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Remarks concerning the “Egyptian” paper fragment of Yvain preserved in 

Vienna  

Carla Rossi 

University of Zurich 

 

The recent reporting of the presence of a unique fragment containing the opening lines of 

Yvain, among the Latin frustula, preserved in the Department of Papyri of the Austrian National 

Library in Vienna, is due to Serena Ammirati,1 who has provided a preliminary edition and a 

paleographical description of P.Vindob. L 114. For the sake of completeness, some further 

analyses of this paper fragment should be added to the observations of the Italian papyrologist.  

The fragment can be consulted for free, in colour, at the following web address: 

http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/RZ00008744. 
 

               
Fig. 1] P.Vindob L 114, r/v 

 

From a philological point of view, the transcription of the text seems not exactly to be the one 

suggested by Ammirati. In fact, several linguistic marks allow us to recognize Champenois and 

 
1 S. AMMIRATI, Chrétien de Troyes tra le sabbie d’Egitto: P.Vindob. L 114, in Πολυµάθεια. Studi Classici offerti a 

Mario Capasso, ed. by P. Davoli-N. Pellé, Lecce 2018, pp. 9-14. 
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not Picard dialectal traits,2 bringing the text of P.Vindob L 114 closer to the oldest witness of the 

poem, the famous MS Paris, BNF Fr. 794, f. 79v-105r (Fig. 2), copied by Guiot de Provins.3  

I provide below my transcription of P.Vindob. L 114r (Fig. 1 bis) vv. 9-18 (I col.):  

 

[Cil chevalier s’atropelerent] 

[La ou dam]es les apelerent   10 

[Ou dameis]eles ou puceles 

[Li un racont]oien noueles 

[Li autre] parloien [damurs] 

[Des angoisses et] des dolurs 

[Et des gran]z biens quorent souant  15 

[Li deciple de] son couant 

[Qui lors est]oit molt dolz et buens  

[Mes or i a molt po] des s[uens] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Ammirati, cit. p. 12. 
3 M. ROQUES, Le manuscrit fr. 794 de la Bibliothèque nationale et le scribe Guiot, in Romania, 1952,  290, 177-

199. I have collated the text of the fragment with the opening lines of the following MSS: - Chantilly, 

Bibliothèque et Archives du Château, 472 (626), f. 174ra-195vc. - Montpellier, Bibliothèque interuniversitaire, 

Section médecine, H 252, f. 1ra-12rb. - Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, français, 794, f. 79va-105c. - 

Paris, BNF, français, 1433, f. 61r-118r. - Paris, BNF, français, 1450, f. 207vb-225ra. - Paris, BNF, français, 12560, 

f. 1rb-41rb. - Paris, BNF, français, 12603, f. 72ra-110rb. - Princeton, University Library, Garrett, 125, f. 2, 5-6, 9, 

21, 26, 29-30, 33-34ra, 35-38, 40-63. - Vaticano, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Reginensi latini, 1725, f. 34va-

68rb. 
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As we can clearly see from the comparison with the Guiot copy – although the collation can 

also be made with other MSS – the missing initial verses of the fragment seem to have originally 

been written around an incipitary lettrine A (Artus, li boens rois de Bretaingne, v. 1). 

 

                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This possible illuminated letter may have continued on 

the left of the sheet, where today the paper is lacking, 

perhaps weighed down by the ink. 

  

 

Fragment P.Vindob L 114, lines 37-43 (II col.) 

 
 

S[i macort detant as bretons]  

Q[ue toz iors durra li renons] 

Et par [lui sont amenteu] 

Li boen [cheualier esleu] 

Qui a[enor se traueillierent] 

Mes [cel ior mult se merueillierent] 

Del ro[i qui einçois se leua] 
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Fragment P.Vindob L 114, lines 65-69 (I col.) 
 

Qu'ainz que nus la poist veoi]r, 

[Se fu lessie entr’ax cheoi]r 

[Fors que Calogrenanz sanz] plus 

[Sailli en piez contre li su]s 

[Et Kex, qui mout fu ranponeu]s 

 

 

 

Fragment P.Vindob L 114, lines 88-94 

 (II col.) 

 

Se ne nos poisiez uuidier 

del uen[in] dont uos[estes plains] 

enuieus estes et uilains 

de rennponer uoz com[pagnons] 

dames se nos ni gaig[nons] 

[Fet] Kex en uostre c[ompaignie] 

[Gardez que] nos ni perd[iens mie] 

 

 

 

 

     

The second column on the back of the fragment is the most legible part of the scrap. The 

penultimate line visibly shows the name of Sir Hector's son and King Arthur's foster brother and 

later seneschal, Sir Kay, in the form Kex (probably from the Roman praenomen Gaius, also 

spelled Caius), a variant especially used by Guiot. In more recent texts, the copyists and 

rewriters have preferred the form Keu. 

 

To proceed with our study we must ask ourselves :  

1) whether it is possible to trace back the circumstances of the entry of P.Vindob L 114 into 

the Papyrussammlung, in order to better understand the origins of the scrap;  

2) Whether dating the fragment can be determined with much greater certainty;  

3) Finally, we should try to figure out whether it is possible to place the scrap in a historical 

moment when, outremer, an interest in the romance of Yvain could be justified. 
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1. The origin of the fragment 

 

To answer the first question, we have to remember that during the 19th and early 20th century 

there was a worldwide competition between museums to find papyri and several discoveries 

were made in Upper Egypt, where the soil was more conducive to the preservation of organic 

matter. 

These findings are now mostly in institutional collections, including the National Library, 

Cairo, the British Library, London, the Bodleian Library and the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 

the John Rylands Library, University of Manchester, the Bibliotheque Nationale and the Musée 

du Louvre, Paris, the Staatliche Museum, Berlin, the Staats- und Universitäts-Bibliotek, 

Hamburg, the Institut für Papyrologie, Heidelberg University and the Oriental Institute, 

Chicago.  

