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The Manchester Gaster 1616 Manuscript: An Introduction

by Pamela Lutzker
The John Rylands Library, Manchester

The John Rylands Library, located in Manchester, England, was founded by Enriqueta Augustina
Rylands in memory of her husband, John Rylands, a wealthy cotton magnate.' The library, opened
to the public in 1900, was intended as a repository of rare books and manuscripts of exceptional
cultural value, particularly religious texts, classical works, and medieval manuscripts.? From
its earliest days, the Rylands Library pursued the acquisition and preservation of significant
collections, including a notable range of Hebrew and Oriental manuscripts. Today, as part of the
University of Manchester, it remains a world-renowned center for the preservation and study
of rare manuscripts.

Moses Gaster: Scholar and Collector

Moses Gaster (1856-1939) was a Romanian-born Jewish scholar, linguist, folklorist, and
community leader. After earning his doctorate at the University of Leipzig, he became a professor
in Bucharest but was expelled due to his advocacy for Jewish rights.? Relocating to London,
Gaster was appointed the Haham (chief rabbi) of the Sephardic Jewish community of the British
Empire in 1887.*

Gaster amassed an extraordinary private library, comprising over 850 manuscripts and
thousands of printed works. His interests spanned Hebrew literature, Samaritan texts, folklore,
mysticism, and ancient biblical manuscripts.® After his death, much of his collection was trans-
ferred to the John Rylands Library in 1954, significantly enriching its Judaica holdings.

Frank Taylor, The John Rylands Library: A Brief History (Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 1972), 11.
Taylor, The John Rylands Library, 13.
Israel Abrahams, "Moses Gaster," Jewish Encyclopedia (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1906).
Ibid.
Maria Haralambakis, "A Survey of the Gaster Collection at the John Rylands Library," Bulletin of the John Rylands
Library 89, no. 2 (2013): 155-172.
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Manchester Gaster 1616

Thomas Yeates and the Manchester Gaster 1616 Manuscript

Thomas Yeates (1768-1839) was a self-taught scholar who became an expert in Hebrew and Syriac
studies.® Initially apprenticed as a turner, Yeates transitioned into academia, attending All Souls
College, Oxford.” He gained recognition through his publication of a Hebrew grammar (1804)
and a Syriac grammar (1819).%

In 1808, Yeates was employed by Claudius Buchanan to catalogue and examine a collection
of oriental manuscripts brought from India. Among these were Hebrew translations of the New
Testament discovered among the Cochin Jews of Kerala, India® (formerly known as Travancore).
Recognizing its significance, Yeates made a handwritten copy around 1810 that is now known
as the Manchester Gaster 1616.

The Cochin manuscripts (Cambridge MSS 00.1.16.2 and 0o0.1.32) contained nearly the
entire New Testament rendered into Hebrew, reflecting a unique Jewish engagement with Christian
scripture.'® Yeates' copy preserved these rare texts, written in Rashi script, and was later acquired
by Moses Gaster.

The Scholarly Significance of Manchester Gaster 1616

Manchester Gaster 1616, written in modern Hebrew, shows some significant changes from
its source text in just one version. It is a good illustration of how New Testament texts likely
evolved. The Hebrew translation of the Greek New Testament made by Yeates'' provides even
more comparison material.

The Manchester Gaster 1616 manuscript stands as a crucial witness to the intersection
of Jewish and Christian textual traditions. It also points Intriguingly to the possibility that the
original text of the gospels was Hebrew, influenced by Aramaic, as would be expected of first
century writings of that part of the world and exemplified by the writings found in the Hebrew
Dead Sea Manuscripts.

Furthermore, the manuscript exemplifies 19th-century efforts to collect, preserve, and study
Eastern Christian and Jewish manuscripts. Thanks to Yeates’ meticulous copying and Gaster’s
collecting zeal, the text survives today, accessible to scholars through the John Rylands Library.

Why transcribe and translate the Manchester Gaster 1616?

The Manchester Gaster 1616 manuscript stands as a unique textual artifact: a complete handwritten
Hebrew translation of the New Testament, copied in 1810 by the British orientalist Thomas Yeates.

Cambridge University Library ArchiveSearch, "Person record for Thomas Yeates (1768-1839)."
Ibid.
Thomas Yeates, The Hebrew Grammar (London: W. Baynes, 1804); A Syriac Grammar (London: R. Watts, 1819).
Claudius Buchanan, Christian Researches in Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1811), 146-152.
10 J.S. C. E. Frey, "Notices on the Travancore Hebrew New Testament," *Jewish Expositor* 1 (1816): 37-45.
" Thomas Yeates, trans. "The Gospels in Hebrew," (New Testament). London, 1805. British Museum, London,
Add MS 11659.
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Introduction

Regardless of its source, the manuscript merits scholarly attention, transcription, and translation
on its own intrinsic value—for reasons of textual study, intellectual history, linguistic inquiry,
and manuscript preservation.

