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’GRYQWN  in the vernacular  ’aGə’aRiYQ [in the vernacular]
’DKYR in the vernacular Pa’LY’ DMYK’
’S’RWN  in the Roman vernacular ’S’R’ BQ’R’
’NGRG’ in the vernacular  ’WRṬYG’Š
’ŠNH in the vernacular MWŠL’ DRWBRY

Transliteration

aġārīqūn in the vernacular  agaric ‘agaric‘, Fomes officinalis
iḏḫir in the vernacular palla de Meca ‘lemon‐grass ’
Cymbopogon schoenanthus
asārūn in Latin asara baccara  ‘hazelwort‘, Asarum 
europaeum L. 
anğura in the vernacular ortigas ‘nettle‘, Urtica pilulifera L. and var.
ušna in the vernacular molsa de roure ‘lichen (that grows on oak trees)

Interpretation

ARABIC CATALAN / LATIN
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Steinschneider (1892:582) 



صعتر ( ṣa‘tar )

a) Maimonides (M 319): wild thyme, Persian thyme, donkey thyme, roast 
thyme (among others).
b) Dietrich (DT 3:29): dittany, thyme, marjory, among others; five to seven 
species.



Modelling of binary nomenclature from the Greek model

ἄγριος (wild)  ــرّي <‐‐ ب (barrī)
ἥμερος (cultivated)  بســــــتاني <‐‐ (bustānī) 

τεύκριον ἄγριον الســــلق<‐‐ الــــبرّي (al‐silq al‐
barrī)
σέλινον ἥμερον آـــرفس<‐‐ بســــــتاني (karafs 
bustānī)



سطيروآس   (ŠṬYRWKS) for Greek στύραξ (Styrax officinalis)

ليونطاطلون          (LYWNṬ’ṬLWN) for Greek λεοντοπέταλον
(Leontice Chrysochronum,  motherwort) 



Subject
•Medical translations into Hebrew by Sephardi Jews (12th-15th c.; in 
particular Iberian Peninsula, Southern France) 

Background
•Switch from Arabic (Al-Andalus) to Hebrew as a language of 
science (after the emigration of Jews at the time of the Almoravid 
and Almohad invasions in Al-Andalus)
•Lack of a specific Hebrew medico-botanical terminology

Aims of the talk
•To show how the Jewish translators dealt with the lack of specific 
medico-botanical terminology in Hebrew (different techniques)
•Special focus on two techniques:

(i.)  Integration of Latin and Romance vocabulary into
the Hebrew translations

(ii.) Creation of translation aids: multilingual glossaries/
synonym lists



Jewish multilingualism in medieval Jewish multilingualism in medieval 
medical lexicography and translationsmedical lexicography and translations

1. Introduction
2. Historical Background
3. Translation of medico-botanical terms
4. Integration of Romance, Latin and Arabic words 

into translations: Ibn Tibbon's translation of Zād al‐
musāfir wa‐qūt al‐ḥādir

5. Glossaries and synonym lists



2. Historical background2. Historical background



12th century onwards: 
Loss of Arabic in the South of France 

==> Hebrew as cultural language 

However: Need of access to the current, state-of-the-art 
medical literature.

==> Translation of medical works 



Do’eg ha-Edomi (see Gad Freudenthal’s talk this afternoon,
cf. Freundethal 2013)

24 works translated from Latin into Hebrew (1197-1199)

Mid 13th century onwards

•Translation of Arabic medical compositions (Hippocrates, 
Galen, al-Razi, al-Zahrawi, Ibn al-Jazzar, Ibn Sina, Ibn Rushd, 
Isaac Israeli, Moses Maimonides)
•Extension to Latin works (Bernard de Gordon, Gerard de 
Solo, Arnaldus de Vilanova)



Some important translators

•Judah Ben Samuel Ibn Tibbon (ca. 1120-1190)
•Moses Ibn Tibbon (fl. 1244-1283)
•Shem Tov Ben Isaac of Tortosa (1198-d. after 1164)

Rome: 
•Nathan Ben Eliezer ha-Me’ati (of Cento) (active as a 
translator in Rome in the final decades of the 13th century)
•Zerahyah Ben Isaac Ben She’altiel Hen (Gracian) (from 
Catalonia) (active as a translator in Rome in the final 
decades of the 13th century)



3. Translation of3. Translation of
medicomedico‐‐botanical termsbotanical terms



Greek into Arabic



Arabic into Hebrew (same procedures)

Plus: Use of Latin and Romance words instead of the 
Arabic words ==> Section 4.



