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Abstract: The article presents a text containing a printed Karaite Creed in the Jewish Neo-Ara-
maic dialect of Urmia (Orumiyeh) in Iranian Azerbaijan.

Introduction

Mr. Alfred Eidlisz of New York generously allowed us to publish a two-page printed 
bibliographic item (numbered 1–4 pages). The text containing a Karaite Creed in a form 
of Jewish Neo-Aramaic was printed in lithographic print in square Hebrew letters vocal-
ized, in a font not found frequently.1

The questions arising are I) In what language or dialect of Jewish Neo-Aramaic is 
the text?, II) By whom, when, and for whom was the text printed?, and III), what is the 
Karaite Creed behind the text? 

It appears that we can provide only partial answers to these questions.

1  The same text was possibly in possession of Mark Lidzbarski (1868–1928), but we cannot elaborate 
on this any longer.
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I. What language?

The text is in a form of Jewish Neo-Aramaic of Urmia (cf. Khan 2008) in Iranian Azer-
baijan, called by its speakers Lišán Didán, “our language”, or Lišānán, with the same 
meaning. Various Jewish Neo-Aramaic dialects are still alive, mostly spoken by elderly 
people in various locations in Israel. Several of these dialects have recently become ex-
tinct. Most native speakers of the Jewish Neo-Aramaic dialect of Urmi live in southern 
Tel Aviv and Holon, Israel, and until a few decades ago it could also be heard in the 
Naḥalaot neighborhood in Jerusalem. Today only a few dozen elderly people are profi-
cient active speakers of this dialect.

The text contains numerous mistakes and/or misprints in the language to such an 
extent that on several points it resists complete understanding by native speakers, hence 
on these points our translation was based on the Hebrew originals.
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The Text

The “Creed of the Karaite Faith ” in the Jewish Neo-Aramaic of Urmia…
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Translation of the Text

The Ten Principles of Faith
We, our prophets are the ones who have rightly been mentioned [literally: written] in 

the scriptures.
You have to choose ten [principles and] also [people who] come to the truth, through 

the right way [to] the truth of Karaites. They must be strong, intellectually educated 
[and] they are a secret.

I believe I believe in these: it is obliged to be that the Holy Blessed be He gives the 
Heaven and Earth and what they have without any thing.

I believe I believe in these: The Blessed be His Name has no beginning and no end. 
He is the First and the Last. He even was without (anything was before).

I believe I believe in the Creator who is great of all, He is everlasting [literally: has 
no end of existence].

He is blessed, there is no more than He, He is no body, and there is no body similar 
to Him.

I believe I believe that He is great of all, and that he sent Moses our master who be-
came greater than any prophet, may his rest be in the Garden of Eden.

I believe I believe in Him Who gave greatness from the hand of Moses. He blessed 
us. He brought us the Torah which is now [literally: this hour] in our hands.

I believe I believe in Him that all the Children of Israel believe in Him, God is greater 
than all of them, together with His Torah, and you must always direct your mind to it [to 
the language of the Torah].

I believe I believe in the same God who is greatest of all, who gave us the Torah. After 
Moses, our master, the Torah became beloved by our teachers; and they have to guide the 
[literally: his] people of Israel.

I believe I believe He will raise the dead [and] that they will rise, [and] that God must 
be blessed.

I believe I believe in Him who he is great [i.e., in God]. God delivered [literally: put] 
truth and a judgment of justice. He gives [these] to people, to every man according to 
his own heart.

I believe I believe I believe in the coming of the Messiah from the house of David 
who will build the destroyed temple in Jerusalem.

II. By whom, when, and for whom was the text printed?

This strange looking Hebrew font was possibly in the possession of the Protestant mis-
sionary printing press that operated from about 18  3 5 until about  1934 in Urmia. The 
missionaries’ printed material was mainly in the local Christian Neo-Aramaic dialect, as 
well as in Syriac (Armajani 1991; Murre-van den Berg 1999; Malick 2008). It is evident 
that the text is somewhat distorted, either because of copying errors or due to errors that 
occurred in the printing house. It was probably the only text in Hebrew letters that this 
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printing house ever issued.2 Our guess is, therefore, that the text was printed in Urmia by 
a Protestant mission.

