.
The plural verbal ending, ting, in classical Arabic is shortened in the letter, e.g.
the verb %0 in this example: 7%y m%0> w31 ‘children are sending you
greetings’ recto, line 9.
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Syntax

1. Verbal syntax

The passive verbal derivation in the letters reflects colloquial Algerian
Arabic, e.g. 2°03/2°n> kteb ‘written in’, in comparison to the classical Arabic
& kuteba. Most of the letters in the collection begin with the verb 2°03/2n3,
followed by the date of the letter. There are some examples in the letters of
using the verb baqa as an auxiliary verb, which is a common feature in
Arabic dialects, e.g. 132070 010 7pam ‘and make sure to send us’ recto, line
6. Another obvious dialectical form is the use of the particle ra plus personal
pronouns to represent the form of ‘to be’, e.g. <& A, ‘T am telling you’
recto, line 10; o s-[£] sk &I, ‘to whom you give money’ recto, line 14.

2. Demonstratives
The main demonstrative pronoun used in the letter in this study is 7, e.g.
0937 X *» 0N ‘be warned about that’ recto, lines 16; 91117 7x P ‘I swear by
these letters’ recto, line 16.

3. Relative particle
The relative particle used in the letter in this study is *9%x, which is not
inflected for number or gender, e.g. T N1 *99x ‘what you were
demanding’ recto, line 4.

4. Possessive pronouns
Possessive construction is conveyed by the use of the particle vn, e.g. 171w
1wn1 ‘he has his money’ recto, line 14.

5. Negation
The particle &% is used before verbs in some constructions in the letter, e.g.
MW 1 A 020 1 KD ‘either to buy or to sell” recto, lines 20-21.

Lexicon

The letter contains a considerable number of words which are part of the
vernacular lexicon of North African Arabic, e.g. »=b yasir ‘alot’ recto, line 5; L »
briyya ‘a letter’ recto, line 6; (i bash ‘to’ recto, lines 7, 12, 18, 22; ¢lle cue s
mushi b ‘alik ‘It is such a shame’ recto, line 10.
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Code-switching

Written code-switching is a common feature in Judaeo-Arabic business letters
from the Cairo Genizah. The letter here, too, contains some examples of
Hebrew elements incorporated into the text. The examples are mainly divided
into two types. The first is the use of Hebrew formulaic abbreviations: amn) 'm'n
(7vn ‘the one who signs below’ recto, line 2; (28% naw) & ‘Thanks to God’ recto,
lines 6 and 8; (7> 7% 1MW) 1'% ‘may God protect him and prolong his life’
recto, line 2; (wn1 119w? 772 y19) 130 ‘He who breaches the fence will be bitten
by a snake’ envelope, line 4. The second type of Hebrew elements in the letter
is complete Hebrew words, e.g. 0'wx 19n? ‘for God’s sake’” recto, line 19; 21 0%w
‘many greetings’ recto, line, 22.

# Note the use of the Arabic consonant // instead of the Hebrew /71/ in aw:. The same applies
to these Hebrew words mmax; 7mmix, recto, line 2.
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