There are very few complete Hebrew translations of the New Testament known to exist
in manuscript form, and even fewer preserved with clear provenance in institutional librar-
ies or archives. Gaster 1616 is one of those rare examples, presenting the entirety of the New
Testament—from the Gospels through Revelation—in literary Hebrew. This completeness alone
establishes it as an exceptional object of study. Most known Hebrew New Testament manuscripts
are fragmentary, polemical, or doctrinally edited. In contrast, Gaster 1616 is a clean, coherent,
and extensive rendering of Christian scripture in the sacred language of Judaism.

A transcription and translation of this manuscript will allow scholars to evaluate it as a self-con-
tained theological and literary work, regardless of who originally translated it or from what source.

The manuscript is not just a biblical translation—it is also the work of a specific individual:
Thomas Yeates (1768-1839), a linguist and biblical scholar affiliated with the British Museum.
Yeates’ choice to meticulously copy this Hebrew New Testament by hand, in beautiful script, reflects
the intellectual priorities of early 19th-century European biblical scholarship. The Gaster 1616
manuscript thus offers insight into the transmission and preservation of biblical texts through
the lens of Orientalist interest in Semitic languages.

Transcribing and translating this manuscript helps to illuminate how Hebrew was viewed
and used by Christian scholars of the time. It also reveals how certain biblical concepts were
rendered by someone fluent in Hebrew, Syriac, and Greek—a point of interest for those studying
historical Christian Hebraism.

Independent of its source, the Gaster 1616 manuscript is a full biblical corpus in Hebrew—
written in an elegant style blending biblical, rabbinic, and idiomatic Hebrew expressions. By
transcribing it, linguists and Bible scholars can analyze its lexical choices, syntax, and theolog-
ical terminology to understand how the Christian message was conveyed in Hebrew. Answers
would shed light not only on the translation technique but also on the worldview and intended
audience for the manuscript.

The manuscript, while housed in a respected research library, remains effectively inaccessible
to those who do not read handwritten Hebrew script fluently. A transcription makes it readable;
a translation makes it interpretable. Taken together, they preserve the intellectual content of the
manuscript and allow researchers across disciplines—biblical studies, Jewish studies, theology,
linguistics, and the history of translation—to be engaged with the material.

In digital humanities, the availability of a transcribed and translated version would enable:

- searchable databases of biblical terminology in Hebrew

- comparative analysis across translations

- annotation projects that bring together scholars from various fields
Without a transcription, this manuscript remains a silent object. With one, it becomes an active
voice in academic conversation.

Beyond its religious and linguistic significance, the manuscript has value as a literary
composition and as a cultural bridge. The language itself can be studied for its style, rhythm, and
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internal consistency. Moreover, the manuscript reflects a moment in history when Hebrew was
used for new textual purposes—transmitting not just Jewish law or commentary, but Christian
scripture in a Semitic tongue. This alone warrants the manuscript’s elevation from archival object
to scholarly resource.

Even without considering its origin or prior iterations of the text, the Manchester Gaster
1616 manuscript deserves transcription and translation because of what it is: a complete, carefully
rendered Hebrew New Testament manuscript produced by a known scholar in early 19th-century
England. It embodies unique historical, linguistic, and cultural dimensions that intersect with the
history of biblical translation, the use of Hebrew beyond the Jewish canon, and the intellectual
world of Christian Hebraists. Making its contents available through transcription and translation
will ensure this one-of-a-kind manuscript fulfills its potential as a source of insight, inquiry, and
interfaith understanding.

The manscript can be viewed at:
New Testament in Hebrew transltion (Gaster MS 1616)
https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/view/MS-GASTER-HEBREW-01616/1
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Introduction

NOTES

Please note that this is a faithful transcription of the original manuscript. It even reproduces
scribal errors. The page numbers on the transcription refer to the page numbers used by the
Manchester Digital Library to indicate the image, not the noted page number on the corners
of the pages. Each page represents one page of the manuscript. Each line is a line on that page.
Individual words on the bottom of the page that are in smaller type indicate a "catchword," a
word used to indicate the first word on the next page of the manuscript. Please note that this
manuscript, while written in Hebrew (right-to-left), uses English pagination (left-to-right).