As far as we know, the paper fragment of Yvain could have been offered to Josef von 

Karabaček (1845-1918) either by a certain Mr. Adelmann, who served as agent for the purchase 

of Hebrew paper documents for various German-speaking collectors, or by Otto Theodor Graf 

(1840-1903), who was a Viennese merchant, maybe the most important Egyptian antiquities 

dealer of his time. Owner of a prosperous carpet business in Vienna with a branch in Cairo, Graf 

counted major museums in Europe and in the USA among his clientele, as well as individuals 

such as Sigmund Freud.  

After the discovery, in the winter of 1877–78, in a region of Egypt located 62 miles (100 

kilometers) south of modern Cairo, called Fayum, of an important lot of papyri dating from the 

5th through 10th century, written in Arabic, Greek and Pahlavi, Graf was contacted by Josef von 

Karabacek (1845–1918), Professor at the University of Vienna and later head of the 

Hofbibliothek (now the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek), who encouraged him to look for 

additional papyri. The first shipment of material from Egypt arrived in Vienna in 1881 and 

further consignments were made available to the Hofbibliothek by Graf at intervals over the 

next years. 

In 1881 and 1882, Graf acquired and sent to Vienna around ten thousand papyri from 

Ashmunein (the ancient city of Hermupolis) and Ihnasiya (Herakleopolis) in central Egypt and 

from various archaeological sites in the Fayum area (such as Dimai, site of the ancient 

settlement of Soknopain Neos). 
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These papyri were purchased by Archduke Rainer of Austria, who founded the collection 

Papyrus Archduke Rainer in 1883 that forms the bulk of the Papyrus Collection of the 

Österreichische Nationalbibliothek.  

In 1890, when he was Director of the Hofbibliothek, Karabaček published an article4 

based on his research of the Arabic paper and papyrus collection, that he had assembled by 

the library over the previous decade.  

This article is devoted primarily to a discussion regarding the importance of Egyptian 

paper, but there isn’t any direct reference to the fragment we're interested in. It should be 

pointed out that while the texts that all these papers bore are of great importance to us, 

Karabaček was much more interested in their medium. 

Much of the history of the early development of the Papyrus Collection is recorded in a 

series of letters exchanged between Graf, Karabaček, Rainer and others.5 

A characteristic trait emerges from this correspondence: the collection of the Egyptian 

papyri and that of Jewish papers (191 pieces in total) come from two different merchants. 

 
4 Neue Entdeckungen zur Geschichte des Papieres und Druckes in Österreichische Monatsschrift für den 

Orient, XVI, Vienna 1890, pp. 161-170. 
5 Aus der Vorgeschichte der Papyrussammlung der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek: Briefe Theodor 

Grafs, Josef von Karabaček, Herzog Rainers und andere, Herbert Hunger, Prachner, Vienna 1962. 
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Graf was responsible for reselling the papyri whose findings are primarily attributable to 

local artifact hunters rather than to archaeologists. The locals, sadly, often gave inaccurate 

reports about where they found the manuscripts, since they wanted to keep hunting there. So it 

is important to know both where a certain document is said to have been found and the 

reliability of the one who found it. 

As already mentioned, the main dealer of Jewish manuscripts and fragments in Egypt and 

Palestine was a certain “Herr Adelmann”, who, in 1899, was appointed to serve as Local 

Inspector for the Evelina de Rothschild School in Jerusalem.  

In that period, many fragments from the Cairo Genizah6 (discovered by Simon van Geldern, 

a grand-uncle of Heinrich Heine, in 1752), were sold on the black market. The Genizah of the 

Ben Ezra Synagogue in Fusṭāṭ, or Old Cairo, fell into disuse and was forgotten until renovations 

to the building in 1890s opened the hoard and released many leaves onto the antiquities market. 

The linguist Archibald Sayce was in Cairo in 1892, and wrote to a friend describing how the 

Genizah was being dispersed leaf-by-leaf to collectors.  

Mirjam Thulin in her book Kaufmanns Nachrichtendienst: Ein jüdisches Gelehrtennetzwerk 

im 19. Jahrhundert,7 reports that the famous German collector of Jewish manuscripts Dávid 

 
6 According to rabbinic law, once a book or a paper can no longer be used, it cannot be destroyed or discarded, 

because it may contain the name of God. It should be buried or, if burial is not possible, placed in a genizah. As 

even personal letters and legal contracts may open with an invocation of God, the contents of genizot have not 

been limited to religious materials; they have also contained writings of a secular nature, with or without the 

customary opening invocation. For a thousand years, the Jewish community of Fusṭāṭ, stored their worn-out 

books and other writings in the sacred room of the Ben Ezra Synagogue, where a collection of some 300,000 

manuscript fragments were found. A paradigmatic case of Genizah-like practice in an Islamic context is the 

Qubbat al-khazna of the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, that stands as one of the most significant, albeit little 

known and poorly researched, manuscript repositories in the Middle East, where the Old French material (all 

spoils of war from the Holy Land, the result of the Arab military successes from 1187 to the fall of Tyre in 1291) 

were for decades not seriously studied. Fragments of Old French texts were discovered there and studied in 1903 

by Adolf Tobler (see Bruchstücke altfranzösischer Dichtung aus den in der Kubbet in Damaskus gefundenen 

Handschriften, Sitzungsberichte der Königlich preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1903, II, vom 29. 

Oktober, pp. 960-976), i.e. 38 verses of La vie de Sainte Marie l’égyptienne, five strophes of the epic poem 

Fierabras, with a fragment of Les enfances Godefroi and a short poem on the Virgin Mary. The last one is 

particularly interesting, since it was copied in a humble pocket-size manuscript together with a magical spell, a 

hymn to St. Nicholas provided with musical notation. 
7 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2012. 
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Kaufmann «durch den Agenten Adelmann stand auf der Liste der Interessenten zum Erwerb 

der Geniza-Sammlung».8 Karabacek was on the same list. 

