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Abstract 
 

 The manuscript known in research literature as The Catalan Mahzor is to be 

found in the Jewish National and University Library in Jerusalem.1 This Mahzor (festival 

prayer book), which is vowelized, includes a sequence of piyyutim (liturgical poems) for 

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. The poets who composed these piyyutim were among 

the greatest in Muslim Sepharad—Yosef ibn Avitar, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Yitzhak Even 

Giat, Judah Halevi, Moshe ibn Ezra, and Abraham ibn Ezra—and included as well 

Barcelonian and Geronian poets such as Yosef ben Yehuda Even Aknin, Moshe ben 

Nahman Gerondi (Nahmanides), Zarhiya Gerondi, Yitzhak Halevi ben Zarhiya Gerondi, 

and Solomon ben Yitzhak Gerondi, who lived in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

 The manuscript is adorned with twenty-three full-page decorations executed in 

micrography, in two quires at the beginning, as well as thirty-six marginal micrography 

decorations, mostly candelabra trees, adjacent to the text. There are also two initial-word 

panels, which include titles written in gold letters.2 The presence of micrography 

decorations in The Catalan Mahzor is unique, as micrography is generally found only in 

illustrated Bible manuscripts. The text and the micrography were written in brown ink in 

semi-cursive Sephardic script, while the titles of the piyyutim and one section of the 

prayer service are in square lettering.3 Since other Catalan festival prayer books have also 

been preserved, although they are not necessarily decorated, I found it appropriate to 

change the name of the manuscript from The Catalan Mahzor to The Catalan 

Micrography Mahzor (hereinafter to be referred to as CMM), which expresses the 

manuscript’s decorative uniqueness. Codicological and paleographical analyses of the 

CMM have shown that the manuscript was executed as a single unit by one scribe, who 

was also the “calligrapher”—the artist who rendered the micrography. 

                                                 
1 The manuscript’s reference number is: Jerusalem, Jewish National and University Library, MS 

Hebr. 8˚6527. See Richler, guide, 37.  
2 Folios 15v, 47v. 

3 The text written in square lettering appears in the bottom two lines of folio 139v and on folios 
140r and 142v/143r. Likewise, there are three micrography marginal decorations written in 
square lettering, which appear on folios 70r, 73v/74r.  
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 The CMM is made up of 154 parchment pages, measuring 198 × 157 millimeters, 

bound in twenty original quires, and the end of it is missing.4 The arrangement of the 

quires, which is mostly uniform, includes four folded sheets, as was common for 

Sephardic as well as Ashkenazi manuscripts.5 The parchment is goat skin6 of uniform 

quality and size and the hair and flesh sides can be easily distinguished. Each quire 

begins on the hair side and at times it is even possible to see the remnants of hair marks 

on the parchment.7 The parchment is arranged in accordance with “the Gregory’s rule,” 

hair-side opening–flesh-side opening (HFHF) arrangement.8 

 There is no evidence of means for preserving the order of the quires in the CMM, 

and it is most probable that they disappeared during the preparation for the secondary 

binding when the quires were cut down to fit the new binding. An estimate of the CMM’s 

original size, based on a calculation of the missing portions of the decorations that were 

cut, indicates that it originally measured at least 230 × 170 millimeters.9 

 Examination of the ratio between the distribution of the text and the structure of 

the quires indicates that the scribe marked the different sections of text with a blank folio, 

thus creating an accentuation based on visual separation. Four such dividers are found in 

the CMM. The first two bracket each of the two full-page micrography quires. The third 

division contains the piyyutim. This segment of the manuscript begins on folio 15v and 
                                                 
4 During the preservation process one blank quire was added as the CMM was missing the end. 

This is commonly done during preservation in order to save in blank parchment use and does 
not indicate an accurate assessment of missing folios or quires. The blank parchment quire is 
numbered 155–162.  

5 There was also a three-bifolium arrangement in Sepharad, which is known from a small number 
of manuscripts from the Toledo area. A six-bifolium arrangement was also found in the Iberian 
Peninsula. The first dated manuscript using this arrangement is Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, 
Ross. 601 from Huesca, Aragon, dating from 1275. See Malachi Beit-Arié, Hebrew 
Codicology: Tentative Typology of Technical Practices Employed in Hebrew Dated Medieval 
Manuscripts, Jerusalem 1981, 43–44, 46, 49(hereafter Beit-Arié, Codicology). 

6 This observation was made by Tova Szeintuch of the Hebrew University Laboratory for 
Restoration and Preservation of Manuscripts and Rare Books at the JNUL in Jerusalem. 

7 An example of this may be seen on the opening of folios 12v/13r. A clear distinction between 
the hair side and the flesh side is one of the codicological characteristics of manuscripts from 
Sephardic regions. See Beit Arie, Codicology, 26. 

8 The meaning of this codicological sign is that the manuscript is arranged with a hair-side sheet 
facing a hair-side sheet and a flesh-side sheet facing a flesh-side sheet, and so forth. This 
arrangement, which is also called “the Gregory’s rule,” is seen in almost all of the manuscripts. 
See Beit Arie, Codicology, 41; Colette Sirat, Du Scribe au Livre, les manuscrits Hébreux au 
Moyen age, Paris 1994, 81.  

9 These measurements were based on fols. 25v/26r. 
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concludes on folio 141v. The fourth and final segment begins on folio 142v and includes 

the section of prayer additions and the Amidah prayers for Rosh Hashanah and Yom 

Kippur. 