» 2 means the letter was unclear and unable to be transcribed

» A transposition mark (right and/or left) is used to indicate where the scribe put in a trans-
position mark.

v

/  at the end of a line indicates that the letters are the first letter or letters of the next line.

» () letters or words within parentheses mark those inserted above the line with a caret below
the line to indicate where the letter/word belongs. This is only used where the original scribe
has made the insertion. The exception is when the scribe himself added parentheses and
these are noted.

Acknowledgements
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Manuscript Research Institute (MRI). The transcription was validated (checked for accuracy), and
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157K Sw nnon
DINYONN NPT AW Sy oman bw

X 'D DINONN

DANANK 2 :DANAK 2 TT 2 MWwn wWweT aThn 1o 1
ATINY 3 MK 0P ATInD pym 1pyh pnxm pnxtd 1o
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/1715 SxonbxRYn e SXNHRWS T 117127 522 niba nX 0 12
/X5 OpXIOXD TR ¢ TIPARS T Haan 13 Saan
TOXT TOXD D1 P1TYD THIN MY 14 nyd T opROHXI
PP 1NM e NNS ATYHRI APOKRD O TIHX 15 TIHRD
KAPIA W7 TON NN DMnT WK q01h TN 21pyn 16

WY PR ANDWNR TS TP DANAX 0 5o 10 17 :mwn
1Al
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O1XON

mwn Ty 523 mba 1 1T 2wy Paax 5aa mdha Ty T oM
17D e 171 10 mwn ywr Sw nTbn 18 7wy panx
171 AXYNI 1NAnN XS TP 90TH 1K 0TMIn AN A0NRY
00105 nx X5 prIy nn nbya ar oM 19 wmp mnon
19X AR 1A A nw 7 20 :m(2)a(?)nh nond axnn
0nS XwH XN XD TIT 12 19 nX D19Na XMnT RN
XApMm 20 a1 nTor 21w pn M jn oan X nnd nws
nnn 0 nT 22 :mxon jn opn nxX OX1 X0 D 1w 1nW DX
MY NXIPT 12 N9 A0 anbyn man 23 iR 0 nXw
MO WY W I opw 1 24 nbX ny DannT Sxuny
MR YT X9 25 anwX R XYM XNnT RS Imx myw

VWY 1MW X1P1 11220 112 DX AT T

Sal fo)

15nn 1T A ATIaT ond ntaa e Thuw 1o 1
5w 15n ooy Xt 2 :ohwnh nath n 0Mmivan XA
3 5 nuanwnb X2 nam 5w a:1a o IR THu oM
vapr 4 any ohwinr 5o Tyan 7Hnn o1min a1 ynw
751 19°m onb bRw1 oyn Sw oMol ownd "wxa 5o
6 :X212 2N 1 AT ond naa 1nK o S orwn
"5 nn 1T 1EHRA Yy Nn XS M Sw ond i anxa
N
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O1XON

XIp N2 oTIn A1 7 S5RAwr myb ayam 7on XY
8 2210 71D X7 T APK2 0N RS 0ham ovmvand
M 510 I Sy anona 195 115 K ondb b omx nHw
170 on 9 a5 MaoX1 TOX AKX D TN X2 DARYNY
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17101 15911 K 07n oY b kM 0 v 11 201 1
XN 12 :n25 o anr e 1277 175 120 0T nne o
:0mpn> 1950 NANX 71T o1Tn DX 1en XSw obna onb
915 1R 0P 19 K1 41D NMnT 0N AX 15nw o 13
DITIMN 1S 75 1R MKW TV 0 0w 071D 1021 1R,
M1 71552 X5 b npb op a1 o 19 b apab axn
NRIY 0 NXONS mwn o1 nnw Ty ow mm 20 :oynb
XY 7170 ANt 16 25 np omynm KXY X015 1mn
0™ 53 705 mHen nann awm omovan TN oMy
TAW AT 102 nonD 01w Nw 11 1Pmnn 5511 ond na bw
NXW K0 N7 T2 KW 11 ovpnl amn 17 :ommoean n
/315 1aRn 1712 5y n2amn 51 omnn o2 n anna yowa Mp 18
MnT X5 X1 75 oMM nnw 172 19 K o owy onand
YIRS 7151 1K51 w15 np mp 20 5 anx1 oyna [orh obna
el
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O1XON

npo1 op qom 21 :pin wol nX Pwpann oo oann  Sxaws
DIONDOIX Pnww 1173 22 OXAIWT YIRS K21 1MKRD1 In NN
/215 axAn owb 5% 517 AR ormn b0 oA on Xin
MO NOXI XIPAT 127N awn R 23 5%a oipnd 15 obna

