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RARE BOOKS

Hebrew Codicology: An Introduction*

Absiract: The codex or so-called manu-

script book, the precursor to the printed
book, thrived in the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance. The task of the codicolo-
gist is to analyze and describe the phys-
ical features of the codex, or in the
words of Professor Malachi Beit-Arié,
Director of the Hebrew Paleography Pro-
ject at the Jewish National University
Library in Jerusalem, to conduct an
“archaeological examination” of a
codex so that it may be correctly local-
ized and dated. This paper explains and
illustrates the most prominent features
of Hebrew codicology.

introduction

Turning the pages of a book may seem the
most routine of activities, particularly to a
librarian. Yet behind that simple act lies a
major historical advance in the form in which
the written word was stored and transmitted.
That historical advance over the scroll was
the development of the codex (i.e., the man-
uscript book). We don’t know who first had
the clever idea of writing on both sides of
parchment or of folding leaves of parchment
and gluing or stitching them together. Nev-
ertheless, the unknown creator of the codex
clearly revolutionized the format of storing
the written word. This format was not to be
subject to so revolutionary a change until
the development of printing. The study of
the codex as an artifact is the province of
codicology and the codicologist.

The codicologist examines the physical
qualities of manuscripts (usually medieval
and Renaissance), so that they may be
accurately described, localized, and dated.

*Based on a slide presentation entitled
“The Story of Hebrew Letters, Manuscripts
and Books,” presented Dec. 18, 1995, at
the Young Israel of Hillcrest, New York.

David Kerschen
Yeshurun Library
Jerusalem, Israel

As such, codicology is a valuable tool to his-
torians. For librarians, knowledge of the ele-
ments of codicology provides a greater
appreciation of manuscripts, as well as the
bonus of discovering the roots of descriptive
bibliography. This paper reviews the points
of interest in codicology, with particular
focus on the study of Hebrew codices.

The field of Hebrew codicology demands
thorough knowledge of the technical
aspects of codex production, establishing a
typology of handwriting styles (paleogra-
phy), and categorizing various scribal tech-
niques and traditions. It also requires broad
knowledge of the Hebrew literature and cul-
ture that were contemporary with the period
of a given codex.

Major Geo-cultural Entities

Malachi Beit-Arié, dean of Hebrew codicolo-

gists in Jerusalem’s Jewish National and

University Library, divides Hebrew codices

into six distinct geo-cultural zones (see Fig-

ure 1):

1) Ashkenaz—technically Western Ger-
many and central and northern France,
but in fact extending from England to
Bohemia.

2) Orient (Mizrah)—Egypt, Palestine, Syria,
Eastern Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Bukhara,
Uzbekistan.

3) Sefarad—Spain, Portugal, Provence,
Bas-Langedoc, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia.

4) lialy.

5) Byzantium—Western Turkey, Greece,
the Balkans, and Crete.

6) Yemen

(adapted from Beit-Arié, 1993a, p. 44).

These categories are the most useful and
accurate way of naming a manuscript’s ori-
gin and are used throughout this paper.
The Colophon

If a codicologist is observed turning first of
all to the final page of a codex, you can be
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sure that he is looking for a colophon, a con-
cluding statement by the scribe.' Scribes
maintained virtual anonymity during their
copying, but in the last paragraph of the
codex some scribes took the opportunity to
“sign off,” writing their names, the names of
their employers, the dates of compietion,
and whatever else they may have wished.
(Colophons continued to exist as a feature
of books in the era of printing.)

Hebrew colophons sometimes offer a trea-
sure of information, such as genealogy,
details on the (often difficult) personal cir-
cumstances of the scribe, the salary
received for copying, and more. It is only
from such “colophonic” evidence that we are
aware that women sometimes worked as
scribes. One female copyist concluded her
work with the following paragraph: “ will
mention the acts of the Lord’s faithful love
and the praises of the Lord according to all
that He has bestowed upon me, . . . |, Paula
the daughter of Abraham the scribe, the son
of Yoab, a scion of Rabbi Yehiel of Rome,
author of the Arukh” [an authoritative Talmu-
dic dictionary] (Oxford, Bodleian ms. Or.
Can. 89 257r). At other times, colophons
can be quite standard, terse, and uninfor-
mative, lacking names or dates.