 The pricking layout in the CMM includes interior and exterior margin 

perforations, which was the most commonly used technique toward the end of the Middle 

Ages.10 As the pricking layout is present in all twenty quires in the CMM, we may 

assume that pricking was the first step in the preparation of the manuscript, after which 

the scribe allocated two quires for the full-page micrography decorations. Since there is 

no connection between the micrography quires and those of the text, it is impossible to 

know whether the next step involved continuing the preparation of the score layout into 

lines of text and ruling them or the ruling and drafting of the micrography quires. 

 The ruling layout was done by ruling two sheets simultaneously, on the hair side, 

after arranging the sheets within the quire. This method was common in Sepharad 

through the mid-fourteenth century, but is less in evidence later on.11 

 In addition to having nineteen lines of ruled text, the CMM layout also includes a 

single line ruled above the main column of text and two lines below it. These lines were 

presumably meant to be used for secondary text in Bible manuscripts, the Masorah text 

notations, which were frequently decorated.12 However, one may not immediately deduce 

from this layout that the scribe originally prepared these quires for a Pentateuch or a 

Bible, as upon examining the database Sfardata, the Hebrew Paleography Project of the 

Israel Academy of Sciences in Jerusalem, I found that Bible manuscripts from the 

Sephardic region in the years from 1276 through 1475 that were inscribed in single 

columns of text were not scored for Masorah. On the other hand, secondary text above 

and below the main column was found in a number of copies of festival prayer books. In 

these books, those lines contained text from Psalms, the Megilloth (the five scrolls), or 

                                                 
10 Beit Arie, Codicology, 70, 85; Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces of Medieval Hebrew Books: The 

Evolution of Manuscript Production – Progression or Regression?, Jerusalem 2003, 21–22 
(hereafter: Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces) 
11 Beit Arie, Codicology, 75–76; Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces, 22 

12 For some literature on the use of Masorah for decoration see: Stanley Ferber, “Micrography: A 
Jewish Art Form,” JJA 3-4 (1977), 12-24; Leila Avrin, “Note on Micrography: A Jewish Art 
Form,” JJA 6 (1979), 112-117 (hereafter: Avrin, Note); Joseph Gutman, “Masorah Figurata: 
The Origins and Development of a Jewish Art Form,” Sacred Images: Studies in Jewish Art 
from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, Northampton, 1989, Chap. XV. 
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sometimes text from the daily prayer service. Such inscriptions were usually additions 

done in a different hand, which added “missing” text or elaborated on the manuscript’s 

content. 

 As the ruling for the candelabra trees is sometimes inconsistent with the ruling for 

the lines, we may conclude that these decorations were executed at need. Moreover, as 

the scribe’s work demonstrates that he used several reed pens simultaneously in order to 

write exceeding letters above the lines, we may assume that he worked opening by 

opening within an arranged quire. Since there is no physical or textual connection 

between the micrography quires and the text and its decorations, we cannot know for 

certain at what point in the process the CMM the illustrations were actually prepared. 

However, I am of the opinion that the text segment was completed first, and only 

afterward were the two full-page micrography quires executed, so I begin by discussing 

the ruling layout for the candelabra tree branches that accompany the textual segment of 

the CMM. 

 It can be shown that the scribe utilized the visual border created by the pricking 

layout for the preparation of the full-page decorations. In the first decoration quire, the 

outlines for the frames were prepared in relation to the pricking, but apparently with no 

preliminary sketch, whereas the outlines for the frames of the second quire were sketched 

prior to pricking. It is difficult to see the sketch in the first quire, owing to the deleterious 

effects of time, but the frame markings were probably prepared one page at a time; in the 

second quire the frames were prepared in a sequence that consisted of ruling the outlines 

of a facing page, single page, and so forth. The frame’s ruling was executed with hard 

point. The images in the first quire were sketched with a plummet prior to the sketching 

of the frames, whereas in the second quire the images were drawn in pencil after the 

frames were sketched.  

 In light of folio 9v, we can determine that within the writing stage of the 

micrography, the frames were written first and then the images were created. This is 

clearly the case, as the content within the frame discernibly fits in with the iconographical 

meaning of the image of the unexecuted under-drawing of the couple rather than with the 
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vegetal scroll that actually appears on the page. The text of the vegetal scroll frame on 

folio 9r does in fact indicate a contextual connection between this image and its frame.13 

 The stratagem of page layout and line management in the CMM includes a 

number of components from the two kinds of devices discussed by Malachi Beit-Arié.14 

The means chosen by the CMM scribe attest to his ability to pre-plan, as seen in the 

writing dynamics of the full-pages micrography decorations. Moreover, the nature of the 

frame sketching is a clear indication of his flexibility and dynamism in the planning and 

execution of the manuscript. This dynamism relies on his virtuosic technical abilities, 

which are especially evident in the planning of the micrography and its execution.15 Use 

of the page layout stratagem attests to the his resolve to avoid interfering with the 

integrity of the word and his concern for reading fluency, as well as to the importance of 

conserving the completeness of the sentence and the structure of the text so as not to 

interrupt the rhythmic flow of writing and reading. In addition to his various graphic 

techniques, one must take note of another element that was used to increase the clarity of 

the text and the lucidity of its structure. The page layout stratagem, the importance of the 

clarity of the sketch, the manner in which the text was arrayed, and the graphic 

interpretation, as well as the choice of lettering type all indicate the enormous aesthetic 

importance that informed the basis of the creation of the CMM. These considerations 

were guidelines for Hebrew scribes in general.16 

 The three types of Sephardic script—square, semi-cursive, and cursive—all 

appear in the CMM. “Sephardic script,” which developed from Eastern script, probably in 

