\ Jewish works. In the last one hundred years, the only new source of J

Hebrew manuscripts in the world have been the Dead Sea Scrolls, the AMERICAN SEPHARDI FEDERA TION/
Genizah documents, and Yemenite manuscripts.
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Yemenite Jews represent less than 3% percent of wrld Jewry. Yet, a surpris-
ingly high percentage-- probably no less than an average 20%-- of ancient presents
Hebrew, Aramaic, and Judaeo-Arabic works that are now found in univ er-
sity, public, and priv ate libraries in America and Europe are of Yemenite .
provenance. In almost ewery collection of ancient Hebrew, Aramaic, and |_|jm _Imm._“ >_ _V\m.j ._"6 m Jm men
Judaeo-Arabic collection of manuscripts (Books of the Bible, the Midrash . o
and Biblical commentaries, the Mishnah and the Gemara, Jewish liturgical A photographic exhibition
books, and medieval Jewish literature) throughout the w orld, about one
guarter are of Yemenite Jewish provenance. These manuscripts today
enrich Hebrew, Aramaic, and Judaeo-Arabic manuscript collections in
Jerusalem and New York, in London and Los Angeles, in Paris and St. \ j
Petersburg, and in many univ ersity and public libraries and priv ate collec
tions throughout the w orld.

How and when Y emenite Jewish manuscripts became so dispersed is a sub
ject of some interest. Since Carsten Niebuhr's first expedition to Yemen in
1763, and subsequent visits by Sapir in the mid-nineteenth century, book-
sellers discovered Yemen as an important source of manuscripts. Travelers
visited Yemen in search of manuscripts for excitement and for wealth.
Yemenite manuscripts thus began to change hands and a considerable num
ber dispersed throughout the w orld. Many of them must hav e also gotten
lost or destroyed in the course of time.

The cultural surviv al of Yemenite Judaism is important. For, as many schot
ars would agree, Yemenite Judaism is our single surviving link to
Palestinian and Babylonian Jewish cultures, a bridge between ancient and

modern Judaism. / \

Moreov er, because of its antiquity, Yemenite Judaism inherently retains the
tolerant and flexible traits of early Judaism and Orthopraxy . Hence, at a Photographs by Sampson Giat, 1992
time when Orthodoxy seems to slide tow ards fanaticism, the cultural sur -
viv al of traditional Yemenite Judaism is of paramount importance to its peo-
ple, to Judaism and the entire Jewish world. _<_m.< 5 -th _.OCQS Summer 2008
-- Professor Ephraim Isaac
/ Institute of Semitic Studies, Princeton, Zt

In cooperation with the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee

ASF/SH is dedicated to @serving and supporting the rich cultural and the Yemenite Jewish Federation of America

traditions, spirit and history of la Sephardic communities as an integral
part of Jewish experience and heritage.

15 West 16th Street, New York, NY 10011
www.americansephardifederation.org




;m Jews of ¥men have always oriented themselves towards Israel H:qocoy f

out their history , and the Silwa settlement in the late 19th century preceded the
more known Aliyah Bilu. The popular Magic Carpet or "Eagles' Wings of 1949,
the major modern Yemen aliyahoperation, is thus only one episode, albeit a sig-
nificant turning point, in the history of Y emenite Jews who now take their right -
ful position among the Jews of the world in the Land of Israel.

Religious Contribution : Yemenite Jews, the beautiful dark-colored Jews of
Israel, are known to the world Jewish community as jewelers, singers, dancer
and artisans.Certainly, Yemenite Jews laid the foundation for modern Israeli
aesthetic arts when the BezalelArt School in Jerusalem, opened in the first part
of this century. Their ancient Jewish art, their embroidery and filigree w ork
using patterns going back to Hellenistic times w as readily adapted in Israel. In
music, Bracha Safirain the thirties, and Shoshana Damarin the forties, intro -
duced Arabic songs and sang the first modern lyrics in Hebrew; they became
role models for Israeli singers, and their repertoire a prototype for composers.
Israeli folk dance has also Yemenite origins. The Inbal Pinto Dance Company
was one of the first Israeli dance troupes that toured internationally. In short,
modern Israeli aesthetic and folk culture is deeply indebted to Y emenite Jews
in every respect.