The codicologist looks for the colophon and
notes its presence or absence and any spe-
cial information it contains. Unfortunately for
Hebrew codicologists, the majority of
Hebrew codices do not contain colophons.

1. According to most dictionaries, the word
“colophon” is of Greek or Latin origin. Glaister, in
his Glossary of the Book, explains: “The word
derives from the lonian city of that name. It was
held that the Colophonians, being good fighters,
tipped the scale of whichever side of a battle
they fought, enabling it to finish. Hence the
phrase of Erasmus ‘colophonem addidi'—'l have
put the finishing touch to it, and its use to
describe the words at the end of the book”
(“Colophon,” in Glaister’'s Glossary of the Book,
2nd ed., London, 1979).




GEO~CULTURAL ENTITIES

OF HEBREW MEDIEVAL MAKUSCRIPTS

Figure 1. Major cultural zones of the Hebrew codex. (From Beit-Arié, M., The Makings of the Medieval

Hebrew Book (Jerusalem, 1993), 44. (Reprinted, courtesy of M. Beit-Arié).

The frequent lack of literary evidence about
the scribes underscores the importance of
the additional codicological features that are
discussed in the following sections.

Parchment Preparation

Codices were first produced on parchment.
To prepare parchment, the skin of a newly
slaughtered calf or goat was washed,
soaked in lime, unhaired, scraped, and
washed a second time. The wet rubbery pelt
was then stretched evenly on a frame, and
subsequently scraped over and over while
dusted and rubbed with chalk and pumice
until the correct thinness was achieved
(Avrin, 1991, p. 213).

The hair-side of parchment, with its follicles
and traces of hair, has a rough texture and
may be a shade darker than the fiesh-side,
which is smoother, glossier, and often
brighter. Different finishing processes pro-
duced various types of parchment which
may guide the codicologist in localizing a

manuscript’s  origins. Franco-German
parchment of the mid-thirteenth century pro-
vides a historical line of demarcation. Until
the middie of the thirteenth century, manu-
scripts produced in Ashkenaz appeared
with the distinct features of the two sides
clearly noted. In 1253, a new technique of
finishing (apparently a more effective form
of scraping) produced a new type of parch-
ment in which the hair-side and flesh-side
were “equalized,” that is, the hair-side
showed no traces of hair. Oriental parch-
ments appear equalized, but unlike the fine
but slightly suede-like texture found in
Ashkenaz, Oriental parchment had a glossy
shine even on its hair side. [talian and
Sefardic parchments, in contrast, usually
retained their natural appearances. (Beit-
Arié, 1981, pp. 21-26).

Papermaking

With the introduction of paper in the Orient
and Western Europe, parchment was to be

replaced by paper in many codices. Paper-

making began in China (104 C.E.) and then
spread to Muslim countries (751 C.E.)
before entering Europe (circa 1085, in
Spain) along the trade routes. (“Papermak-
ing,” Glaister's Glossary of the Book, 2nd
ed. London, 1979). Handmade paper was
fabricated by taking fibrous materials such
as rag linens, soaking and beating them to
a pulp, and pouring the “pulp slurry” onto a
wire mesh bound by a wooden frame.

Pre-watermarked papers of Oriental and
Occidental origin can be distinguished by
noting the differences in their morphologies
(internal structure). In the East, mat-like
molds were made from bamboo or other
plant and organic fiber, but in the West,
metal wires were strung in the form of a tight
net. Because less fiber clung to these net-
works, faint lines called “laid lines” and
“chain lines” appeared on the sheet of
paper. In Eastern paper, the chain lines are
faint or do not appear at all, whereas in the
West the chain lines are more distinct, with
consistent symmetrical patterns.
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Watermarks, employed almost exclusively
in the West, began to appear in 1282. These
are created by stitching and knotting addi-
tional wires to the basic wire mold in the
form of recognizable figures. The codicolo-
gist traces the watermark in a paper manu-
script and compares it with watermark cata-
logues, notably Briquet's classic, Les
filigranes, in which more than 16,000 water-

It

(1498)

11137

Figure 2. Briquet's reproduction of a
hand motif in a watermark. Note the
chain lines and their position. The hum-
ber to the left is the reference to the com-
panion volumes; the right-hand number
(added by the editors) is the year the
watermark was first used. This water-
mark tracing from Briquet's Les fil-
igranes (IV, no 11137) assisted in rectify-
ing the date of a Hebrew codex in the
Bodleian Library, Oxford.