Goitein9 confirms that the flow of this material into public and private libraries in Europe, 

Russia and America started as early as the beginning of the 1890s and three letters (two from 

Erzherzog Rainer to Karabacek and one from Karabacek to Erzherzog Rainer, all dated July 

1890)10 corroborate the information of the purchase of Hebrew paper fragments for the 

Austrian library,11 in the same period when Dávid Kaufmann acquired from Adelmann some 

Cairo Genizah documents. The fact that these acquisitions took place long before S. Schechter, 

the principal actor in the purchase of the Cambridge collection, visited Cairo (around 1894) 

confirms that Cairo Genizah fragments were already for sale on the antiquities market.  

«How Kaufmann acquired his documents remains unknown. It appears that Kaufmann 

“never spoke of the matter”».12 According to M. Thulin, Kaufmann was in contact with 

Adelmann since 188413: «Kaufmann hatte Kontakt mit einem Reisenden und Händler namens 

Adelmann der [...] versuchte später auch, für ihn Dokumente der Kairoer Geniza zu erwerben». 

And thus wrote Erzherzog Rainer to Karabacek (18 July 1890): «Bezüglich der hebräischen 

Papiere, von welchen Sie Erwährung thun, so bin ich überzeugt, daß dieselben recht interessant 

sind, und eine Bereicherung der Sammlung bilden würde. Wenn der begehrte Preis, ein nicht zu 

 
8 My translation: Through the agent called Adelmann [Kaufmann] was on the list of interested parties to purchase 

the Genizah collection. (Ibidem, p. 112). 
9 The historian S. D. Goitein (1900-85) began working with Genizah documents in 1948, and in 1970 he was 

appointed to the faculty of the Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton. There he completed his monumental 6-

volume work, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the 

Documents of the Cairo Geniza (1967-1993). The Genizah Collection of the Princeton University Library 

contains some 40,000 handwritten text leaves and documents, chiefly on paper and fragmentary. The collection 

will be housed at Princeton until fall 2019 in the Manuscripts Division, Department of Rare Books and Special 

Collections. 
10 Letters no. 66, 67 and 68. 
11 «Machte ich gestern den Kauf von 188 hebr. Blätter um 92 fl 40 Kron. Ö. W. perfekt, nachdem ich dieselben 

schon vorher für die Sammlung übergenommen hatte». 
12 For the D. Kaufmann collection, see also A. REGOURD, Arabic documents from the Cairo Geniza in the David 

Kaufmann Collection in the Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest, Journal of Islamic 

Manuscripts 3 (2012), pp. 1-19, cit. p. 6. 
13 My translation: Kaufmann had contacts with a traveler and merchant named Adelmann who [...] later also 

tried to acquire for him documents of the Cairo Genizah. See M. Thulin, Kaufmanns Nachrichtendienst, cit. p. 

122. 
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hoher ist, bin ich gerne bereit dieselben der Sammlung beizufügen, und ersuche Sie mit dem 

Besitzer derselben in Verwandlung zu treten».14 

None of the modern researchers who studied the acquisition of Jewish material from the 

Genizah managed to find the surname of this somehow mysterious “Herr Adelmann”. From 

what I think can be reconstructed, he should be Mordechai Adelmann (Meyuchas), (1847-

1922), who founded Lema'an Zion Society in Germany, in order to call German Jews to 

strengthen the Jewish settlements in Palestine, and published some Jewish MSS, such as the 

famous Seder Zichron Yerushalayim.15 

It is worth remembering that fragments from the Cairo Genizah are still sold to private 

collectors from the major world's auction houses: on 15 November 2005, Christie's auctioned off 

a collection of 23 Hebrew liturgical manuscript fragments, mostly on paper, one on vellum (11th 

-17th century). The price realized was USD 48,000. Among them there was a fragment belonging 

to the same codex as Oxford, Bodl. Hebrew MS. 2821/10 (defective and stained), probably from 

the 13th century. Liturgical poems from the Cairo Genizah, dating back to the first half of the 11th 

century, have also been sold by Sotheby’s, in New York, on the 14th December 2011.  

  

2. Morphological elements of the Yvain fragment 

 

I do not totally agree with Ammirati who, describing the fragment, wrote that: «In base alla 

successione dei versi, si può ricostruire un foglio recante su ciascuna pagina due colonne di testo 

di almeno 27 linee di scrittura, per un’altezza complessiva dello specchio scrittorio di ca. 175 

mm; l’ampiezza di ogni linea, variabile secondo l’estensione del verso (l’ottosillabo), ma in 

media di 50 mm, permette di calcolare una larghezza complessiva di circa 120 mm. Non è 

invece possibile ricostruire le dimensioni originarie del foglio».16 

 
14 Ibidem, pp. 93-94 My translation: Regarding the Hebrew papers of which you did write, I am convinced that 

these are quite interesting, and would enrich the collection. If the coveted price is not too high, I am willing to add 

them to the collection and I ask you to step into the matter  with the owner of them. 
15 Seder Zichron Yerushalayim, prayers for entire year according to Ashkenaz custom, according to Rabbi Wolf 

Heidenheim, by Mordechai Adelmann, Jerusalem, 1885. 
16 My translation: On the basis of the sequence of verses, we can reconstruct a sheet bearing on each page two  

columns of text with at least 27 lines of writing, for a total height of the writing space of approx. 175 mm; the width 

of each line, varying according to the extension of the line (the eight-syllable), but on average of 50 mm, allows to 

calculate an overall width of approx. 120 mm. However, it is not possible to reconstruct the dimensions of the 

original sheet of paper. 



