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SHARSHOTH KESEF.

THE HEBREW DICTIONARY OF ROOTS,
BY JOSEPH IBN KASPL

AMoNG the writers at the end of the thirteenth century
stands out prominently Joseph ben Abamari ben Joseph
ben Jacob, of Kaspia, the Hebrew translation of the French
name of Argentitre in the south of France.

Born in 1280, he emigrated early to Tarascon, and after-
wards lived in Catalonia, Aragon, and Valencia in Spain.
He was a man of independent means and high culture.
Deeply influenced by the philosophy of Maimonides, he
devoted his leisure and his natural disposition to writing
many books of a philological and philosophical character.
A keen observer of men, taught by experience, he did not
bold his contemporaries in high estimation, and took no
care to conceal his feelings. Of a wide range of view,
and versed in the philosophical teachings of the time, he
applied the principles of rational interpretation in his
Commentaries to the Bible, and in his other writings ; and in
bis Epistles to his son he sharply castigated the foibles and
tendencies of his contemporaries. This drew upon him the
auimosity of his adversaries, and the freedom with which
he commented on the text of the Bible stamped him in their
opinion as a man whose ideas should not be propagated,
nor destined to be admired by succeeding generations,

The result has been that most of his writings have
remained unknown almost to this very day. It has been
my good fortune, at the suggestion of Dr. Gaster, to

turn my attention to this long forgotten writer, and I
bave been unexpectedly favoured in the discovery and
publication of the largest number of his writings that
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and then /B3 v in two volumes'. But the list of. his
writings is by no means exhausteg. for he himse!f mentions
paving written twenty books, and it is not improbable
{hat even that number falls short of the actual number of
his writings, Since publishing those four volumes I have
found also the work AooR DB in the possession of Mr. E. N.
Adler, a small epitome of his views under the form of
Homilies, and the Bodleian bas recently acquired the Com-
mentary of Kaspi to the former and latter Propheits o
oo % All these are either Commentaries to the Bible, or
short philosophical and ethical treatises. But' a bool.{ of
purely philological import is the one preserved in a unique
MS. in Paris, a Dictionary of the roots of the Hebrew
language, written in an old Spanish cursive'hand, Cod
1244. It is unique from more than one point of view
and undoubtedly deserves to be published in its entirety.
1t is the greatest monument of the philosophy of the.Hebrew
language that has ever been attempted. I have I.1e1ther th.e
competence nor the necessary preparation to judge this
book in comparison with similar attempts that have .been
made by modern scholars in trying to elucidate the inner
meaning of the different Hebrew roots or stems, but I make
bold to say that no one has yet attempted to dive so deeply
into the mysteries and the origin of language and the
primary meaning of the roots which form the Hebrew
language. The principal object with our author seems to
have been to reconcile the different meanings, often totally
divergent from one another, which are given to one and
the same root. The homonyms seem to have exercised
a special attraction on Kaspi, and he tries to go back to
the abstract idea which lies at the basis of these contra-
dictory meanings and he endeavours to reconcile these
differences, often in & recondite way, by that original

1 fed 9 mew, ed. I. Last, 2 vols., Pressburg, 1903. #o) mem, ed. I. Last,
2 vols., Krakau, 1905.
3 MS. Hebr. e go.

pave survived. Ten appeared under the title qe3 %3 amey,”
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¢
abstract meaning which he attaches to the primary roots

in the language. Whether these abstract and philosophical
interpretations will recommend themselves to modern
scholars or not is not for me to say, but Kaspi's work
is undoubtedly a remarkable attempt in that direction.
Nor am I competent to say whether he is following
examples set him by Arabic lexicographers. I must Jeave
this to other scholars to decide. The system he follows is
to group all the words belonging apparently to the same
root under one rubric, and to explain their ramification
and change of meaning; he takes cognizance of the inter-
pretations which had been offered by his predecessors,
notably Kimhi and Ibn Janah. He refers specially to
Maimonides, Ibn Ezra, Saadia Gaon, to Hayuj, Samuel
Ibn Tibbon, and also to the writings of Aristotle in their
Arabic tradition, Abu Hamed, Averrces (Ibn Roshd), Abu
Nassar, and others. He refers to other philosophical
writings besides physics and natural sciences; he shows
himself fully conversant with the Hebrew and Arabic
literature, and he also introduces many old French glosses
(La‘az 1'yb) in order to interpret some technical expression
used by him. _

As the book would form a large volume if published
completely, which under actual circumstances I could not
undertake, I avail myself gratefully of the suggestion of
Mr. Abrabams to publish here only abstracts culled from
the whole alphabet, which may serve as a specimen for the
contents of the book.

I bave selected those that are most characteristic of the
book and of the author, and I hope that these specimens
may jhduce some scholar or scholars able and willing to
undertake the task to acquire my copy and publish it in
a manper worthy of the work and its author.

' I. Lasr.
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