Kairouan and Tunisia, in the ninth century, were characteristic of the region of Maghreb 

and the Iberian Peninsula and, beginning in the thirteenth century, of Provence and Sicily 

as well. Morphological differences between the Andalusian and the Maghrebian scripts 

                                                 
13 For a discussion of the meaning of this unexecuted under-drawing, see: Dalia-Ruth Halperin, 

“The Hidden Couple: An Unexecuted Under-Drawing in the Catalan Micrography Mahzor,” 
Between Judaism and Christianity: Art Historical Essays in Honor of Elisheva (Elisabeth) 
Revel-Neher (Katrin Kogman-Appel and Mati Meyer eds.), Brill, Leiden (in press)(hereafter: 
Halperin, Hidden Couple). 

14 Beit Arie, Codicology, 87–89; Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces, 32–48. 
15 Chapter 3 deals with the flow of the writing. 
16 Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces, 21–22, 80. 



 vi 

were already apparent in the tenth and eleventh centuries, and, eventually, the Andalusian 

script superseded the Maghrebian.17 

 Prior to the Reconquista, writing with an affinity to Ashkenazi script can be found 

in Catalonia and Provence. From the end of the eleventh century, an evolutionary but 

swift change was seen toward a preference for Andalusian Sephardic script, and by the 

mid-twelfth century that had become the characteristic script of these regions as well. On 

the other hand, according to Edna Engel, evidence of square script in manuscripts and on 

headstones from the Catalonian region reflects remnants of Ashkenazi characteristics, 

which were implemented in the type of Sephardic script seen in Catalonia.18 The 

superiority and supersession of the Andalusian Sephardic script reflects the immense 

influence of Muslim Sephardic culture.19 Following the expulsion from Spain in 1492, 

Sephardic script spread to other regions of the Middle East, to the areas in which exiled 

Jews settled, and it eventually became the basis for the Hebrew incunabula.20 

 Some three-fourths of all dated Sephardic manuscripts were inscribed in semi-

cursive script,21 for which a marked preference can be discerned from the mid-thirteenth 

century; by the end of the fourteenth century it was reflected in 97 percent of all dated 

manuscripts.22 Presumably, this script was chosen for both aesthetic and functional 

reasons. On one hand, it was considered elegant, and, on other, its utilization was time 

saving and did not hinder the flow of copying.23 Semi-cursive was the script most 

                                                 
17 Malachi Beit Arie and Edna Engel, Specimens of Medieval Hebrew Scripts, Volume II: 

Sephardic Script, Jerusalem 2002, 12, 25 (Hebrew)(hereafter: Beit Arie and Engel, Sephardic 
Script); Malachi Beit-Arié, Hebrew Manuscripts of East and West: Towards a Comparative 
Codicology, London 1993, 41; Malachi Beit Arie, “Hebrew Script in Spain: Development, 
Offshoots and Vicissitudes,” Moreshet Sepharad: The Sephardi Legacy (Haim Beinart ed.) 
Vol.1, 286-287. (hereafter: Beit Arie, Hebrew Script) 

18 Engel, Edna Engel, “Hebrew Scripts in Medieval Catalonia,” Actes del I congrés per a l’estudi 
dels Jueus en territori dee llengua Catalana, Barcelona-Girona Del 15 al 17 d’octubre de 
2001, Barcelona 2004, 126–127 and p. 137 diagram 12. (hereafter: Engel, Catalonian Script) 

19 Beit Arie and Engel, Sephardic Script, 12–13; Beit Arie, Hebrew Script,  287-288, 290-291; 
Engel, Catalonian Script, 121, 126. 

20 Beit Arie and Engel, Sephardic Script, 14–17; Beit Arie, Hebrew Script, 291-293. 
21 Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces, 74. 
22 Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces, 71–72, 78–79. Data regarding semi-cursive script in the 

fourteenth century was obtained from the computerized data base “Sfardata”of the Hebrew 
Paleography Project of the Israel Academy of Sciences in Jerusalem. 

23 Beit Arie, Unveiled Faces, 80. 
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commonly used in prayer books, but was not the only one. In Sepharad it represented 56 

percent of those manuscripts. 

 The text and micrography in the CMM are both in semi-cursive script, with square 

script used to emphasize the titles of the piyyutim and the opening words of the prayer 

segments. There are only two instances in which square script is used in full texts. The 

piyyut Ha’Mavdil ben Kodesh LeHol begins on the two bottom lines of folio 139v and 

continues on folio 140r. The other text, found on folios 142v/143r, belongs to the prayer 

Vatodienu, which is added to the Rosh Hashanah evening prayer. (Figs. 42) The piyyut 

that concludes the Yom Kippur Neila prayer is followed with pages of prayer instructions 

written in figured text.24 The Vatodienu prayer, which is added to Festival evening 

prayers and begins the Festival prayer segments for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, 

appears after a blank folio. The use of a script other than the one that is dominant in the 

CMM together with the figure text forms a visual sign. The same function is performed 

by the inscription of a liturgical poem that creates a visual stopping point at the close of 

the Yom Kippur prayer segment. 25  

 In rare instances, cursive script is also found in the CMM, used as a way to 

compress exceeding letters at the ends of lines in writing above the lines. These cursive 

letters, mostly aleph, hey, and tav, developed into cursive script even within semi-cursive 

script from the twelfth century onward, so they should not be considered an actual 

appearance of cursive script in the CMM.26 

 Square script was used in the CMM to emphasize the titles of the piyyutim and the 

opening words of the prayer segments as well as for inscribing full texts in two instances 

in which the use of a script other than the dominant one served to maintain the structural 

clarity of the manuscript. Six characteristics delineate the square script in the CMM.  