Briquet traveled extensively through
Europe in search of the origins of paper.
As he was struck by blindness, Les fil-
igranes was published by his family in
1907 in Geneva. A pioneer work in paper
history, it inspired a new category of
research tool, spurring numerous mono-
graphs by paper societies throughout
the world.

mark reproductions are documented with
data on a given paper’s city, archive, or
even paper mill of origin (see Fig. 2).

Ruling Techniques

In manuscripts, ruled lines were often drawn
across the page in order to guide the hand
of the scribe and create an orderly format for
the page. To ensure straight ruling, tiny
holes were pricked along margins (outer,
inner, upper, and lower), so that scoring with
a ruler could be guided from hole to hole.

In Talmudic times the term for ruling was sir
tut, meaning “to make grooves.” The earli-
est known instrument for ruling in Western
Europe was the hard point, an instrument
producing thin grooves on the surface of
parchment. The hard point was later sup-
planted by the lead pencil in guiding Latin
and, eventually, Hebrew manuscripts.
Ashkenazic and Provencal rabbis, however,
did not universally favor this innovation
(probably because of the color traces it left,
detracting from the pages’ text). Rabbi
Barukh of Worms (ca. 13th century) ruled:

One can score with a kaneh (reed), and |
heard from Rabbi Isaac ben Samuel not
just a kaneh but also a knife—to the exclu-
sion of pencils and coins whose ruling
causes coloring (Sefer ha-Terumah, 65a).

In Northem lItaly, ruling techniques were
more daring. There, from about the year
1435, horizontal lines were ruled with a light-
colored ink, while vertical margins were
drawn with a pencil. Perhaps the most inter-
esting ruling technique is the mastara—a
board employed for ruling paper in Muslim
lands, as described by Beit-Arié: “Cords
were threaded into grooves, forming ridges
corresponding to the horizontal and the ver-
tical bounding lines. The scribe placed each
leaf of the manuscript on the board and
rubbed with the thumb along the covered
threads, which consequently left their
impressions on the leaf” (1981, pp. 72-86).

Quire Appearance and Composition

The quire, a collection of a certain number
of parchment or paper sheets placed one on
top of the other and folded vertically in the
middle, is a fundamental codicological unit.
In Europe, parchments were placed hair-
side next to hair-side and flesh-side next to
flesh-side, so that at whatever place the
codex was opened the appearance of the
open pages would be uniform. This match-
ing is known as Gregory’s Law, after Caspar
René Gregory, the scholar who first noted
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this consistent practice in 1879 (Avrin, 1991,
p. 213). Very early Oriental Hebrew manu-
scripts do not follow Gregory's law, and the
lack of uniformity is a distinct sign of a non-
European codex. Another typically Oriental
feature is starting each quire on the flesh
side, whereas in Europe it was common to
begin on the hair side.

The number of sheets per quire is called
quire composition. Although four folded
sheets (eight leaves) was a popular compo-
sition in Western Europe, a closer look at the
quire composition of Hebrew manuscripts
reveals distinct geo-cultural traditions.

In Ashkenaz, four folded sheets were used.
Scribes writing in Italy adapted the typically
Italian compasition of five folded sheets per
quire, except for paper-parchment combina-
tions, in which compositions varied. In
Sefarad, although four sheets was a com-
mon pattern, three were used in Toledo, and
Sefardic paper quires usually consisted of
six sheets. In Byzantium, both parchment
and paper were folded in fours but, gradu-
ally, starting in the 13th century, the number
rose to six-sheet quires. Sandwiching paper
between outer and inner sheets of parch-
ment was never practiced in Ashkenaz, but
was done in Sefarad and Italy and was very
common in Byzantium. Although rare, some
Hebrew manuscripts contain as many as 11
to 14 folded sheets per quire (Beit-Arié,
1981, pp. 41-50).

Maintaining Order

Several systems were used to ensure that
the loose quires remained in the correct
order in the codex when they were delivered
for binding. The systems consisted of mark-
ings designed to instruct and guide the
binder. A hierarchy exists in which the most
basic ordering system attempted to main-
tain a sequence between quires. Gradually,
scribes and binders devised systems to
maintain internal order within a quire.