The third Israeli President (1963–1973), Zalman Shazar (1889–1974), an important 
Orientalist and scholar of various Jewish communities, wrote about a Jewish group in 
pre-WWI Urmia who were called ’ אפיקורוסים‘ (epiqorsim ‘heretics’, from *Epicureans < 
Epicurus) or   ’אנשי תנ”ך‘ (people of the Hebrew Bible),3 whom he later met, after WWI,4 
in the “Kurdish” (i.e., Neo-Aramaic-speaking) Jerusalem neighborhood of Naḥalaot 
(Shazar 1967: 278 ff., esp. 285 ff. of the Hebrew edition). Members of this group can be 
called “Neo-Karaites” (cf. Lasker 2022: 204 ff.). They rejected the post-Biblical Jewish 
tradition but did not form a separate community, and they continued to frequent the exist-
ing Rabbinic synagogues. It is possible that the text of the Karaite Creed in Neo-Aramaic 
was printed just to be distributed in the synagogues as a part of the “Neo-Karaite propa-
ganda”, exactly as different Jewish religious groups now distribute their propaganda in 
synagogues.

III. The Sources of the Text

On which “Karaite Creed” was our Jewish Neo-Aramaic text modelled? The present 
version is available at http://www.karaite.org.il/karaite/Eqronot. Yehuda Hadassi in his 
book Eshkol haKopher was the first to formulate the ten principles of faith (Lasker 2008: 
41–59, 96–122; Lasker 2022: 120 ff.), and the thirteen principles of Maimonides (Ram-
bam) were composed after those by Hadassi. The most common principles in Karaite 
Judaism are those by Eliyahu Bashyatzi, the author of Aderet Eliyahu, a Karaite sage in 
Constantinople at the beginning of the Ottoman period (English translation Nemoy 1952: 
250). At the beginning of the seventeenth century in Lithuania, two Karaite theologians, 
Shelomo ben Aharon and Yosef ben Mordechai Malinowski, also dealt with Bashyatzi’s 

2  On the interest of these missionaries in Jewish varieties of Neo-Aramaic of Urmia, cf. Maclean 1895: 
340–344. It is far less possible that the French Catholic mission active there would be interested in printing 
a Karaite text.

3  To be precise, the Rabbanitec Jews of Urmia called the local Karaites afiqorsé ‘heretics ,’  whereas the 
Urmi Karaites called themselves nāš tora ‘people of the Hebrew Bible .’

4  In 1915, the Russian Empire armed the Nestorian and Armenian Christians in the territories 
of Iranian Azerbaijan (which remained officially neutral in the WWI) and of the eastern provinces of the 
Ottoman Empire. Russians also sent reinforcements that included – to a large extent – Russian Arme-
nians drafted into the Russian army, and in May 1915 the Russian army managed to retake large parts  
of Iranian Azerbaijan and invade Eastern Anatolia, where the Russian Anatolian army executed an extensive 
massacre of the Kurdish populations, cf. Joseph 1961: 367; Zirinsky 1997. Neo-Aramaic speaking Jews of 
Iranian Azerbaijan were also among the victims of these upheavals, see memoirs published in Khan 2008

In the civil wars in the region that followed the collapse of the Russian front due to the Russian Revolu-
tion of 1917, many populations of the region continued to suffer and many fled, mostly Christians but also 
Neo-Aramaic-speaking Jews, to Georgia and adjacent areas, and to the Land of Israel. It was only in the early 
1980s that Jewish scholars found in the then-Soviet Southern Caucasus members of the displaced Neo-Ara-
maic-speaking Jewish communities from Iran and Turkey, cf. Krupnik & Kupovetskiy 1988; Chlenov 1998. 
The circumstances of the “discovery” of this Neo-Aramaic refugee community in the USSR were conveyed 
through private e-mail correspondence with Professor Michael Chlenov, 2nd August 2020; and with Dr. Mark 
Kupovetskiy, 5th August 2020.
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Credo (Tuori 2016). After Bashyatzi, there appeared a Karaite genre of Creeds based on 
Maimonides’ thirteen principles, which became a part of the manuals for Karaite ritual 
slaughter. A new interest in the Creed arose amongst the Karaite sages in the modern age 
along with the increased contact between East and West, between Crimean Jewry and 
Ashkenazi Jewry (Lasker l983–1984; Nemoy 1989, and see now Lasker 2008: 96–122).

