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The first questions in Hebrew incunabula 
research are most basic: how many in
cunabula are there, what are they; and 
where are they? The answers to these sim
ple questions are by no means easy. Since 
incunabula were printed without title pages, 
and some without colophons, and since 
there are many early Hebrew printed books 
that survive only in a most fragmentary state, 
the identification of certain early Hebrew 
books as incunabula is doubtful and at 
times hotly debated. 

There was a colorful and rather cantanker
ous scholar in the last generation by the 
name of Lazarus Goldschmidt, who is per
haps best known as the translator of the 
Babylonian Talmud into German, and who, 
incidentally, admitted in his old age that in 
his youth he had fabricated a work in the 
style of an ancient Aramaic Midrash in or
der to perpetrate a prank on his scholarly 
colleagues: Goldschmidt was the author of 
a small book on Hebrew incunabula 2 in 
which he poked fun at collectors and 
dealers who purposely inflate the number 
of Hebrew incunabula to make their wares 
more attractive. He maintained that there 
are no more than 100 Hebrew books which 
can beyond doubt be claimed as dating 
back to the 15th century. This figure is the 
most conservative estimate; the most 
generous one is made by Herrmann Meyer 
in the Encyclopaedia Judaica, listing 175 
books. 3 Current scholarship by Perez Tishby 
puts their number at 140.4 Be that as it may, 
the total number of Hebrew incunabula 
known to us today does not amount even 
to one-half percent of the approximately 
40,000 non-Hebrew incunabula. Even in the 
16th century, their number was very low. 
The exte.nsive booklists prepared in Italy for 
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the use of Church censors of Hebrew books 
demonstrate that, e.g., in 1595, among 
20,000 Hebrew printed books, there were 
only about 100 copies of various incunab
ula. 5 There is no easy explanation for this. 
Perhaps one reason for the scarcity of 15th 
century Hebrew printed books is that they 
were produced in small editions, normally 
not exceeding 300 to 400 copies. Also, since 
many Hebrew incunabula contained basic 
and much studied texts, they were worn out 
quickly, and when new editions became 
available, the older, worn copies were put 
away as "shemot" [lit. names- referring to 
names of God in Hebrew sacred texts. Worn 
copies of such texts may not be discarded, 
and must be buried.-Eds.] 

No wonder, therefore, that the number of 
Hebrew incunabula preserved today, even 
in the most prestigious institutions, is rela
tively small. The Vatican Library contains 
42, the Rosenthaliana in Amsterdam 27, and 
the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris 39. 6 Ac
cordingly, the 29 titles represented in a to
tal of 40 copies at Yeshiva University's Li
brary place it among the ranking institutions 
holding 15th century Hebrew printed books, 
and the publication of Gershon Cohen's 
catalog7 of this collection calls the attention 
of the scholarly world to it for the first time. 
This publication thus corrects the anomaly 
found in Goffs census of incunabula in 
America libraries, 8 in which the Hebrew in
cunabula of Yeshiva University were com
pletely ignored. Cohen's catalog does more 
than just put this Library on the map of in
cunabula research; it also proposes to en
large the number of known Hebrew in
cunabula. He describes a certain Italian 
Mahzor as having been printed shortly af
ter 1486 and not in 1504 as previously as
sumed-thus making it an incunabulum. 9 

The first task of the study of Hebrew in
cunabula remains the establishment of a 
solid, reliable corpus of the books that be
long to this category. This can be achieved 
by careful and thorough scrutiny of all phys
ical aspects of each book, such as paper, 
parchment, watermarks, type size, type 
shape, decorative graphic materials, text ar-
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rangement, and composition of sheets. 
Equally important is the study of all state
ments found in the book itself regarding its 
printing. The language of these statements, 
located mostly in the colophons, is often ob
scure or ambiguous and must be closely 
analyzed. Let me cite one example. In what 
is perhaps the most beautiful incunabulum 
that Yeshiva University possesses, the Man
tua 1476 Orah Hawim, the printer, Abraham 
Conat, states: 

And mastered this craft so as to print 
properly, juxtaposing one forme to an
other, one thousand columns each day, 
[printing each sheet by processing it] 
twice with devotion and commitment; 
[printing] in one process four columns 
which are on one side of the large folio 
sheet. ... 