 

14 

 

On the contrary, precisely the size of the fragment, the arrangement of the text on two 

columns and the number of the surviving lines allow us to calculate the size of the original sheet 

of paper: 30 lines ca. arranged in 2 columns on each folio mean a 12x18 cm face of text 

contained in a 6x8 inch format (15x20 cm). These are exactly the dimensions of a quarto size 

volume typical of Hebrew + Judaeo-Arabic diwan (a collection of poems) MSS from the 12th to 

the 14th century. Some diwan MSS from the Cairo Genizah are now hosted in Russia, at the 

National Library, among the papers belonging to the Second Firkovitch Collection. 

As Ammirati rightly pointed out, the paper itself is an important element to date and locate 

Arabic manuscripts.  

Malachi Beit-Arié, in his proposal for a general typology of Arabic papers,17 took as a 

criterion the presence and absence of traces left by the yard and chain threads that weave the 

"web" of the form. In the fragment are perceptible “Chain Lines Grouped in Pairs”. 

This type is the earliest of the ‘clustered’ kinds of oriental Arabic papers - its first clear 

appearance in Hebrew manuscripts and in a selection of Arabic manuscripts is dated 1119/20 

and according to the Hebrew manuscripts its peak usage seems to have been in the second half 

of the 14th century.18   

G. Humbert believes that the source of the sieves with chain lines grouped in pairs is Egypt.19  

Hence, both the paper and the size of the sheet used to transcribe the incipit of Yvain make us 

think of an “Egyptian” manuscript, produced (given the linguistic and graphic similarities with 

Guiot's version) in the first half of the 13th century. 

 

 
17 M. BEIT-ARIÉ, Quantitative Typology of Oriental Paper Patterns, in Monique Zerdoun Bat-Yehouda, ed., Le 

papier au Moyen Âge: Histoire et techniques, Turnhout: Brepols, 1999, pp. 41-53 and idem The Oriental Arabic 

Paper, in Gazette du Livre Médiéval 28, 1996, pp. 9-12 
18 J. M. BLOOM, Paper Before Print. The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World, New Haven, Yale 

University Press, 2001. 
19 «C’est ainsi qu’un papier à fils de chaînette groupés par deux, avec des écarts bien particuliers, semble avoir eu 

une aire de diffusion circonscrite à l’Égypte aux alentours de 1350», see G. Humbert, Un papier fabriqué vers 

1350 en Egypte, in Zerdoun Bat-Yehouda (ed.), Le papier au Moyen Âge, histoire et techniques, actes du colloque 

international du C.N.R.S., 23-25 avril 1998, Brepols 1999, 61-73, and another more general paper by her: Le 

manuscrit arabe et ses papiers, in La tradition manuscrite en écriture arabe, ed. G. Humbert (Revue des Mondes 

Musulmans et de la Méditerranée, 99–100 [2002]), pp. 56–77. See also the studies by M. T. Le Léannec-

Bavavéas, based on Greek manuscripts: Zigzag et filigrane sont-ils incompatibles? Enquête dans les manuscrits de 

la Bibliothèque nationale de France, in Le papier au Moyen Âge, cit.  119-134; eadem, Les papiers non filigranés 

médiévaux dans les manuscrits grecs de la Bibliothèque nationale de France, in Scriptorium, 53 (1999), 275–324. 
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3. Thanks to the elements in our possession, is it possible to indicate a more precise place 

of origin of the fragment? 

 

Even if it is tempting, as Ammirati does, to link the fragment to the Seventh Crusade and to 

some monasteries in Upper Egypt which had scriptoria, such as St. Catherine’s,20 or St. 

Michael’s in the Desert, or the Monastery of the Archangel Gabriel at Jabal an-Naqlun 

(southeastern Fayum), we have to remember that relations between the Coptic church and 

French Crusaders have never been particularly friendly.  

It is true that important Coptic workshops were located in the Fayum, particularly in the 

oldest Christian monastery in the world, the Monastery of St. Anthony Zafarana near the Red 

Sea, that had been visited, in 1395, during the Crusade of Nicopolis, by Ogier VIII d'Anglure 

and by several French pilgrims, but to date, at least, no Old French literary manuscript produced 

in Egypt has ever been found.21 An Arabic-French glossary in Coptic characters, probably 

written in the 13th century but preserved in a 16th century manuscript where it has the function 

of as an appendix to an Arab lexicographical treaty (Paris, BnF, copte 43-I, from Akhmim) 

testifies the Copts' interest in having business relations with the French, but according to recent 

studies, the recipients of the work would be the Coptic travelers to the Latin East (and not the 

French in Egypt) for whom the author gathers a list of words related to various fields (religion, 

commerce, navigation, etc.) and a series of sentences for daily communication needs.22  

 
20 On December 14, 2018, the head of the Library of the Sinai Monastery, Father Justin, replied to me about 

French fragments in their library, telling as follows: «We have a limited number of Latin manuscripts in our 

library, a few of them intact, most of them in separate leaves, or leaves incorporated in later bindings. 