1. The script has a rectangular elongation characterized by a ratio of six to one 

between the letter height and width.27 

                                                 
24 Folios 140v/141v. 

25 The “Vatodienu” prayer in the Sarajevo Haggadah is also inscribed in square script that is 
larger than the square script used for the Haggadah text. See Sarajevo Haggadah, folio 82v–83. 

26 Beit Arie, Hebrew Script, 290. 
27 These proportions are discernible by taking horizontal measurements, demonstrating that the 

width of the calamus was one millimeter. The lengthwise measurement reaches some 6 
millimeters. 
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2. “Stings” are added to the letters, such as on the “roof” of the bet and the 

dalet.28 

3. The bases broaden toward the end owing to a thickening created by another 

stroke, such as the base of the mem, ayin, peh, and shin. 

4. The letters have large internal spaces and are of light weight as a result of the 

ratio between the thickness of letter’s structure strokes and the space left 

within it.29 

5. The letters have virtually no shading and the few shadings that are there occur 

in diagonal strokes, such as the leg of the lamed and the right arm of the 

ayin.30  

6. Many strokes are rounded, such as the nose of the peh or the left leg of the 

aleph. 

The square script in the CMM was examined for a paleographical comparison with dated 

manuscripts that appear in the Sfardata database of the Hebrew Paleography Project of 

the Israel Academy of Sciences in Jerusalem. The manuscripts chosen for comparison 

with the CMM from among all the square-script manuscripts in the Sfardata are those 

with stylistic similarities to the square script in the CMM. Thirty-four manuscripts dating 

from 1202 to 1492 and characterized by script elements similar to the CMM were found. 

However, only two of the manuscripts—The Rome Pentateuch (Rome, Comunita 

Israelitica, MS 3 (19a) from Barcelona, dated 1325, and the Karaite Synagogue Istanbul 

Pentateuch of 1336—had paleographic similarity, attesting to first-degree family ties, but 

not to identical writing, which would indicate the hand of the same scribe.  

                                                 
28 A sting is a short line that is added to the basic lines of the letter or that is created when a line 

deviates beyond the point at which it meets another line. See Ada Yardeni, The Book of Hebrew 
Script—History, Palaeography, Script Styles, Calligraphy and Design, Jerusalem 1997, 149. 

29 The ratio is measured by dividing the total thickness of the roof, leg, and base stroke by the 
area of the internal space. A ratio larger than one represents a lengthy letter of light weight. See 
Edna Engel, “The Analysis of the Letter—A New Palaeographical Method,” Methoden der 
Schriftbeschreibung, Historische Hilfseissenschaften Herausgegeben von Peter Rück, Bd. 4, 
Stuttgart 1999, 44. 

30 Shading is created as a result of strokes made at a 45° angle, creating width strokes and length 
strokes of nearly identical thickness. Likewise, the calamus was apparently cut on a slight angle 
in Sepharad, thus decreasing width differences among the various strokes. See Yardeni, Script, 
240. 
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 Paleographical comparisons of three undated manuscripts,31 which were attributed 

by Leila Avrin to the work of the CMM scribe, showed, using means at our disposal 

today, that there is a general formative similarity among the scripts owing to the 

manuscripts having been produced during the same periods and in the same regions. 

However, there are differences among them that can be seen in the structure of the letters 

and even a striking difference in the means of graphic fillers between the other two 

manuscripts and the CMM. These findings, along with stylistic analysis of the 

micrography decoration, which will be discussed below, indicate that the manuscripts are 

not the work of the same scribe, but rather that their decoration attests to periodic and 

geographic identity.32  

 The use of non-Masorah texts to form the micrography,33 which was noted as one 

of the unique characteristics of the CMM, was also found in other manuscripts, such as 

Paris, Bibiotheque nationale Hebr. 20, a manuscript by Yehoshua ibn Gaon, dated to 

1300 in Todela, in which text from Samuel I, 17:24–26 was used to create the 

micrography decoration.34 Part of the micrography decoration in a Bible produced in Italy 

                                                 
31 The Mocatta Haggadah (London, Mocatta Library, MS 1) was identified by Bezalel Narkiss as 

a Castilian manuscript dating ca.1300. See Bezalel Narkiss, Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, and Anat 
Tcherikover, Hebrew Illuminated Manuscripts in the British Isles, Catalogue raisonné: I. 
Spanish and Portuguese Manuscripts, Jerusalem and London, 1982, 52–55 and photos 105–
122 (hereafter: Narkiss, Cohen-Mushlin, and Tcherikover). For Rylands Haggadah 
micrography decoration and the decorations at the end of the Torah scrolls in the Enrico Nahum 
Bible see Leila Avrin, “The Mocatta Haggadah and Other Works by the Master of the Catalan 
Mahzor,” Hebrew Studies: Papers Presented at a Colloquium on Resources for Hebraica in 
Europe, British Library Occasional Papers 13, London, 1991, 139–141 (hereafter: Avrin, 
Mocatta); The Rylands Haggadah: A Medieval Sephardi Masterpiece in Facsimile, Raphael 
Loewe ed., London, 1988, 15–16; Leila Avrin, “The Micrography of the Catalan Mahzor and 
its Symbolism,” Wolfenbütteler Forschungen, Jeremy Adler and Ulrich Ernst (ed.) 
(unpublished).  A stylistic comparison of the Enrico Nahum Bible and the CMM also 
indicates a clear difference, thus the manuscript should not be seen as part of the works of the 
CMM scribe-calligrapher.  