Simhah ben Shelomo, known as ‘Kosdini ,’  of Istanbul, was a student of Simhah-
Yitzhak Lutski (on whom see Lasker 2011; Lasker 2015); Simhah ben Shelomo left the 
Crimea in 1772 after it had been occupied by the Russian Empire and settled at Istanbul, 
where he became one of the leaders of the local Karaites (Akhiezer 2003: 746) till his 
death in the Autumn of 1811. He was in correspondence with Karaites as far away as 
Damascus and Hit in Iraq (cf. Mann 1931: 343–344), and in his book, ʿEd Emunim, he 
published his own version of the Karaite Creed. In Istanbul Abraham Firkowicz (1786–
1874) published his own version of the Karaite Creed in Hebrew and his own version of 
Karaite Ottoman-Turkish (Shapira 2003):

Jacob Duvan (1842–1901), the grandson and student of Abraham ben Yosef-Shelomo 
Lutski (1792–1855), published his own Karaite Credo in Hebrew and Russian in 1890 in 
Saint Petersburg (Duvan 1890; cf. Klimova 20 22):
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And in 1928, Duvan’s version was translated into Ottoman-Turkish by Serayah/Sera-
ja Shapshal/Sapszał (1873–1861), see Shapira 2005: 362–365:

The “Creed of the Karaite Faith ” in the Jewish Neo-Aramaic of Urmia…
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Sapszał spent 1901–1907 mostly at Tabriz, Iranian Azerbaijan, and after his student 
the Crown Prince became the Shah of Persia, Sapszał moved with him to Tehran where 
he lived until 1909. It is quite possible that it was through Sapszał that the “People of the 
TanaKh” of Urmia received their copy of Duvan’s Karaite Creed, although they could 
have obtained it through Russian agents stationed in Northern Iran, through Baku, or 
Odessa, or Tiflis. This is the story of these four printed pages.

The Texts

The English translation is that of the Neo-Aramaic.

The Ten Principles of Faith

We, our prophets are the ones who have rightly 
been mentioned [literally: written] in the scrip-
tures.
You have to choose ten [principles and] also 
[people who] come to the truth, through the 
right way [to] the truth of Karaites. They must 
be strong, intellectually educated [and] they are 
a secret.5

1
Duvan 1890            Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

אני מאמין באמונה
שלמה שהבורא

יתברך שמו ברא
מאין את השמים

והאת הארץ ואת כל
אשר בהם

אני מאמין
באמונה שלמה

כי יש אלוה אחד
קדמון ונצחי

בלתי נברא לא
מעצמו ולא

מזולתו והוא היה
והווה ויהיה

 I believe I believe 
in these: it is 
obliged to be6 that 
the Holy Blessed 
be He gives7 the 
Heaven and Earth 
and what they 
have without any 
thing.

5  A printing error? A reference to their minority status?
6  A calque from Arabic majbūr.
7  A calque from Persian dādan (‘to put/to give/to create’) or its Kurdish equivalents.
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2
     Duvan 1890           Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

אני מאמין באמונה
שלמה שהבורא

יתברך שמו אין לו
ראשית ואחרית הוא

ראשון ואחרון

היה הוה ויהיה

והוא איננו גוף
והוא אין לו
דמות בכל
הנבראים

 I  believe I believe 
in these: The 
Blessed be His 
Name has no 
beginning and 
no end. He is 
the First and the 
Last. He even was 
without (anything 
before Him).

3
          Duvan 1890           Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

 אני מאמין באמונה
 שלמה שלהבורא

יתעלה

 והוא אשר ברא
 את כל העולם

מלא דבר

 I believe I believe in 
the Creator Who is 
great of all, He is ever- 
lasting [literally: has no 
end of existence].8  

 אין כל דמות והוא
 אחד מכל צד ואין

 אחדות כאחדותו
 הוא אינו גוף ולא

ישיגוהו משיגי הגוף

He is blessed, there is 
no more than He, He is 
no body9﻿,  and there is 
no body  and there is no 
body similar to Him.