Unfortunately, our archives only date back to the middle of the fifteenth century. I do not know why this should 

be so. I am not aware of any medieval texts here in French». 
21 Ogier VIII. who was a member of the noble Champenois family of Anglure (near Troyes), is the author of the 

Saint voyage de Jherusalem et le chemin pour aller a Saincte Catherine du mont de Synay et ainsi à Saint 

Anthoine et Saint Pol es loingtains desers de Egipte (MS in Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, français, 

15217, f. 27r-67r. Modern edition: Le saint voyage de Jherusalem du seigneur d'Anglure, edited by François 

Bonnardot and Auguste Longnon, Paris, Firmin Didot pour la Société des anciens textes français, 1878), in 

which, about the Monastery of St. Anthony, he wrote: «Il y avait là une belle petite église dans un grand 

pourprine tout clos et bien fermé de murs à manière d'une fortesse. [...] si estoient en ceste abbaye bien trente 

frères demourants faisant le service de Notre-Seigneur et sembloient être moult bonnes et dévote personnes». 
22 Despite the difficulties associated with the translation in Coptic characters and the chronological difference 

between writing and copying, this glossary has recently been analysed for the reconstruction of spoken French 

overseas (C. Aslanov, Le français au Levant, jadis et naguère : à la recherche d'une langue perdue, Paris, 2006). It 

therefore represents a precious testimony of the use of French in linguistic contact between Arabs and 

Europeans. 
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Therefore, I would rule out the Coptic monastic origin of the fragment. In fact, I think that 

the interest in Arthurian matter in Egypt can be contextualised in a more specific way, dated 

and ascribed to a community other than the Coptic one. 
 

3.1. The French Rabbis of Fusṭāṭ (Old-Cairo) 

 

With regard to the dating of the Yvain fragment, Ammirati only takes into account the 

presence of French Crusaders in Egypt. It was shortly after the Crusade of Saint Louis, in the 

early 1250s, that secular manuscripts written in the vernacular, mostly in Old French, became 

popular in the Holy Land and, I would add, were given sumptuous cycles of illustrations.23 But 

all this manuscripts came from Acre,24 no one comes from Egypt. Unless one wants to think that 

 
23 Crusader Manuscript Illumination at Saint-Jean d'Acre, 1275-1291 by J. FOLDA, Princeton University Press, 

1976 see also Two thirteenth-century manuscripts of crusader legal texts from Saint-Jean d'Acre, by P. EDBURY 

and J. FOLDA in Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes Vol. 57 (1994), 243-254. 
24 As Jaroslav Folda wrote in his article The Figural Arts in Crusader Syria and Palestine, 1187-1291: Some New 

Realities, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol. 58, 2004, pp 315-331, cit. p. 316: «in 1966 we knew of 21 illustrated 

manuscripts from Jerusalem and Acre, and about 30 “western-influenced” icons attributed to Acre, all now in 

the Monastery of St. Catherine on Mount Sinai. Today the corpus has expanded significantly; we know of 32 

illustrated manuscripts from Jerusalem and Acre [...]». As for the development of Crusader manuscript 

illumination in Acre, about 1280 a painter arrived on the scene directly from Paris. Folda proposed to call him 

the Paris-Acre-Master, because of the work he did for Guglielmo di S. Stefano, the Hospitaller Master, but also 

for diverse clerical and especially lay patrons. This artist produced several codices: an illuminated Cicero MS, an 

illuminated Bible (BNF, MS nouv. acq. fr. 1404), 3 MS of the History of Outremer (BNF, MS fr. 9084, Boulogne-

sur-Mer, Bibliothèque Municipale, MS 142 and Florence, Bibl. Laurenziana MS Pluteo LXI, 10. To these MSS we 

must add three more of the Old French continuations of the Historia of William of Tyre or Eracles produced in 

Acre, namely: BNF, Fond français, MS 2628, Lyon, Bibliothèque municipale, MS 828, and St. Petersburg, 

National Library of Russia, French collection, MS fol. Vélin IV.5), Faits des Romains (Brussels, Bibl. Royale, MS 

10212) a set of illustrations for Jean de Joinville's text on the Credo (BNF MS lat 11907), an illuminated codex of 

the Livre des Assises by Jean d'Ibelin) and most importantly an illuminated Bible in Old French, now in New 

York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS 494. Thanks to the studies of Prof. Folda, today we can say that copyists and 

illuminators in Acre working on secular manuscripts such as the Histoire d'Outremer or the Histoire Universelle 

(BL, Add. MS 15268) were employed in one or more ateliers, quite possibly commercial ateliers separate from 

the scriptoria in the religious establishments. By the time of the creation of our fragment, Acre was firmly 

established as a center for the production of French secular manuscripts. As Anna Maria Di Fabrizio has shown 

in her interesting doctoral thesis (Saggio per una definizione del francese di Oltremare: edizione critica della 

Continuazione di Acri dell'Historia di Guglielmo di Tiro, con uno studio linguistico e storico, Padova 2013) 

numerous literary texts were produced or copied in Acre in the linguistic variant known as Overseas Old 
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the fragment ended up in Egypt by chance after the fall of Acre (1291),25 I would propose to give 

due consideration to the presence, in Fusṭāṭ (Old-Cairo), of a large Jewish community that 

arrived around 1211 from France.26 

We learn about the existence of this huge community of French-speaking Tosafists and 

leading Rabbinic scholars, who immediately played an active cultural role in Fusṭāṭ, precisely 

thanks to the documents found in the Cairo Genizah.  

 

When the sages of France came to this land [Egypt], the great master Rabbi Joseph, 

of blessed memory, and the rest of his brothers who are called by name, of blessed 

memory, as well as the aged Rabbi Abraham, the father of Rabbi Gershom, of 

blessed memory, Rabbi Joseph and the venerable Rabbi David and other sages, of 

blessed memory, we saw that they were great sages, possessing wisdom, 

understanding, piety and sense. We rejoiced in them and they were happy with us 

and we did them honor as was our obligation.27 

 

Thus wrote Abraham ben Moses Maimonides who bestowed the highest praise on the 

French Rabbis.  

The first aliyah,28 from southern France, took place in 1209 and the second in 1211, from 

northern France.29 The severe economic and physical hardships of living in 'Eres Yisra'el forced 

many of the emigrated French Rabbis who tried to settle in Jerusalem to move from the Holy 

Land to Egypt, where they found more favorable conditions.  

