
Jew
ish w

orks. In the last one hundred years, the only new
 source of

H
ebrew

 m
anuscripts in the w

orld hav
e been the D

ead S
ea S

crolls, the
G

enizah docum
ents, and Yem

enite m
anuscripts.

Y
em

enite Jew
s represent less than 3%

 percent of world Jew
ry. Yet, a surpris-

ingly high percentage-- probably no less than an average 20%
-- of ancient

H
ebrew

, A
ram

aic, and Judaeo-A
rabic w

orks that are now
 found in univ

er-
sity, public, and priv

ate libraries in A
m

erica and E
urope are of Yem

enite
prov

enance. In alm
ost every collection of ancient H

ebrew
, A

ram
aic, and

Judaeo-A
rabic collection of m

anuscripts (B
ooks of the B

ible, the M
idrash

and B
iblical com

m
entaries, the M

ishnah and the G
em

ara, Jew
ish liturgical

books, and m
edieval Jew

ish literature) throughout the w
orld, about one

quarter are of Yem
enite Jew

ish provenance.  T
hese m

anuscripts today
enrich 

H
ebrew

, A
ram

aic, 
and 

Judaeo-A
rabic 

m
anuscript 

collections 
in

Jerusalem
 and N

ew
 York, in London and Los 

A
ngeles, in Paris and S

t.
Petersburg, and in m

any univ
ersity and public libraries and priv

ate collec-
tions throughout the w

orld.

H
ow

 and w
hen Y

em
enite Jew

ish m
anuscripts becam

e so dispersed is a sub-
ject of som

e interest. S
ince C

arsten N
iebuhr's first expedition to Yem

en in
1763, and subsequent visits by S

apir in the m
id-nineteenth century, book-

sellers discovered Yem
en as an im

portant source of m
anuscripts. Travelers

visited Y
em

en in search of m
anuscripts for excitem

ent and for w
ealth.

Y
em

enite m
anuscripts thus began to change hands and a considerable num-

ber dispersed throughout the w
orld.  M

any of them
 m

ust hav
e also gotten

lost or destroyed in the course of tim
e.  

T
he cultural surviv

al of Y
em

enite Judaism
 is im

portant.  F
or, as m

any schol-
ars 

w
ould 

agree, 
Yem

enite 
Judaism

 
is 

our 
single 

surviving 
link 

to
Palestinian and B

abylonian Jew
ish cultures, a bridge betw

een ancient and
m

odern Judaism
.

M
oreov

er, because of its antiquity, Yem
enite Judaism

 inherently retains the
tolerant and flexible traits of early Judaism

 and O
rthopraxy

.  H
ence, at a

tim
e w

hen O
rthodoxy seem

s to slide tow
ards fanaticism

, the cultural sur-
viv

al of traditionalY
em

enite Judaism
 is of param

ount im
portance to its peo-

ple, to Judaism
 and the entire Jew

ish world.
-- P

rofessor E
phraim

 Isaac
Institute of S

em
itic S

tudies, P
rinceton, N

J

15 W
est 16th S

treet, N
ew

 York, N
Y

10011
w

w
w

.am
ericansephardifederation.org 

A
S

F
/S

H
 is dedicated to pr

eserving and supporting the rich cultural 
traditions, spirit and history of all

S
ephardic com

m
unities as an  integral

part of Jew
ish experience and heritage.
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ish F
ederation of A

m
erica  



T
he Jew

s of Yem
en have alw

ays oriented them
selves tow

ards Israel through
-

out their history
, and the S

ilw
a

settlem
ent in the late 19th century preceded the

m
ore know

n A
liyah

B
ilu

. T
he popular M

agic C
arpet or "E

agles' W
ings of 1949,

the m
ajor m

odern Y
em

en aliyah
operation, is thus only one episode, albeit a sig-

nificant turning point, in the history of Y
em

enite Jew
s w

ho now
 take their right-

ful position am
ong the Jew

s of the w
orld in the Land of Israel.

R
eligious C

ontribution
: Yem

enite Jew
s, the beautiful dark-colored Jew

s of
Israel, are know

n to the w
orld Jew

ish com
m

unity as jew
elers, singers, dancers,

and artisans.C
ertainly, Yem

enite Jew
s laid the foundation for m

odern Israeli
aesthetic arts w

hen the B
ezalel Art S

chool in Jerusalem
, opened in the first part

of this century. T
heir ancient Jew

ish art, their em
broidery and filigree w

ork
using patterns going back to H

ellenistic tim
es w

as readily adapted in Israel. In
m

usic, B
racha S

afira, in the thirties, and S
hoshana D

am
ari
, in the forties, intro

-
duced A

rabic songs and sang the first m
odern lyrics in H

ebrew
; they becam

e
role m

odels for Israeli singers, and their repertoire a prototype for com
posers.

Israeli folk dance has also Yem
enite origins.  T

he Inbal P
into D

ance C
om

pany
w

as one of the first Israeli dance troupes that toured internationally
.  In short,

m
odern Israeli aesthetic and folk culture is deeply indebted to Y

em
enite Jew

s
in every respect. 