32 There are indeed identical motifs in the CMM and the Rynalds Haggadah but their styles are 
different.  

33 The micrography in the Rynalds Haggadah was done from the commentary of the Rif (Rabbi 
Isaach ben Jacob Alfasi) on Passover; the micrography in the Mocatta Haggadah was created 
from text from the Book of Ruth, the Song of Songs, Proverbs and sections of Torah readings 
regarding Passover and Midrash Raba; and in the Enrico Nahum Bible the micrography 
decorations were made of text relevant to the decoration from Leviticus and Psalms. See Avrin, 
Mocatta. 

34 Gabrielle Sed-Rajna, Les manuscrits Hébreux enluminés des Bibliothèques de France, Paris 
1994, 41 (hereafter: Sed-Rajna, Libraries of France) 
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at the end of the fourteenth century by a Sephardic immigrant was also done using 

proverbs of wisdom and ethics rather than text from the great Masorah.35 In the Istanbul 

Pentateuch, which is paleographically directly related to the CMM, unadorned text from 

the Targum Onkelos in Aramaic appears in the lines designated for the Masorah Magna. 

In light of determining that neither the Mocatta Haggadah nor the Rylands Haggadah 

can be attributed to the CMM scribe, we may conclude that the creation of micrography 

using text other than the Masorah was not uncommon in the fourteenth century and was 

used even in other than Bible manuscripts. However, only a small number of such 

manuscripts have survived to the present day. 

 Unlike the more stereotypical square script, semi-cursive script is characterized 

by individual elements that can facilitate distinguishing between the hand of one scribe 

and another. As both the text and the micrography in the CMM are in semi-cursive script, 

it was possible to do a paleographic comparison, which indicated that the scribe was also 

the calligrapher. The differences that characterize the scribe’s hand were found in both 

the text script and the micrography, in the structure of certain letters as well as in the 

various forms of the ineffable name of the One God. On the other hand, certain 

differences such as the letter space and proportion ratios can be attributed to differences 

in the sizes of the reed pens.  

 We can list eight prominent characteristics for the semi-cursive scripts in the 

CMM. 

1. There is a rectangular elongation between the length and the width strokes in a 

ratio of four to one.36 

2. Some of the letters merge. 

3. The letters have deep, long arched extending bases that look like boats. 

4. The letters have stings on the left side. 

5. The roofs of the letters are wavy. 

                                                 
35 See Tezugat Megilot Torah veSifrai Tanach haShayahim leKehilat yotzai Surria beYisrael, Beit 

Nessi HaMedina Yerushalaim 14 January 2000, 9–10 (Hebrew). 
36 These proportions may be seen in the text script. The micrography script is characterized by the 

width of the calamus, some one-half millimeter; and a length stroke of one millimeter, with a 
width stroke of one millimeter; thus it is shaped more like a box. 



 xi 

6. There are letters within letters as a result of the long boatlike bases from the 

previous letter extending below the next. 

7. The bases of the letters curve upward at the ends and the legs of the koph and the 

terminal letters curve leftward at the end. 

8. The letters have a large internal space and are of light weight owing to the lack of 

shading.  

 The use of semi-cursive script to form the micrography in the CMM is another 

unique characteristic of this manuscript, as micrography is usually inscribed in square 

script or more precisely, “half-square,” as necessitated by the thin calamus (reed pen) and 

the miniscule script. As both texts are inscribed in semi-cursive script, which  is typified 

by individual characteristics that can be identified with greater certainty than is possible 

with the stereotypical square script, one can determine whether the CMM was inscribed 

by a scribe and decorated separately by a calligrapher or whether we have before us a 

scribe-calligrapher who executed all the inscribing and decorating work entailed in 

creating the manuscript. 

 At first glance, it appears we are dealing with two different calligraphers. The 

micrography script in the first full-page micrography quire is larger than in the second 

quire, the drawing area is smaller in the second quire than in the first, and unlike in the 

first quire, in the second the images frequently appear within two double frames.  

Today’s technology, including the ability to enlarge the script through digital means, 

allowed for paleographic comparisons that are virtually impossible with the naked eye. 

These comparisons not only indicated that the semi-cursive scripts that form the text, 

including the thin calamus script that frequently appears in the exceeding letters above 

the line, are identical, but also demonstrate the presence of the variations in the scribe’s 

hand within both the text and the micrography.  

 Owing to its miniscule size, the semi-cursive script in the micrography is missing 

the elongation seen in both the square and the semi-cursive scripts used for the text. On 

the other hand, this tiny script acquires an elongated feel owing to the mast of the lamed 

and the leg of the terminal letters and the koph, which flow above and blow the line. The 

script’s light and airy appearance was also preserved. Moreover, as noted above, other 

than the elongation element, it is possible to demonstrate all the variations in the scribe’s 
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hand in the micrography script. The stings added to the left of the letters and the merging 

of letters is noticeable in the two illustrated quires. The element of words merging into 

each other is mostly lacking in the frames owing to the distribution of the text, but it can 

be found in images with small drawing areas. The letters have long boatlike bases, but 

their curvature is not as pronounced as in the text script. This element can be seen mainly 

in the micrography frames, in which the script is more spaced out than within the images. 