 
French, i.e. in the language written and spoken during the Crusades in the Holy Land and then in various 

Mediterranean territories. 
25 After the fall of Acre, manuscripts of the Histoire ancienne (such as BL Add MS 15268) made their way to the 

West, which explains why some manuscripts produced in Italy in the early 14th century show the influence of 

sources brought from the Crusader Kingdom. 
26 Immediately after the coronation of Philip Auguste, on 14 March 1181, the King ordered the Jews arrested on 

a Saturday, in all their synagogues, and despoiled of their money and their investments. In the following April 

1182, he published an edict of expulsion. In July 1198, the King recalled the Jews to Paris.  In May 1210 the 

crown negotiated a series of treaties with the neighbors of the royal demesne and successfully "captured" its Jews 

with a large tax levy. The French Jews who came to Egypt in 1211 were extremely poor. 
27 Abraham b. Moses Maimonides, Milhamot ha-Shem, ed. Reuven Margaliyot (Jerusalem, 1952-53), p. 53. Text 

cited and discussed in J. PRAWER, Jews in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, Clarendon Press, 1988, pp. 78-79.  
28 The immigration to Eretz Israel. 
29 Shebet Yehudah, ed. Yitzhak BAER and Azriel SHOCHAT, Jerusalem, 1946/47, p. 147. 
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«The French scholars who did actually make their way to Egypt were treated with particular 

reverence by the Jewish legal elite of Egypt in the 13th century».30 

French sages were accorded a preferential status and great respect also by Egyptian 

communities, and evidence from the Genizah suggests that some of these scholars were also 

secular poets.31  

Discovered in the storage area (Genizah) of the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Fusṭāṭ at the end of 

the 19th century, the documents continue to be the subject of numerous studies and text 

editions. As already pointed out, the Austrian library's papyrus collection contains 191 Hebrew 

texts written on papyri, parchment, and paper. Among them are some fragments from the Cairo 

Genizah.32  

«We can indirectly deduce the cultural impact of these European newcomers on Egyptians».33  

The French Rabbis, accompanied by their numerous relatives and students, brought with 

them not only the language spoken in the French territories from which they came (i.e. both Oïl 

 
30 PH. I. ACKERMAN-LIEBERMAN, Legal Pluralism among the Court Records of Medieval Egypt, in Bulletin 

d'études orientales, T. 63, Le pluralisme judiciaire dans l'Islam prémoderne, (2014), pp. 79-112, cit. p. 96. 
31 Such as the Provençal native and Alexandrian judge Anatoli ben Joseph (ca. 1150–ca. 1215 CE, MS NLR 

Firkovitch  1042), who was crucially important as a transitional figure, because he was the first poet to use the 

device of “return” regularly in his secular poems, he also wrote wine songs. Anatoli had formerly been resident 

in Sicily, where he spent some years (about 1170-80, in particular at Palermo), while on his way to Egypt. E. 

Hakohen wrote an unpublished PhD dissertation on The Poems of R. Anatoli bar Joseph [in Hebrew], Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem, 1996. Another secular poet was Yitsḥaḳ ben Benvenishti, from Narbonne, who wrote an 

epic poem (קׄצה) most of which (41 folios) is found in St. Petersburg, National Library of Russia, Firk. Evr. II A 

101, ed. by H. Graetz, in Monatsschrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judenthums, v. 36 (1887), p. 304. He 

may by the Rabbi Isaac the European (אלרומי) who is listed as having received support (מקדר), in a distribution 

list, Cambridge K15, 48 verso l. 4. The 41 folios are hosted in the Second Firkovitch  Collection. Though 

numerically less impressive than Cambridge's 140,000 items, St. Petersburg's Firkovitch  Collection MSS may 

claim equal scholarly importance. Abraham Firkovitch is known to have been in Cairo when he was 76 years of 

age (accompanied with his wife Khana and grandson Samuel) and to have collected MSS from the Cairo 

Genizah thirty years before Solomon Schechter. See Z. ELKIN & M. BEN-SASSON, Firkovitch  and the Cairo 

genizahs, Pe‘amim, vol. 90, 2002, pp. 51-96 (Hebrew), and T. HARVIAINEN, The Cairo genizot and other 

sources of the Second Firkovitch Collection, in: Revell, E. J. (ed.), Proceedings of the Twelfth International 

Congress of the International Organization for Masoretic Studies, Missoula, Scholars Press, 1995, pp. 25-36. 
32 A.Z. SCHWARZ, Hebräische Handschriften der Nationalbibliothek in Wien (1925); F. UNTERKIRCHER, 

Inventar der illuminierten Handschriften, 2 (1959). 
33 A. CUFFEL, Call and Response: European Jewish Emigration to Egypt and Palestine in the Middle Ages, in The 

Jewish Quarterly Review, Vol. 90, No. 1/2 (Jul. - Oct., 1999), pp. 61-101, cit. p. 76. 
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and Provencal), but also the literary culture they had assimilated and shared peacefully for long 

periods of time in regions such as Île-de-France, Champagne and Aquitaine. 

«It is interesting to note that in all the  late twelfth- and thirteenth-century Rabbinic sources 

and personal reports which describe emigration of Rabbinic scholars to Israel, all the 'olim are 

Frenchmen. Everyone, both great scholar and lesser disciple, is a Sarefati […] Also, Rabbi Meir 

and Rabbi Baruch of Worms both studied in Paris».34 

As an evidence of the fact that the learned French Rabbis of Fusṭāṭ still used Old-French in 

Egypt and were interested in the poetic compositions from Tsarfat ( צרפת),35 among the 

documents found in Cairo Genizah now hosted in Cambridge36 there are both an interesting 

Hebrew-Old French Glossary to Joshua 10:7 – Judges 9:24,37 and a letter written in 121438 by Al-

'Amani (Fig. 6), who explained that he sent a scholar as far as Marseille for one of the poems 

which Rabbi Meir (Abu'l Majd Meir ben Thabit, 'The Glory of Cantors') had requested:39 «Al-