How ever, what truly makes Y emenite Jews central to Jewry is, rathey their out-
standing position in the history of the preserv ation of Judaism and Jewish cul
ture, their crucial but unacclaimed contribution to the reviv al of modern Jewish
learning and religious practices. Indeed, they became famous singers in Israel,
because until the creation of the State, the ¥menites were the only Jewish com
munity that used Hebrew (and Aramaic and Judaeo-Arabic) in daily singing at

home, and a Hebrew dialect for communication on a more regular basis.

According to Rabin, "Traditional Judaism has been more affected.... by the for
mation of a modern Jewish national entity in P alestine and of the State of
Israel." Yemenite Jews played a major role in this. Many incognito Y emenite
Jews were mentors to Ashkenazi rabbis in Mea Shearim and Geula. They re-
introduced the use of etrog (citrus fruit which is eaten on Sukkot) and matzah
shemurah (wheat which is watched from the time of harv esting until the final
baking to ensure that no water, heat, or other natural processes cause it to begin
fermentation), taught shehitah(kosher slaughtering), and Hebrew singing on
Shabbath. Yemenite Jews hawe many Hebrew songs sung at home on Shabbat
and holidays; the number of these exceeds those of other communities. Among
them are the sixteenth century songs of the famous poet, Shalom Shabazi, writ
ten in Hebrew and Arabic. It is no surprise that Rabbi Shalom B. Saadya
Gamliel, former advisor to the Imam of Y emen, who migrated to Israel in the
thirties, w as made Israeli Secretary of Religion by Ben-Gurion.

In the preservation of many aspects of ancient Jewish learning, religious
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practices, cultural traditions, and Jewish literary w orks, there is /
hardly any community that can compare to the Y emenite. This view,
already expressed a hundred years earlier by Jacob Safirone of the first
western visitors to Yemen (c.1838) to encounter Jews, is echoed by the late
Prof. S. D. Goitein: " The Yemenite [Jews] arin every espect ordinary Jews whd
have always taken their full steain the development of the Jewisligion, so full

a shae indeed that some believe teengnites to be the most Jewish of all Jews...

In one of his last lectures at Princeton, Goitein stressed that to understand
the life of Jews of the Mishnah (Judaism's primary book of Jewish legal the-
ory) and Talmud, one must live with Yemenite Jews. He and others hae
noted the more ancient prayer style of the Yemenites, the praying of the
‘amidahwith kavanahor absolute concentration, without any quaking dis -
turbance ("you can hear the drop of a needle"); their meditative style of
chanting of the Psalms; their holiday customs including the dev otion to the
Sabbath which they regard as a foretaste of the Messianic era; their method
of Hebrew instruction to small children; and their tradition of teaching
Torah and Talmud without pay , in accord with the halacha;and other
ancient Jewish practices. (Bachers combine their religious studies with
compensating worldly occupations-- as artisans and scribes.)

The Liturgy : The Yemenite Jewish Liturgy is to a great extent based on the
Siddur of Saadya Gaon (c. 892-942), like the €rsian liturgy, and combines
features of the Sephardic ritual based on Seder €&filloth kol Hashaneof
Mishne Torah of Maimonides (1135-1204), like the Sephardic. In addition, it
includes some piyyutim of Yemenite poets (Salah ben ¥hya and Yahya al-
Dahari, and others) and Sephardic Kabbalistic writers.

With minor differences the regular Y emenite ritual parallels that of other
Jewish traditions, particularly the Sephardic. Nonetheless, Yemenite Jews
have preserved many ancient Jewish practices lost and forgotten in most of
Jewry.

Jewish Literature : Jews lived in Yemen working as artisans of silver, gold,
and other metals, weavers of beautiful garments, carpenters and masons.
Yet, Yemenite Jews were great but humble scholars of Jewish literature; and
scribes par excellencef Jewish books in which they were highly skillful.

Outsiders were once impressed with the ability of older Y emenite Jews to
recite by heart the whole Torah, the Haftarah, the Psalms and other parts of
the Bible. They recite daily and Sabbath prayers without books. Scholars
know large portions of the Mishnah and other Jewish literature.

Manuscripts : The economic powerty of Yemenite Jews is amply compensat
ed for by their literary w ealth. Throughout the long period of their exile,
Yemenite Jews not only produced scribes who were excellent copyists of

//Bm:cmo:vﬁm but also scholars who excelled in transmitting ancient