4. Integration of Romance, Latin 4. Integration of Romance, Latin 
and Arabic words into translations:and Arabic words into translations:

Ibn Tibbon's translation of Ibn Tibbon's translation of 
ZZāād ald al‐‐musmusāāfir wafir wa‐‐qqūūt alt al‐‐ḥāḥādirdir



Abū Ja‘far Aḥmad ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Abī Khālid ibn al‐Jazzār
(10th century):

Zād al‐musāfir wa‐qūt al‐ḥādir
(Provisions for the Traveller and the

Nourishment for the Sedentary) 

Medical encyclopaedia/therapeutic guide in seven books 

Book I: diseases of the head
Book II: eye diseases
Book III: diseases of the respiratory organs
Book IV: diseases of the digestive organs
Book V: diseases of the liver and kidneys
Book VI: sexual diseases
Book VII: skin diseases and fevers



Abū Ja‘far Aḥmad ibn Ibrāhīm ibn Abī Khālid ibn al‐Jazzār
(10th century):

Zād al‐musāfir wa‐qūt al‐ḥādir
(Provisions for the Traveller and the

Nourishment for the Sedentary) 

•Latin version: Viaticum peregrinantis. 
•3 Hebrew translations (2 based on Latin: Anonymous, Ya’ir Nativ / 

Abraham Ben Isaac:  Sefer Ẓedah la‐Oreḥim).
•Translation from the original Arabic:
Ẓedat ha‐Derakhim by Moses Ibn Tibbon  (fl. 1244‐1283,
Marseilles, Montpellier)



ẒẒedat haedat ha--Derakhim Derakhim by Moses Ibn Tibbon by Moses Ibn Tibbon 















Mixed terms (Romance and Hebrew)



5. Glossaries and synonym lists5. Glossaries and synonym lists



5.1 Introduction and overview

‐ 24 lists identified up to now, see appendix
‐Mostly anonymous
‐ Based on Arabic sources







Most typical case: Catalan or Occitan equivalentsMost typical case: Catalan or Occitan equivalents

donzelldonzell –– Catalan for ʹwormwoodʹ Catalan for ʹwormwoodʹ 

aisens/eisensaisens/eisens –– Occitan for ʹwormwoodʹ Occitan for ʹwormwoodʹ 



See ex. (16) on the handout for a more complex entrySee ex. (16) on the handout for a more complex entry

Observation: These lists usually do not contain HebrewObservation: These lists usually do not contain Hebrew



5.2 Shem Tovʹs synonym lists in his Sefer ha‐Shimmush and the 
creation of a Hebrew medico‐botanical terminology

Shem Tov Ben Isaac of Tortosa (1198-d. after 1164)

•Translation of al‐Zahrāwī’s Kitāb al‐taṣrīf (“Sefer ha‐
Shimmush”) in Marseille prob. 1254 ‐ 1261.
•Attempt to create a new Hebrew medical terminology based 
on the terminology of the Bible, Mishnah and Talmud, as 
well as on medieval commentaries and translations.
•Use of  loan‐translation or semantic borrowing as a method 
for translating terms not attested in any Hebrew source. 



1st list:1st list: covers roots and covers roots and 
herbs, but also instruments, herbs, but also instruments, 
bodily parts and other items.bodily parts and other items.

Synonym list (in reality: 2 lists)

“a list of roots and herbs in 
the language of the Bible and 
of the Sages, of blessed 
memory, according to the 
interpretation most 
commentators agreed upon, 
in the vernacular language 
and in Arabic, alphabetically 
arranged.”

2nd list: “I have also 
composed an explanation 
of the drugs and herbs in 
the vernacular and Arabic 
so that someone who goes 
on a distant journey will 
know their names in both 
languages. And I have 
arranged them 
alphabetically.”



Commentators explicitly mentioned by Shem Tov

•Sa‘adya Gaon (882‐942)
•Marwan Ibn Janah (11th cent.)

Important but not mentioned

•Maimonides (1138‐1204)



Same methods as earlier and contemporary Hebrew translators 





Some more examples for the use of Occitan



Some more examples for the use of Occitan

Mixed Occitan-Latin term:  bol sigillatum 

Cf. the example from Ibn Tibbon in (11a): 
Mixed Occitan-Hebrew term:    bol ḥatum



Some more examples for the use of Occitan

Occitan term:  polieg montà (lit. translation from Arabic)

Cf. the example from Ibn Tibbon in (11b): 
Occitan-Hebrew term:    polieg harri





Some conclusionsSome conclusions
Shem Tov 
•Conscious use and creation 
of Hebrew terms
•But: also attention to the 
Romance terminology 
(partially creation of new 
Romance terms) 
•Reason: the Romance terms 
in his lists were needed to 
elucidate the Arabic and the 
Hebrew terms

Ibn Tibbon 
•Interest in creating an 
understandable Hebrew 
text
•Lacking terms 
Romance or Latin terms
•But: Hebrew was used as 
much as possible 
(abundant use of mixed 
Romance-Hebrew terms)



Thanks to
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