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JJ)i The Cairo Geniza

Located in the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Fustat (Old Cairo), the Geniza was a repository for discarded documents
containing the name of God. Because Jewish law forbade the destruction of such papers, over 300,000 fragments
survived from the 9th to the 19th centuries.

These documents are not just religious; they include thousands of personal letters, legal contracts, marriage deeds,
and accounts written in Judeo-Arabic (Arabic written in Hebrew script). They provide the most detailed window into
the social and economic history of the medieval Mediterranean, detailing everything from market fluctuations to the
daily anxieties of traveling merchants.

%> The Maghribi Traders

The ‘Maghribi’ traders were a distinct group of Jewish merchants originally from the Maghrib (North Africa) who
settled in Fustat and established a vast trade network. They operated through a ‘coalition’ model rather than formal
corporations.

This network relied heavily on reputation and mutual surveillance. By sharing information about dishonest agents
via letters sent along trade routes, they created a self-enforcing system of trust. This allowed them to conduct
business across thousands of miles without the need for modern legal institutions or state enforcement.

é‘& Mediterranean Naval Logistics

Maritime trade in the 10th-12th centuries was governed by seasonal winds and pirate activity. Merchant vessels,
often lateen-rigged dhows or larger galleys, traveled in convoys for protection.

Geniza letters frequently discuss ‘barkas’ (small boats) and ‘marakib’ (ships), detailing the high cost of freight and
the dangers of the ‘Rumi’ (Byzantine) pirates. Trade was typically paused during the winter months when the
Mediterranean became too dangerous for navigation, creating a rhythmic pulse to the medieval economy.

. Global Cargo & Flax

The primary engine of the Egyptian economy during this period was flax—often called ‘white gold’ in the Geniza
documents. It was exported in massive quantities to the West (Sicily and Tunisia) to be woven into linen.

In return, merchants imported silk, spices (pepper, ginger, cloves) from the Indian Ocean trade, and metals. Cairo
served as the central hub where the wealth of the Far East met the demand of the Mediterranean. The documents
even track the specific prices of pepper in different ports, showing a highly integrated global market.




f Financial Instruments & Law

To avoid the dangers of carrying large amounts of gold dinars across pirate-infested waters, Geniza merchants
utilized sophisticated financial instruments. The ‘suftaja’ acted as a precursor to the modern bill of exchange,
allowing for the transfer of funds through credit.

Legal disputes were settled in Rabbinical courts, and the Geniza contains hundreds of ‘responsa’ (legal opinions).
These documents reveal a complex partnership system known as ‘commenda’, where one partner provided capital
and the other provided labor/travel, laying the foundations for modern commercial law.
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