Michael Pollak interprets the colophon as 
meaning that Conat printed 2,000 columns 
on 250 sheets each day. Abraham Rosen
thal, in a rejoinder, reduces this to mean 
1,000 columns-namely, 125 sheets daily
while Gershon Cohen agrees with Rosen
thal as to the number of sheets printed each 
day, but disagrees with him concerning 
other details of the interpretation:1° 

Information about Hebrew incunabula may 
also be found in later sources. Again, just 
one example: An Italian rabbi in a respon
sum dated 1566, quotes a passage from the 
Response of Rabbi Solomon ibn Adret that 
he identifies as having been printed in 
Rome. The discovery of this quotation, and 
the identification of the book to which it 
refers, was the first step that led to the con-
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clusion that 9 books-otherwise lacking any 
indication of place and date-were the prod
ucts of the very first Hebrew presses in the 
world that were active in Rome, presuma
bly between the years 1469-1475.11 

The correct and painstaking description of 
incunabula in catalogs of public or private 
collections provides the foundation for a fur
ther stage of incunabula research, which 
deals with the cultural, historical, literary, 
and religious significance of early Hebrew 
printing. 

The questions that exercise the curiosity of 
scholars in these areas are the following: 
who were the first printers of Hebrew books; 
from whom did they learn their trade; on 
what basis did they select the books to be 
printed; what manuscripts did they use; 
what method did they employ for establish
ing the text; what was the religious status 
of books produced by the new craft; and -
perhaps the most interesting one-in what 
way did the introduction of printing change 
and affect Jewish life? 

It is now generally accepted that the very 
first Hebrew books produced by movable 
type were printed in Rome between 1469-
1475. These books resemble in all physical 
aspects the non-Hebrew incunabula pro
duced in Rome at the same time by the 
Christian printers Sweynheym, Pannartz 
and HanJ2 As their names betray, these 
early typographers were of German origin, 
as were many later printers of Hebrew books 
in Italy-the most prominent among them 
being members of the Soncino family. One 
may assume, therefore, that the printers of 
the Hebrew Roman incunabula were also 
Ashkenazi Jews, and that their Christian 
counterparts may have originally belonged 
to a circle of apprentices and assistants who 
had worked with Gutenberg, and parted 
with him in order to become independent. 
But there is another line of speculation, not 
necessarily contradicting or excluding the 
one mentioned just now. Isaiah Sonne was 
the first to suggest that with the return of 
the Pope to Rome from his exile in Avignon, 
a number of wealthy and learned Jews from 
Provence also settled in the Papal State.13 

As pointed out by David B. Ruderman, there 
was a large number of Italians in the Proven
cal city of Avignon, and some Jews, in
fluenced by personal contact with them, 
may have chosen to try their luck in ltaly.14 

There is an isolated piece of information 
about the Jew, Davino de Caderousse, who 
in 1444, in the city of Avignon, was involved 
in some kind of activity that may have been 
a precursor of printingJ5 Incidentally, Davino 
was also an expert in dyeing, an occupa
tion that he shared with one of the first 
printers of Hebrew books, Abraham ben 
Hayyim the Dyer of Ferrara, who printed the 

Yoreh Deah in that city in 1477. The craft of 
dyeing was apparently related to printing. 