RAP? M7X1 |0 X212 10K 10 DUpRIw

2.8

0TI YW M27na X 1pI 1007023 1M X2 oA amxa 1
T2 MNKT X0 D 10 3 e madn S nap 1w 2 nK
4 :n27ya 1w M 0T 11D 12TRa KNP 5p X yws
17NN Sy MpT Apva 1R Snat myn Sw weab 1 wr e or
0™ N 991 0w XN PR Nyl S e waT 0v2an nSrox]
1TAW "M 07012 19 27 1T XPvaa 6 7 20w oipn S,
01O N 1277 07 IRIW 7 7 :DRVN2 0N T (T 2
T M 0w IO PAD NK AW MD DRAW DPTTY |
N¥5 XMwT Mo DoRa arwyn 8 :XWw na jn mnab oad
TMIX DANAX AKX 115 W 0ON¥YA 1NNXN 12wnn 5X1 9 ava
:01112XS 0712 0pab 07MaAK on 7 DIHRD 5127 M P0h X
m™ awy PRY 1R 5 1oxn gy Sy oww ompn it 10
"M 71¥15 02 DONKX YR X Ax 11 :wxa 105 novpn o
20N XM OYIN DR XWD K MY X911 X7 j¥0 NKR KW
DONNX
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OINXON
MIPN AR 0! 1T wrw aman 12 :wTpn mna 0onx
MR 13 ;122 X5w wRa pan? Janm YIRS 01on 0
571 5ax 14 anxy anvd 1me DX 115 5o jn 1w X nyw
W awn 15 29K X2 AR 7R 2005 AR Y 0K 1nn e
0Ty 5o 0mph 15 197 90 N na Pwoy Pawn B nK AN
/nan omi 1 NSy 1Aana W A mow 3 16 :pw nmxa paw
17 a5y X201 717 1m0 77 wIpn M AXT omwn pw 1 nnan
DN PN7¥Y 121 720A0 72 1T IAKRT DY R Ynw /X D1p N
1B

D¥1 2 oW IMR 701w T2 WP MNn 12T SR Tan N .
XN TOWR 1OIR 2P IR 3 Ay 15D owanRy oY 0Wanx
/X1 2wn XM 4 :onb 1w 072aR5 MK OnK 0TOX 120X 5
MY 0 XY 52 S5y o oIRA 1m 725 onba XD D 2100 NK)
Sy vTmym wIpn Y 1251 1own nph XY S iDIRa e
/y 5a1 nnX 075X 12 oKX 6 15 MK wIpnn A 0Npn WX
TIRW? 003 5P 15m 1ax5Nn 1D Now 05 nonb YIRS vy
MM NX 1030 XD 2100 Ty 5AX 1w 15 X 4 070a0 1axa qan e
5515 ARAM XN M23 70 SR bym ewn nph T 8 :0abK
TpN OX 7> 1K 071 52 AR 9 5 mxn 1(9) :omam ohyn mabnn

/R MM AR 200 MR 7 ows e 1h k10 5 mnnwm
/X

1 These parentheses are in the manuscript and are not an indication that the letter was written
above the line.
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O1XON

MM 127p 0KR5n XM jown Ay i 11 mayn imx Xxen 7o
5535 91m 010X N2 MoK MY W ynww 1 12 05 ponw
12(1)ar m5232 AWK 05 TIMON DIM2 1932 AW X NA¥d pawn 13
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072 NMMNON 0725w AW AR TITIX DX 1973 11900 YR NX
20 :0waR 27T 0INX NWPR INX 195 on5 ki 19 o rn
e DMIX "N X2 Own "N2p T 21 »mnna 195m nwnn paw om
NWAN 072IpNN1 DAAXK AT OY 117902 NINX M7 MaT 2 apye
NN 129 07aRST 117905 121y 1nna on 22 awr DMK X
MAa5MT 11120 ™M PN DX THm m55Han 553 1w 1aom 23
502 nyinw ynwn 24 :oya wrw mwSn 51 0750 53 Xoam
mMapa1 MWSna enw Wi Myn 1o wiw m 5 19 121 XMo
XDIN1 0™M12 POX 1127 T7TTIDM DO 0TTWN NNX O
RN N0Y 1M 9HKX 0 mMan naan nk 1050 25 omix

TN 2P 1 AT (1 DY T

I’n IID

mhgl'Ze)
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TP IX NAX MK 199K 50127 X5 yax omw Ho1w oy 18
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