The earliest Oriental Hebrew Bibles, dating
from the 10th century, contain only the slight-
est signs to keep order and, as Mordechai
Glatzer points out, the scribes of biblical
codices were reticent to include anything
beyond vowel points, accents, and the meso-
rah (the code or system of spelling annota-
tions). This deference was an overflow from
their adherence, in various degrees, to the
laws of writing a Torah scroll, in which any
signs are forbidden. In the famous Aleppo
Codex (ca. 10th century), only a faint graphic
sign (a tiny circle) was marked in the middle
sheet of a quire, perhaps so the binder would




not fold the quire in the wrong direction
(Glatzer, 1989, pp. 198; 257).

Eventually Hebrew scribes mellowed, for
the laws of writing a Torah scroll do not actu-
ally apply to the codex form, and the scribes
adopted various systems (both from Latin
codices and from their eastern neighbors) to
ensure the order of a manuscript. By the
middle of the 11th century, Hebrew scribes
began to numerate quires, called signatures
(at the beginning or the end), and to write

Animal illustrations alongside the catch-
words were common in Ashkenaz, and
Byzantine manuscripts are occasionally dis-
tinguished by catchwords inside a bizarre-
looking bird (Beit-Arié, 1981, pp. 50-68), as
can be seen in Figure 4.

Scribal Techniques
How many of us recall our earliest scribal

enterprises, copying from the blackboard
and, when reaching the end of the line,
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Figure 3. An Italian-rite Mahzor (ltaly, 1478), copied in a semi-cursive talian hand
by Shemarya ben Abraham, for Bionda, the widow of Mordechai of Empoli, for her
sons Abraham and Yoab. The illustrated catchword kideshanu is clearly written
on the foot of the page and is repeated as the first word on the following page.
Note also the references to gentiles scored through with pen and ink, and the left
line-fillers (lines 7-9, 12-14). (Jerusalem, Jewish National and University Library,
Ms. Heb. 8° 986 f. 110v.) Reprinted from Beit-Arié, M. et al., Manuscrits Médiévaux
Hébrdiques (Jerusalem—Paris 1986), lll, 17h. (Courtesy of M. Beit-Arié).
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caichwords—the first word of the antici-
pated quire, placed at the foot of the pre-
ceding quire (see Fig. 3).

Catchwords at the foot of a page were gen-
erally written horizontally, but unusual styles
offer codicological clues. For example, Ori-
ental scribes wrote catchwords diagonally
downwards, and only Ashkenazic and Ital-
ian scribes wrote them vertically upwards.

devising various squeeze techniques?
Hebrew scribes anticipated the same prob-
lem and developed their own solutions.
Unlike Latin scribes, why did Hebrew
scribes insist on justifying left margins?
Probably for religious reasons and, per-
haps, on aesthetic grounds as well. Early
Hebrew codices of the Bible resembled a
Torah scroll, and such imitation was carried
over to non-religious works.
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How did Hebrew scribes solve the problem of
left-margin justification? Their methods varied
with location and time period. Both Oriental
and Ashkenazic scribes wrote graphic sym-
bols, truncated letters as line-fillers (see Fig-
ure 3 and Figure 6a, line 3). Sefardic scribes
sometimes squeezed final letters. A typically
ltalian device was to divide words at the ends
of lines (without hyphens), while Yemenite
scribes devised their own system of dividing
final words of a line and wrote a slightly diag-
onal full stroke as a hyphen (see Figure 5).
Unigue to Ashkenaz was the convention to
space exceeding letters outside of the left
margin (see Figure 6a) or to write final letters
vertically upward. Only in Sefarad were letters
placed slightly above the end of the line, and
in Yemen, Persia, Bukhara, and the Balkans
scribes wrote exceeding words diagonally
(Beit-Arié, 1981, pp. 87—103). See Figure 6b.

Hebrew Paleography

The study of Hebrew scripts is not dis-
cussed in this paper, but certainly a manu-
script cannot be dated or categorized with-
out paleographical identification. A major
point is that Hebrew scripts fall into the geo-
cultural zones outlined above, and are sub-
divided into three modes of writing: square,
semi-cursive, and cursive.

