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The Manchester Gaster 1616 Manuscript: An Introduction

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.

1 Frank Taylor, The John Rylands Library: A Brief History (Manchester: University of Manchester
Press, 1972), 11.

2 Taylor, The John Rylands Library, 13.

3 Israel Abrahams, "Moses Gaster," Jewish Encyclopedia (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1906).
4 TIbid.

5 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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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's 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. Intriguingly, it also points to the possibility that the
original text of the gospels was Hebrew, influenced by Aramaic, as would be expected by some-
thing written in the first century.

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

6 Cambridge University Library ArchiveSearch, "Person record for Thomas Yeates (1768-1839)."
7 Ibid.

8 Thomas Yeates, The Hebrew Grammar (London: W. Baynes, 1804); A Syriac Grammar
(London: R. Watts, 1819).

9 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.

11 Thomas Yeates, trans. "The Gospels in Hebrew", (New Testament). London, 1805. British
Museum, London, Add MS 11659.
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Introduction

Why transcribe and translate the Mancehester 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. 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 full Hebrew translations of the New Testament known to exist in man-
uscript form, and even fewer preserved in institutional libraries with clear provenance. 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 makes it 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-contained 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’s 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 the manuscript helps 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 that blends biblical, rabbinic, and idiomatic Hebrew expressions. By
transcribing it, linguists and Bible scholars can analyze its lexical choices, syntax, and theological
terminology to understand how the Christian message was conveyed in Hebrew. The 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 inac-
cessible to those who do not read handwritten Hebrew script fluently. A transcription makes it
readable; a translation makes it interpretable. 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 engage 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

iii
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- 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 the academic conversation.

Beyond its religious and linguistic significance, the manuscript has value as a literary
composition and a cultural bridge. The language itself can be studied for its style, rhythm, and
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 the 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: https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/view/
MS-GASTER-HEBREW-01616/1

iv



Introduction

NOTES

Please note that this is a faithful transcription of the original manuscript. It reproduces even the
errors that the scribe made. The page numbers on the transcription refer to the page numbers
used by the Manchester Digital Library to indicate the image, not the page number notated 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.

» |/ atthe end of aline 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 parenthesis and
these are noted.
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