Another datum may be added: a Renais
sance Jew by the name of Abraham Faris
sol, worked as a scribe of Hebrew 
manuscripts, among his many activities and 
talents. From a highly plausible reconstruc
tion by Ruderman, we know that Farissol 
left Avignon for Italy in the year 1468 or 
1469.16 As noted above, 1469 was the year 
in which, in all probability, the first printed 
Hebrew book appeared in Rome. Farissol 
lived for a while in Ferrara, where Abraham 
ben Hayyim the Dyer was engaged in oper
ating a printing press using the type of Abra
ham Conat from Mantua. Furthermore, 
Farissol's handwriting-which we know 
from numerous examples-was similar to 
the printed type employed in 1476-1477 by 
the Mantua and Ferrara printers. Ruderman 

in what way did 
the introduction of 
printing change and 
affect Jewish life? 

therefore suggests that Farissol may have 
been one of the scribes whose manuscripts 
seived as a model for the Conat type.17 On 
the basis of Ruderman's study, one may fur
ther consider Farissol's career as having a 
bearing on the history of the infancy of He
brew printing. 

It is common knowledge that the early 
printers encountered opposition by practi
tioners of the ancient art of the scribes. The 
scribes had a vested interest in protecting 
their craft from the new invention that many 
considered to be the devil's work. We do not 
have any explicit sources in Jewish litera
ture, as far as I know, about such tension 
between new printers and old scribes. Faris
sol's case may, however, suggest the exis
tence of such tensions. At first, as just men
tioned, Farissol may have been involved in 
the pioneering stage of printing by Conat. 
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Conat still refers to the new art of typogra
phy as ketivah, writing. Also, he considers, 
it avodat kodesh, holy work, probably indi
cating that printed works in Hebrew deserve 
the same amount of respect and possess 
the same sanctity as their manuscript coun
terparts. Interestingly, the question of the 
sanctity of printed books was the subject of 
numerous responsaJ8 Conat also states that 
what he does as a printer is like "writing with 
many pens;' but "be-/o ma'aseh nisim;' (not 
through miracles).19 In these words, one 
hears an echo of the rejection of the notion 
that printing is the devil's work. We may thus 
speculate that Farissol at first saw printing 
just as another form of writing, and thought 
that his skills and talents as a scribe would 
continue to be in demand. But as typogra
phy developed and spread rapidly as an in
dependent instrument of producing books, 
Farissol realized that the new technique 
would inevitably render his craft obsolete. 
His reaction was to disassociate himself 
from printing, and his name never occurs 
in any early printed book. Farissol continued 
to write beautiful manuscripts by hand well 
into the 16th century. His scribal activity at 
a time when printing was already highly de
veloped may have been an act of protest, 
as if to demonstrate the excellence and su
periority of the scribe's art above the me
chanical skills of the printer. 

The happy convergence of Provencal, as 
well as German scholars and artisans in 
prosperous Italy-in Rome, Mantua and 
Ferrara-in the third quarter of the 15th cen
tury, gave the impetus to the quick emer
gence and rapid growth of Hebrew printing. 

When we turn our attention to questions 
concerning the kinds of books that were 
selected to be printed by the first printers, 
and the manuscripts that were used for es
tablishing the texts, we are dealing with a 
topic that has a bearing on the general cul
tural, intellectual, and religious profile of the 
period. The scope of this type of inquiry 
must encompass not only Italy, but also 
Spain and Portugal, where Hebrew print
ing was practiced during a shorter period, 
beginning a little later than in Italy, and com
ing to an end with the expulsion of the Jews 
from Spain in 1492 and from Portugal in 
1497. In a recent publication, Robert Bonfil 
deals with the nature and contents of the 
libraries of Renaissance Jews. 20 Bonfil em
phasizes the importance of comparing the 
degree of popularity of certain works with 
others, in order to determine the cultural in
terests of the community. A work, that was 
rarely copied or printed, even if veny learned 
and important in itself, could noti have left 
its imprint on society. Bonfil, as 1did other 
scholars before him, examined some extant 
library inventories from that period, and 
found that there were very few books on phi-