'Amani's inclination to extend his search for synagogue poetry may merely indicate a common 

liturgical culture, but it may also point to a growing taste for European poetic compositions. Nor 

 
34 E. KANARFOGEL, The 'Aliyah of "Three Hundred Rabbis" in 1211: Tosafist Attitudes toward Settling in the 

Land of Israel, in The Jewish Quarterly Review, New Series, Vol. 76, No. 3 (Jan., 1986), pp. 191-215, cit. p. 212.  
35 The Hebrew name for France, chosen by Rashi (1040-1105), who were living in Troyes and connected the 

biblical “Tzarfat of the exile” to the France of his era. 
36 https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk. Cairo Genizah MSS and fragments are now scattered in different libraries 

throughout the world, but primarily in England (Cambridge University Library; Bodleian Library, University of 

Oxford; John Rylands Library Manchester; British Library, London), in Russia (Firkovitch and Antonin 

Collections, St. Petersburg), in France (Alliance Israélite Universelle; Mosseri Collection), and in the United 

States (Jewish Theological Seminary, New York; Princeton; Katz Center for Judaic Studies, University of 

Pennsylvania). Some 350 large vellum sheets, originating from the Cairo Geniza  are hosted in Geneva (at the 

Bibliothèque publique et universitaire) acquired in the 1890s  by a Geneva university papyrologist, Professor 

Jules Nicole, supplementarily to papyri he had purchased. The largest collection is hosted at University Library, 

Cambridge (Taylor-Schechter Genizah Collection, containing some 135,000–150,000 "fragments." This group 

accounts apparently for about 60% of all Genizah fragments known and available today). New York – The 

Library, Jewish Theological Seminary of America (jtsa), has about 30,000 Genizah "fragments." Other more 

modest collections are hosted in Austria. 
37 According to Genizah Fragments T-S K7.3-5, See A. MAMAN, A Hebrew-old French glossary to Joshua 10:7-

Judges 9:24, Genizah fragments T-S K7.3-5, in Sha'arei Lashon, Studies in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Jewish 

Languages, Presented to Moshe Bar-Asher (editors: A. Maman, S. Fassberg, Y. Breuer), Jerusalem, Bialik 

Institute, 2007, vol. 1, pp. 220-270.  
38 Transcription by Goitein. A Hebrew translation of this document may be found in S. D. Goitein, Sidrei 

Hinukh be-Yeme ha-Ge'onim uv-'Et ha-Rambam, Jerusalem, 1962, p. 102, doc. 23. 
39 TS 13 J 27 f. 11, recto, 11. 30-31. See Sidrei Hinukh, p. 101. 
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was al-'Amani merely following his own whim; he was acting on behalf of his friend and 

colleague who had requested the poem by name ».40 

But what seems to me even more significant is that a fragment of the Old French Aliscans was 

found by S. Schechter in the Cairo Genizah, now Cambridge UL, Additional 2751(4). This 

fragment was published by E. Braunholtz in the Zeitschrift für Romanische Philologie.41  

In 1964, Michael Murjanoff found in the Leningrad/St Petersburg National Library of Russia, 

other fragments (now Fr. O. v. XIV) from the same manuscript and reported his discovery in 

Romania:42 «La directrice de la section orientale, H. I. Kostygowa, se rappelle parfaitement avoir 

trouvé la pièce parmi des fragments de manuscrits qui lui avaient été remis de la section 

occidentale».43 

 

3.2. Writing materials of 13th century Cairo Genizah fragments 

 

As far as the support used for the documents dating back to the 13th century from the Cairo 

Genizah is concerned, it should be stressed that it is mostly Arabic paper. According to Zina 

Cohen,44 whose pioneering study is focusing on the analysis of the writing materials (also 

through reflectography and XRF of the ink), Jewish manuscripts in Medieval Cairo were written 

using both iron-gall inks and carbon ink. Texts written on paper seem to have come largely into 

vogue during the 11th century. The paper of 11th–13th-century texts is of a heavy weight, and as a 

rule brown in colour, whereas Genizah papers of later periods tend to be thinner and more 

lightly coloured. 

The material of the Yvain fragment (carbon ink, on heavy brown paper) seems to coincide 

with those of contemporary (13th century) documents found in the Genizah. I am convinced 

that if we wanted to find a possible “twin piece” of the fragment, we should look for it either at 

the National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg, among the documents of the Firkovitch 

Collection, or in private collections of documents from the Cairo Genizah. In fact, most of the 

manuscripts of the Second Firkovitch Collection are fragments from codices without bindings, 

which are often significantly damaged. The whole manuscript collection of Abraham Firkovitch 

 
40 A. Cuffel, Call and Response, cit., p. 77. 
41 XXII, 1898, p. 91 sgg. 
42  Note sur deux nouveaux fragments de l'Aliscans, in Romania,  1964, 340,  pp. 533-540. 
43 Ibidem, p. 533. 
44 Composition Analysis of Writing Materials in Geniza Fragments, Konferenz DESY “Archäometrie und 

Denkmalpflege 2018”, Hamburg, Germany, 20-24.03.2018. Her PhD thesis is scheduled to be published in 2019. 
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(1787–1874), numbers 20,395 items, mostly codices and fragments along with a number of 

documents. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Historical records from the Fusṭāṭian synagogue show that Jewish traders travelled all over 

the Mediterranean and took part in fairs in Europe. The presence, right in Fusṭāṭ (during the 

late 12th and the 13th century), of a large community of prominent Rabbis from France, who 

were also secular poets (Yitsḥaḳ ben Benvenishti, Joseph ben Guerchon, Anatoli ben Joseph),45 

would seem to justify the presence of the Yvain fragment among the frustula from Egypt hosted 

in Vienna, whose most logical origin seems to be that of the numerous documents from the 

Genizah offered to Karabaček by Mordechai Adelmann in July 1890. 