4
     Duvan 1890             Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

אני מאמין באמונה
שלמה שהבורא

יתעלה שלח את
משה רבנו עליו

השלום ושהוא אב
וראש לכל הנביאים

והוא שלח את
משה עבדו
לנביא אמת

﻿I believe I believe 
that He is great 
of all and that he 
send Moses our 
master who be-
came greater than 
any prophet, may 
his rest be in the 
Garden of Eden.10 

8 Arabic زوال.
9 Kalaš ‘body’ is a Kurdish loan word.
10  “Assimilated Hebrew.”

The “Creed of the Karaite Faith ” in the Jewish Neo-Aramaic of Urmia…
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5
Duvan 1890              Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

אני מאמין באמונה
שלמה שהבורא יתעלה

נתן על ידי משה
רבנו עליו השלום את

תורתו התמימה
הנמצאת עתה בידינו

 ונתן לנו על יד
 משה את תורתו
 הקדושה על הר

סיני

﻿I believe I believe 
in Him Who gave 
greatness from the 
hand of Moses. 
He blessed11 us. 
He brought us the 
Torah which is now 
[literally: this hour] 
in our hands.

6
Duvan 1890             Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

אני מאמין באמונה 
שלמה שכל בן 

ישראל המאמין באל 
יתעלה 

ובתורתו 
חייב לדעת לשון 
התורה ופירושיה

ונתן הבורא את
רוח קדשו גם על
שאר נביאי אמת

ושלחם לבני
אדם להורותם

את דרכיו
ולהדריכם בדרך

אמת

I believe I believe 
in Him that all the 
Children of Israel 
believe in Him, 
God is greater 
than all of them, 
together with His 
Torah,
and you must the 
Torah language12 
always to direct 
your mind to it [to 
the language of the 
Torah]13 

11 Read *byryḵn instead of the printing error kyryḵn.
12 It seems something went wrong here at the printing house!
13 Cf. Walfish 1992.
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7
       Duvan 1890           Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

אני מאמין באמונה
שלמה שהאל יתעלה

שפך רוח הנבואה גם
על הנביאים הבאים

אחרי משה רבנו עליו
השלום וישלחם
להגיד עתידות

ולהעיד בעמו ישראל

ובלשון העברי
נתנה תורת

האלהים ולכן
חוב ללמוד

ולהגות לשון
התורה
ובאורה

I believe I believe in 
the same God who is 
greatest of all, who 
gave us [the] Torah. 
After Moses, our mas-
ter, the Torah became 
beloved by our teach-
ers; and they have to 
guide the [literally: 
his] people of Israel.14 

8
English Translation Neo-Aramaic

אני מאמין באמונה
שלמה שהאל יתעלה

יחיה את מתי בני
אדם ביום דינו הגדול

 וכי הוא
 יתעלה יחיה

 את בני האדם
ביום הדין

I believe I believe He 
will raise the dead 
[and] that they will 
rise, [and] that God 
must be blessed

9
English Translation Neo-Aramaic

האל יתעלה עושה
משפט צדק לבני

אדם ונותן לאיש כדרכיו
וכפרי מעלליו

 והוא רואה
 ויודע את הכל

 וגומל טוב
 לעושי רצונו

 ומעניש לעוברי
רצונו

I believe I believe 
in Him that he is 
great, God is right-
eous / righteous 
He is, He delivered 
 [literally: he put ] 
truth and a judg-
ment of justice. 
He gives [these] to 
people, to every 
man according to 
his own heart.

14 It seems something went wrong here at the printing house!
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10
        Duvan 1890        Firkowicz 1831 English Translation Neo-Aramaic

 אני מאמין באמונה
 שלמה שהאל יתעלה
 לא מאס אותנו אנשי
 הגלות אמנם אנחנו

 כעת תחת יסוריו וכל
 בן-ישראל המאמין

באל יתעלה ובתורתו

I believe I believe

חיב לקוות ולחכות
תמיד לישועתו על ידי

משיחו מבית דוד
ולבנין בית מקדשו

והוא ישלח את
משיח צדק
מזרע דוד

ויקבץ נדחי
ישראל וידבר
שלום לגוים

ויהפוך אל
עמים שפה

ברורה

I believe in the coming 
of the Messiah from 
the house of David 
who will build the 
destroyed temple in 
Jerusalem.
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