losophy and Kabbalah in Jewish libraries 
in the second part of the 15th century. In
deed, among the incunabula, the most 
commonly found categories are: Bible; Bi
ble commentaries by Rashi, Nahmanides, 
Kimchi, Gersonides and lbn Ezra; codes by 
Maimonides, Jacob ben Asher and Moses 
of Couey; several tractates of the Babylo
nian Talmud; liturgical works; certain popu
lar ethical works; and works on grammar 
(e.g., Kimhi's Sefer ha-shorashim that saw 
3 editions in fewer than 20 years). On the 
other hand, we have only two books on 
philosophy-the Guide to the Perplexed by 
Maimonides and the lkarim by Albo-and 
none on Kabbalah. 21 

In this connection, one must also raise the 
problem of book distribution and book trade. 
Strangely, many of the rarest Hebrew in
cunabula, especially the Iberian ones, sur
vived in remote places such as Persia and 
Yemen, and among the fragments of the 
Cairo Genizah. We know very little about 
how they got there. 

Let us now turn to what is, in my view, the 
most fascinating area of research in con
nection with early Hebrew printing. What 
was the impact of Hebrew printed books on 
Jewish life in the generation in which it was 
introduced and in the period following it? 
The only comprehensive article on the sub
ject was published by Abraham Berliner 
about a century ago. 22 There are, however, 
in the works of the Isaiah Sonne,23 and in 
our generation, in those of Sh. Z. Havlin,24 

H. Z. Dimitrovsky25 and others, discussions 
that offer many valuable insights about the 
decisive influences of printing on the mind 
of the Jews. 

A number of practices were significantly 
changed as a result of Hebrew printing. In 
manuscripts, the order of Biblical books was 
not uniform. In most manuscripts, the 
Prophets were copied according to the or
der mentioned in the Talmud: Jeremiah, 
Ezekiel, Isaiah. The sequence in early 
printed Bibles is Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel. 
In manuscripts, the book of Ruth usually 
precedes Psalms; in early printed books, it 
is Psalms that stand at the head of Hagio
grapha. In both cases, all subsequent edi
tions followed the arrangements found in 
early printed Bibles. 

Perhaps the greatest influence of printing 
was on the standardization of liturgical texts. 
Many of the minor local variations disap
peared once a small local community ac
quired a printed Mahzor or Sidur. The more 
generalized customs were adopted, and the 
local usage went out of practice. In addition, 
the role of the hazan as the person who had 
the authority of excluding or including cer
tain non-obligatory piyutim or private • 
prayers was assumed by the printer, and 

once his prayerbooks were distributed, they 
became accepted as standard by wor
shippers. 

The form and direction of Talmud studies, 
ever sine~ the end of the 15th century, were 
shaped in a most decisive way by the first 
printed editions of the Talmud. H. Z. 
Dimitrovsky gathered and studied all the 
surviving fragments of the Spanish and Por
tuguese Talmud incunabula. He then 
pointe::j out the substantial variants that exist 
between the Iberian and Italian traditions.26 

The Iberian tractates preserve the textual 
traditions of the Spanish academies, 
whereas the Italian Soncino tractates reflect 
those of Ashkenaz. Since the Soncino 
_volumes became the foundation of all later 
editions, and since the Iberian prints dis
appeared or were destroyed as a result of 
the expulsion, it was the Ashkenazi tradi
tion of transmitting the text of the Talmud 
that became the dominant one for all Jewry. 
Similarly, the decision of the Soncino 
printers to print Rashi on one side of the Tal
mud text and certain kinds of Tosafoton the 
other side changed the learning habits of 
all students of Talmud for all times.27 

The publication by Yeshiva University of 
Gershon Cohen's fine and beautiful catalog 
is surely an event worth celebrating. It car
ries incunabula research substantially for
ward, and we hope that it will help to pro
vide inspiration and serve as the stimulus 
for further study of this multifaceted topic. 

The people who made this great achieve
ment possible deserve the gratitude of all 
lovers of the Hebrew book. 
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