H
ow

ever, w
hat truly m

akes Y
em

enite Jew
s central to Jew

ry is, rather, their out-
standing position in the history of the preserv

ation of Judaism
 and Jew

ish cul-
ture, their crucial but unacclaim

ed contribution to the reviv
al of m

odern Jew
ish

learning and religious practices. Indeed, they becam
e fam

ous singers in Israel,
because until the creation of the S

tate, the Yem
enites w

ere the only Jew
ish com

-
m

unity that used H
ebrew

 (and A
ram

aic and Judaeo-A
rabic) in daily singing at

hom
e, and a H

ebrew
 dialect for com

m
unication on a m

ore regular basis.

A
ccording to R

abin, "T
raditional Judaism

 has been m
ore affected.... by the for-

m
ation of a m

odern Jew
ish national entity in P

alestine and of the S
tate of

Israel." Yem
enite Jew

s played a m
ajor role in this.  M

any incognito Y
em

enite
Jew

s w
ere m

entors to A
shkenazi rabbis in M

ea S
hearim

 and G
eula. T

hey re-
introduced the use of etrog

(citrus fruit w
hich is eaten on S

ukkot) and 
m

atzah
shem

urah, (w
heat w

hich is w
atched from

 the tim
e of harv

esting until the final
baking to ensure that no w

ater, heat, or other natural processes cause it to begin
ferm

entation), taught 
shehitah(kosher slaughtering), and H

ebrew
 singing on

S
habbath. Yem

enite Jew
s have m

any H
ebrew

 songs sung at hom
e on S

habbat
and holidays; the num

ber of these exceeds those of other com
m

unities.  Am
ong

them
 are the sixteenth century songs of the fam

ous poet, S
halom

 S
habazi, w

rit-
ten in H

ebrew
 and 

A
rabic. It is no surprise that R

abbi S
halom

 B
. S

aadya
G

am
liel, form

er advisor to the Im
am

 of Y
em

en, w
ho m

igrated to Israel in the
thirties, w

as m
ade Israeli S

ecretary of R
eligion by B

en-G
urion. 

In the preservation of m
any aspects of ancient Jew

ish learning, religious

practices, cultural traditions, and Jew
ish literary w

orks, there is
hardly any com

m
unity that can com

pare to the Y
em

enite. T
his view

,
already expressed a hundred years earlier by Jacob S

afir, one of the first
w

estern visitors to Y
em

en (c.1838) to encounter Jew
s, is echoed by the late

P
rof. S

. D
. G

oitein:  " T
he Yem

enite [Jew
s] are in every respect ordinary Jew

s w
ho

have alw
ays taken their full shar

e in the developm
ent of the Jew

ish r
eligion, so full

a share indeed that som
e believe the Y

em
enites to be the m

ost Jew
ish of all Jew

s..."
In one of his last lectures at P

rinceton, G
oitein stressed that to understand

the life of Jew
s of the M

ishnah
(Judaism

's prim
ary book of Jew

ish legal the-
ory) and Talm

ud, one m
ust liv

e w
ith Y

em
enite Jew

s.  H
e and others have

noted the m
ore ancient prayer style of the Yem

enites, the praying of the
'am

idahw
ith 

kavanahor absolute concentration, w
ithout any quaking dis

-
turbance ("you can hear the drop of a needle"); their m

editativ
e style of

chanting of the P
salm

s; their holiday custom
s including the dev

otion to the
S

abbath w
hich they regard as a foretaste of the M

essianic era; their m
ethod

of H
ebrew

 instruction to sm
all children; and their tradition of teaching

Torah and Talm
ud w

ithout pay
, in accord w

ith the 
halacha;and other

ancient Jew
ish practices. (Teachers com

bine their religious studies w
ith

com
pensating w

orldly occupations-- as artisans and scribes.)

T
he Liturgy

:  T
he Yem

enite Jew
ish Liturgy is to a great extent based on the

S
iddur of S

aadya G
aon (c. 892-942), like the Persian liturgy

, and com
bines

features of the S
ephardic ritual based on S

eder Tefilloth kol H
ashanaof

M
ishne T

orah of M
aim

onides (1135-1204), like the S
ephardic. In addition, it

includes som
e piyyutim

of Y
em

enite poets (S
alah ben Yahya and Yahya al-

D
ahari, and others) and S

ephardic K
abbalistic w

riters. 

W
ith m

inor differences the regular Y
em

enite ritual parallels that of other
Jew

ish traditions, particularly the S
ephardic. N

onetheless, Y
em

enite Jew
s

have preserved m
any ancient Jew

ish practices lost and forgotten in m
ost of

Jew
ry.

Jew
ish Literature

:  Jew
s lived in Y

em
en w

orking as artisans of silver, gold,
and other m

etals, w
eavers of beautiful garm

ents, carpenters and m
asons.

Y
et, Yem

enite Jew
s were great but hum

ble scholars of Jew
ish literature; and

scribes par excellenceof Jew
ish books in w

hich they w
ere highly skillful.

O
utsiders w

ere once im
pressed w

ith the ability of older Y
em

enite Jew
s to

recite by heart the w
hole Torah, the H

aftarah, the P
salm

s and other parts of
the B

ible. T
hey recite daily and S

abbath prayers w
ithout books. S

cholars
know

 large portions of the M
ishnah and other Jew

ish literature.  

M
anuscripts

: T
he econom

ic poverty of Y
em

enite Jew
s is am

ply com
pensat-

ed for by their literary w
ealth. T

hroughout the long period of their exile,
Y

em
enite Jew

s not only produced scribes w
ho w

ere excellent copyists of
m

anuscripts 
but 

also 
scholars 

w
ho 

excelled 
in 

transm
itting 

ancient