Although a script may have a stereotypical
handwriting, the codicologist will exercise
extreme caution not to identify or date a
manuscript on the basis of handwriting
before he has analyzed the codicological
evidence outlined above. Immigrant scribes
residing in 15th-century ltaly provide exam-
ples of the retention of personal techniques
(such as distinctive line fillers) while adopt-
ing local practices such as quiring (i.e., quire
composition) first encountered in the new
land of abode. To make things more confus-
ing for the Hebrew codicologist, Malachi
Beit-Arié cites cases where immigrant
scribes adjusted their handwriting (e.g.,
from Sefardic to Italian) to meet local needs
(Beit-Arié, 1981, pp. 104-110).

Conclusions

This brief survey has touched on several of
the most outstanding general and Hebrew
codicological features. Full codicological
analysis requires the description of numer-
ous additional features, such as ink appear-
ance, parchment thickness, dimensions of
both the writing material and the writing
area, number of lines, forms of writing the
Tetragrammaton (God's name), abbrevia-
tions, ligatures, and more.

By classifying a manuscript according to the
features discussed here, the codicologist




W————-— S "

e )l-.ng\ B B ey w3179 B MpoIn PRUADS N DR TSR
PP %Q%’J% IOERURWES 7’-\-":-\-13-\2_'»\3\ T [T WVRURN V- prr 3w ;
oy - DSy 1avxms gm0 wenia D 1 Y Ve Y s ;
e N DL |0y B '\\_wo'ah\lw_x mybe )
Veane Pr yrnre 1) i s VF B Ty Y Mbaay winry
I uau'\Sb»‘N)u_po kel r'-\'hr)\\uu- T =

W» BT >aAT P YRR I N ‘
ey Yoy TyTaE SIS Y W 15D OB T I B T feas ) '
) Gemh oD :t'n:u’r\»b\ > \"‘:‘-7"""(\”":' e Yoo % )
v oyt DY s Tk 2 ST I T 1 e Sa v
e ee T2 sy Py Yot Bl 1 ey e By wpa o
')1'.33‘17\‘} V‘&‘_ va o -,),N.-\;h 323y 3;»'\.::\ e 3 2T bs‘%.b’\b-‘" et prrans
1595 HAS Maxe B> Ml ik 1Y SIS WBPFYS) WY s By han /s
LT SR b P S an By Ty M powsd ez Y
pomx oy m%.\»\ oM Labpeos 2 )\"-'r P00 S Ny T PR
- 1 Qe romi by 1oa ©rMey euP (vt s o vuriie i
TR S) Ty IS BT )> SRR PSS e hromr) [[ESTTRPATS
PABH L% pr ity P2 P Pou Yoy w2V v JEr a monyy
77 50 o D RUTRN L VSN LT W STI0RS) or preso e (o1
S LA C AL TR TSP SR B 20 top P Py
MU YL B sy DAy LANDN DA ST ik e )3 s
. ”e

?\'h\ PG (R PWL BTG Py AT Q; ) \Lw,,. \m;\, o
Ga o) mmond v sas DI age A e B o) Br wrmaa

Tt 3ot w81 e Pz 190 Naa Vs e IO W By e

Figure 4. Catchword in a bird design. Salonika, 1329 (Ms. Leipzig, Karl-Marx Universitatsbibliothek B.H. 13 fol. 138v). Reprinted
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Figure 5. The final strokes on lines 1, 2, and 7 exemplify a Yemenite method of hyphenation (Ms. Jerusalem, Mosad HaRav Kook
302, fol. 138v). Reprinted from Beit-Arié, 1981, pl. 25, couriesy of M. Beit-Arié.
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Figure 6. Contrasting methods of line justification. Fig. 6a contains a segment from an Ashkenazic Mahzor in which the two excess
letters (line 4) were written in the margin. Note also, the graphic line-filler on line 3 (Ms. Munich, Bayerische Statsbibliothek Cod.
Hebr. 200, fol. 7v). In Figure 6b, a Yemenite codex of Maimonides’ code, the excess words on lines 1, 2, and 6 are written diago-
nally (Ms. Jerusalem Jewish National and University Library Yah. Ms. Heb. 2 fol. 71v). (Both figures are reprinted from Beit-Arié,
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designs a scientific tool for the most accu-
rate and responsible identification of the
codex. The rewards of his labors are the
possibility of “separating hands,” i.e., noting
that more than one scribe copied a given
codex and, in addition, the potential to
reconstruct damaged quires of a codex.
Numerous scholars engaged in textual
study are among the beneficiaries of the
painstaking groundwork that codicologists
accomplish.
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