The curved bases in this script also include letters within letters as a result of the 

extension of a long curved base from the previous letter under the letter that follows it. 

The leftward curvature at the ends of the legs on the koph and on the terminal letters is 

readily discernible in the micrography script. The ends of the bases of the letters also 

curve slightly upward in the micrography, although this characteristic is neither as 

uniform nor as ubiquitous in the micrography as it is in the text script, presumably owing 

to the miniscule size of the former. 

    There are variations in the hand of any scribe, and although these are especially 

noticeable when the scribe is not highly skilled, it is true even for the most skilled hands. 

The extraordinary ability of the CMM scribe can be seen in the preparation of the text 

layout and the page layout dynamics and line management as well as in his beautiful 

hand, but nevertheless one can discern variations in his writing. A number of letters show 

minute morphological differences that sometimes appear even within the same folio—in 

both the text script and the micrography. 

 The ineffable name of the One God in the CMM appears in four different 

variations. The most common version is made up of three yods, creating a triangle that 

faces upward (hereinafter: Version A); another is made up of that triangle and an 

additional curved line to its left (Version B); a third, which appears on only two folios, 

has the line adjacent to the triangle of yods as a loop line drawn from the top downward, 

with the loop adjacent to the base of the yod on the left side (Version C); and the last 

version has only two yods placed side by side, with a sort of backward yod positioned to 

their left (Version D). Version A is the one that appears most often, but the others are 

also found from place to place. Variations of the ineffable name are also found in the 

micrography pages. Three of the four versions (A, B, and D) can be seen within the main 

text on these pages. As within the central text, these versions also appear together on the 
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same page among the decorated pages.37 The presence of subtypes of each of the versions 

can also be seen in the micrography. In the first decorated quire, Version A is the most 

prevalent, as in the text, but appears less often in the second quire, where we see more of 

Versions B and D. The reason for this apparently has to do with the fact that Version A is 

overly similar to the colon symbol of two periods and the scribe switched to using 

versions that afforded simpler visual differentiation between the break symbol and the 

ineffable name of the One God. 

    A decoration segment on folio 6r was not done by the CMM scribe-calligrapher-

artist, but is the only instance in which a micrography decoration was added by another 

hand—presumably that of the individual who commissioned the manuscript. This 

difference can be seen from both paleographic and a stylistic analyses. 

    There are a number of scribal errors in the CMM. The presence of scribal errors 

that are due to copying, such as the omission of letters or even of whole portions of 

sentences, is an indication that a manuscript was executed by an expert  professional 

scribe and apparently made to order. The kinds of changes that the CMM scribe 

introduced attest, in my opinion, to the fact that he was extraordinarily skilled and 

apparently sometimes worked from memory. Copying segments of text from memory 

was the cause of his mistakes, especially when the element of rapid writing, which in 

itself would lead to errors, was added into the mix.38 His prodigious skill can also be seen 

in unequivocal evidence of his virtuosic ability to plan and create micrography.  

 The semi-cursive writing in the CMM enabled comparison with the group of 

semi-cursive script manuscripts in Sfardata. The CMM was compared to seventy-four 

manuscripts dating from 1264 to 1540 in which the script was visually similar. These 

manuscripts were then sorted into four different families based upon the characteristics of 

                                                 
37 Sometimes only two versions appear, such as the use of versions A and B on the right-hand 

frame on folio 3r or versions B and D on folio 4r, 10v.  Version C, with its unique looped line 
alongside the three yods, does not appear in the micrography and we may assume that this is 
due to the very small size of the text.   

38 Regarding scribal mistakes see Malachi Beit-Arié, “Publication and Reproduction of Literary 
Texts in Medieval Jewish Civilization: Jewish Scribality and its Impact on the Texts 
Transmitted,” Transmitting Jewish Traditions: Orality, Textuality and Cultural Diffusion, Yale 
Univ. Press, New Haven and London 2000, 231–234. 
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the semi-cursive script in the CMM, as mentioned above. Manuscripts in which all of the 

elements of the CMM script were found were designated as an immediate family.39 

 Two genres of semi-cursive script were described by Edna Engel in her book 

Specimens of Mediaeval Hebrew Scripts, Volume II: Sephardic Script, but these do not 

include the script in the CMM.40 The pronounced characteristics of the CMM genre are 

the curvature of the bases, which are not only concave, but are also deep boatlike 

elongated bases that engulf many letters, alongside densely textured script and excess 

roundness. The density of the script creates a dense page texture, with almost all of the 

letters merging into one another as well as adherence of words. The roundness of the 

script is also more pronounced owing to the stings to the left of the letters, which create 

wavy roofs. A good example of the CMM script genre can be seen in Parma, Biblioteca 

Palatina, Parm. 3282 (de Rossi Catalogue 791) dated 1354,41 which demonstrates 

immediate family ties and clearly reflects the script genre under discussion. The script in 

this manuscript is so close to that of the CMM genre that the possibility that it is another 

manuscript copied by the same scribe was examined, but although it includes all the 

elements of the CMM script, morphological differences in almost every letter reveal a 

different hand.  

 The genre described above appears in two main time periods. The first is centered 

at the end of the thirteenth century and the second is around the second and the beginning 

of the third quarter of the fourteenth century. Another time and other places where this 

stylistic similarity is seen, although not immediately related to this genre, is the beginning 

of the fifteenth century in Northern Italy and in the third quarter of that century in Spain 

and North Africa. However, in these cases there are morphological variations that 

differentiate the script from the genre in question. 