In fact, I think it's quite unlikely that the Crusaders in Egypt had time to delve into literature. 

The “Egyptian” fragment of Yvain should encourage us to investigate more deeply into the 

interest shown by the Jewish French communities in the poems of Chrétien de Troyes, both in 

the light of documentary evidence, such as the presence of some fragments of Cliges in the 

Hebrew manuscript now in Oxford, Bodleian Library, catalogued under the number Michael 

569*,46 or on the basis of literary evidence as the Philomena’s testimony.  

As known, the Ovide moralisé narrator affirms that he's telling the story as Crestiens did and 

quotes in full the name of this reference author as Crestiiens li Gois. If critics now almost all 

agree that this original author named Crestiens was no one but Chrétien de Troyes, enormous 

uncertainty still reigns around the term gois and various hypotheses have been offered for the 

meaning of it. I myself took up the matter some years ago.47 The nickname li Gois would seem to 

 
45 See J. M. S. YESHAYA, Medieval Hebrew Poetry in Muslim Egypt, Brill, Leiden/Boston 2011. The Genizah 

fragments provide the names of other poets active in Egypt in the 12th and 13th centuries, such as Sedaqa ben 

Judah, Solomon ben Judah, Moses ben Levi, Nathan ben Samuel, Isaac ha-Levi, Gamliel ben Moses. 
46 This “metamanuscript” belonged to the library of Heimann Joseph Michael (1792-1846), which was 

purchased altogether (862 volumes) by the Bodleian Library in 1848. 
47 See my article for the cultural Journal Energie9, 9 August 2017, Godefroit de Leigni li Clers: li Golfred de 

Crestiens li goi: ein unerwartetes Anagramm des Verses  7124 der Charrette: «Raphael Levy, der die Angabe aus 

einem Hebräisch-Französischen Wörterbuch entnommen hatte, ist der Meinung, dass es sich bei den Begriffen 

goz und gois um Synonyme handelt: «I found goz used to traslate the Hebrew word for „dwarf“ in a Judaeo-

French Glossary of Paris, Bibl. Nat. fonds. hébr., 301, fol.46r, Ezekiel XXVII, 11». Demzufolge gelangt er zum 

Schluss, dass in der Version, in der der Begriff in Philomena vorkommt, «the name corresponds to Chrétien le 

Nain». Die Angelegenheit ist jedoch meines Erachtens weitaus komplexer. Nicht nur weil Levy nicht erläutert 

welches das hebräische Wort für „Zwerg“ ist [ַּגָּמד], auf das das von ihm hinzugezogene antike Wörterbuch 
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allude to a converted Jew, and it has to be remembered that in Chrétien's time Troyes was an 

important centre of Jewish learning. Many clues in favour of a Jewish origin of some of the 

themes dealt with by Chretien and also of the author himself have been provided.48 

Since Jews customarily wrote the vernacular of their resident countries in Hebrew characters, 

I think we should investigate more thoroughly among the documents of the Genizah scattered 

around the world in search of some more Old-French texts. While fragments of Yvain may 

survive, not yet noticed, among the same documents.  

 
hinweist – natürlich handelt es sich dabei um den Begriff ּגּוץ,  gutz, der moralische Verwicklungen mit sich 

bringt, da es ein „kleines, boshaftes und missgebildetes/verkrüppeltes Wesen“ ist – aber vor allem, weil 

unterstrichen werden muss, dass die hebräischen goz und gois keine Synonyme sind: Bereits im mittelalterlichen 

Hebräisch hat goi גוי (Plural גוים, goyim) ausgehend von einer ursprünglichen Bedeutung, in der Tanach, von 

„Nation“, einen Bedeutungswandel zu „nicht hebräisch“, der „Christ“ durchgemacht und dann, mit der 

negativen Bedeutung zu „Juden, die die hebräischen Gesetze ignorieren“, bzw. zu denjenigen, die sich in jungen 

Jahren zum Christentum bekehrt haben (der Begriff, in derselben negativen Bedeutung, überlebte bis heute im 

Jiddischen). Die Jewish Enciclopedia erinnert ausserdem daran, dass gemäß jüdischem Recht  «all diejenigen, die 

Kinder einer Heidin und eines Juden sind, als גוים , goyim zu betrachten sind». A new edition of the O.M. is 

currently being prepared: Nouvelle édition de l’Ovide moralisé, by the Groupe de recherche Ovide en français 

(OEF). 
48 They can be found in M. GASTER, Jewish Sources of and Parallels to the Early English Metrical Romances, in 

Publicationsof the Anglo-Jewish Historical Exibition, London 1887; U. T. HOLMES, A New Interpretation of 

Chrestien’s “Conte del Graal”, in Studies in Philology, 44, 1947, pp. 453-76 ; R. S. LOOMIS, The Grail Story 

of Chrétien de Troyes as Ritual and Symbolism, in Publications of the Modern Languages Association of America, 

71, 1955-56, pp. 840-42; M. A. Klenke, U. T. HOLMES, Chrétien, Troyes and the Grail, Chapel Hill 1959; E. B. 

HAM, Ecclesia-Synagoga in Chrétien's Perceval, in «Kentucky Foreign Languages Quarterly» 7, 1960, pp. 201-6; 

J. FRAPPIER, Le Conte du Graal est-il une allégorie judéo-chrétienne?, in Romance Philology, 16, 1962-63, I, pp. 

179-213; J. MAHONEY, The Name “Chrétien” and the Perspectives of the Grail, in Romance Notes, 6, 1964-65, 

pp., 1964-65, pp. 209-14. 
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     Fig. 6 T-S 13J27.11 Al-'Amani’s letter Copyright Cambridge University Library 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 