 The paleographical findings in manuscripts that are immediately related to the 

CMM in both square and semi-cursive script suggest dating the CMM to the second 

                                                 
39 See above pp. x-xi.  
40 Beit Arie and Engel, Sephardic Script, 25–26. 
41 Sfardata entry E462. See Hebrew Manuscripts in the Biblioteca Palatina in Parma Catalogue 

(Benjanin Richler ed.with paleographical and codicological descriptions by, Malachi Beit-
Arié), Jerusalem 2001, 416–417 (hereafter: Parma Catalogue). 
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quarter of the fourteenth century, which corresponds to the codicological time period of 

the ruling layout method. 

 It was possible to determine that the CMM belongs to the Catalonian rite on the 

basis of printed manuscripts. The latter only appeared some 150 years after the 

Catalonian Jewish community was destroyed in the orchestrated massacres of 1391, so 

presumably they are not an exact reflection of the Catalonian rite, as changes in that rite 

might have been introduced via new communities and the merging of various rites from 

different parts of Sepharad and elsewhere after the Expulsion of 1492. When the CMM 

was compared to other Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur mahzorim manuscripts, it was 

seen that the Rosh Hashanah rite, which is more flexible regarding the addition of 

piyyutim, suggests the classification of manuscripts into subgroups. As only some 100 

mahzorim and daily prayer books (sidurim) from Sepharad have survived, there has not 

yet been a comprehensive study of the rite of the Sephardic mahzorim, but it is to be 

hoped that such a study will eventually be undertaken. 

 Following analyses of the array of Rosh Hashanah piyyutim, I was able to 

distinguish three main groups. Group A, identified as the manuscripts that are most 

consistent in terms of the group they fall into, includes the Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS 

Mich. 318 (Neubauer Catalogue 1087); London, Montefiore Library, MS 203; Vatican, 

Biblioteca Apostolica, Neofiti 10; and usually also Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Ross. 

362 manuscripts. Group B includes the London, British Library, Or. 5660 (Margoliouth 

Catalogue 704) and the Schocken Mahzor (previously Schocken Library MS 13864), 

which apparently represents the Tarrega region, and New York, Jewish Theological 

Seminary MS 4328 and Paris, Bibliotheque nationale, Hebr. 593, which are more loosely 

related to them. The RaFaZ Mahzor (a printed mahzor that follows the Barcelonian rite in 

Catalonia, printed in Thessaloniki in 1527) also belongs to this group, except in the case 

of the piyyut Amitz Gozer Umekim, which places it in Group A. Group C includes the 

Villafranca Mahzor (Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Ross. 359); Oxford, Bodleian 

Library MS Heb.d.10 (Cowley Catalogue 2709); and in places according to some of its 

piyyutim groupings also Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Opp. Add. Oct. 1 (Neubauer 

Catalogue 1088). 
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 Several manuscripts were found to belong to more than one group, in that they 

reflect more than one source of influence: For example, the links between: (a) the 

Schocken Mahzor and Oxford, Bodleian Library Opp. Add. Oct. 1 (Neubauer Catalogue 

1088); (b) Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Ross. 362 and Group C; and in some instances 

(c) New York, Jewish Theological Seminary, MS 4328 and Group A; and (d) Oxford, 

Bodleian Library Opp. Add. Oct. 1 (Neubauer Catalogue 1088) and the Schocken 

Mahzor. Among these groups, the CMM is closely related to Group B, the two also 

reflecting great paleographical similarity as well.42 

 Comparison of the CMM with seventeen rite amendment comments in the 

Villafranca Mahzor that amend the rite of Villafranca to that of the city of Barcelona 

made it possible to attribute the CMM to the Barcelonian rite, as the wording of the text, 

the order of the piyyutim, and the prayer instructions that amend this rite are found for 

sixteen of the seventeen comments in the CMM. On the other hand, in light of the 

appearance in the Villafranca Mahzor of the idiomatic phrase “shalom rav,” which was 

common in Provence, the city known as Villafranca is now associated with Villefranche 

de Conflent in the Perpignan region rather than with Villafranca del Panadas as formerly 

thought. 

 The presence of many piyyutim of ahava, me’ora, and ge’ula indicates that the 

CMM was executed before R. David Abudraham’s amendment in his commentary on 

prayer that omitted these piyyutim so as not to disrupt the flow of prayer was received by 

the communities. Abudraham’s book was published in 1340 in Seville and had immidiate 

acceptance, so the CMM was presumably executed not later than the second half of the 

fourteenth century. 

                                                 
42 The section on paleography shows that it is possible to place the CMM script genre in the 

second and beginning of the third quarter of the fourteenth century. There is no doubt that close 
paleographical affinity between the CMM and Group B attests to the period in which this group 
of manuscripts was executed, a determination that is reinforced by the use of liturgical poems 
from the time of Moshe Nathan. The square script of Paris 593 is also closely related to the 
CMM, but the square script is more affixed and the time period in which this manuscript was 
produced should not be inferred solely on that basis. The Villafranca Mahzor and Neophyte 10 
also show some paleographical relationship, but not as close as that of Group B. Thus, it must 
be determined if they belong to the period in which Group B was produced or whether their 
script genre is slightly later. The discussion of paleography appears in the first chapter of the 
dissertation. 
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 An attempt to compare the CMM with the Moscow, Russian State Library, 

Guenzburg 198 manuscript, 43 the colophon of which notes that it was executed in 

Barcelona, through intermediary manuscripts,44 was not successful. In light of the 

comparison with Nimes, Bibliotheque municipale, cod. 395; Oxford, Bodleian Library, 

Heb. d. 10 (Cowley Catalogue 2709); and Parma, Bibliotheca Palatina, Parm. 1738 (de 

Rossi Catalogue 386), one may indeed conclude that the second set of Hoshanas in 

Moscow, Russian State Library, Guenzburg 198 represents the sequence of Hoshanas 

that was customary in the Catalonian rite. We may even go further and assume that it was 

for this reason that it was added to the manuscript and that the set written by the CMM 

scribe in fact constitutes the Barcelonian rite. However, since the only manuscript that 

contains the full set of piyyutim for the High Holy Days and the Sukkoth Hoshanas is the 

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Heb.d.10 (Cowley Catalogue 2709), in which the set of 

piyyutim is not from the same group as the CMM, this comparison neither confirms nor 

contradicts the notion of the CMM’s Barcelonian origins. 

 However, there is confirmation of  the CMM’s origin in Barcelona in its 

instructions for the conclusion of prayer. For the Yom Kippur afternoon Mincha prayer 

service it is written that the Avinu Malkeinu prayer is recited when Yom Kippur falls on 

the Sabbath. This instruction not only places the origin of the CMM in Barcelona, but 

even dates it as having been executed no later than 1380, the year that of R. Nissim ben 

Reuven Gerondi (the RaN) died. The RaN noted in his writings that “it is now our 

custom” to say the prayer not on Rosh Hashanah when it falls on the Sabbath, rather 

specifically on the Sabbath and Yom Kippur, as it is the time when judgment is 

                                                 
43 Re the Moscow Guenzburg 198 manuscript see Katz, Yagel Hazon, Jerusalem-Tel-Aviv, 1964 

(Hebrew). The Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, Parm. 2031 de Rossi Catalogue 648) manuscript 
constitutes part of the Moscow, Russian State Library, Guenzburg 198 manuscript. See Parma 
Catalogue, 285. 

44 This step was created owing to the research assumption that the compatibility among 
manuscripts containing piyyutim for the High Holy Days and the Sukkoth Hoshana service 
could serve as a tool for comparison with the Moscow, Russian State Library, Guenzburg 198 
manuscript. Compatibility between the Hoshanas in the intermediary manuscript and those in 
Moscow, Russian State Library, Guenzburg 198, coincident with compatibility between the 
array of liturgical poems in the CMM and the manuscript it was compared to could demonstrate 
whether the CMM indeed represents the Barcelonian rite or not. I would like to thank Benjamin 
Bar-Tikva, who suggested this comparative step. The manuscripts that were checked are: 
Nimes Bibliotheque municipale, cod. 395, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Heb. d. 10 (Cowley 
Catalogue 2709) and Parma, Bibliotheca Palatina, Parm. 1738 (de Rossi Catalogue 386).  
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concluded, “for if not now, when.” However, the RaN’s student Isaac ben Sheshet Perfet 

(the Rivash) noted in his own Responsa #157 that the rite of the city was not to recite this 

prayer on the Sabbath and Festivals. Thus this finding together with the paleographic 

evidence dates the execution of the CMM no later than the 1350s, in Barcelona. The 

stylistic analysis not only confirmed these findings but allows us to place the CMM 

scribe-calligrapher-artist in the Ferrer Bassa atelier in Barcelona in the 1340s. 

 Although codicologically and paleographically the CMM is a single homogeneous 

unit, there is evidence of six other hands, which represent subsequent additions in 

different periods made by various owners of the manuscript:  

1. An addition of a segment of micrography decoration on folio 6r that 

iconographically constitutes a textual reply to the illustration on the folio, which 

suggests that that particular owner was perhaps dissatisfied with the scribe’s 

drawing.45 Based upon paleographic analysis, this addition apparently dates to the 

fifteenth century.  

2. A hand, inscribed in late cursive, the beginning of an owners inscription on folio 

6v, which may also be the hand seen on folio 86r.  

3. Within the area of illustration adjacent to the upper frame line on folio 14r is 

written, “I the young man Yaakov Hai Pazlati NeRO.”46 This inscription, which 

identifies the owner and his city of origin, represents a third hand. Paleographic 

analysis shows that this writing was done after the seventeenth century.  

4. A fourth hand appears on folio 101v in an attempt to write the Hebrew alphabet in 

Sephardic semi-cursive script on two curved lines that deviate from the ruled 

lines. This writing is not identical to that of the first, second, or third owners and 

it should not be assumed that it constitutes writing attempts by the fifth owner, as 

he wrote neatly on the ruled lines. Attempts such as these are familiar from other 

manuscripts such as in the Sarajevo Haggadah on folio 105v. It is not feasible to 

                                                 
45 This intervention, which today seems like a “desecration,” is familiar to us from other 

manuscripts such as the Ashkenazi Haggadah, in which Johann Bämler of Augsberg, Germany, 
drew over drawings by Yoel ben Shimon in an apparent attempt to adjust them to the then 
current regional style of the owner.  See The Ashkenazi Haggadah, London 1985 reprinted 
1992, 10–11. 

46 For the abbreviation NeRo see Shmuel Ashkenazi and Dov Yarden, Ozar Rashe Tevot, 
Thesaurus of Hebrew Abbreviations, Jerusalem 1998, 412.  
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identify a specific owner’s hand from such a meager writing sample. This hand 

added an alphabet “exercise” like that on folio 138r, adjacent to which is an 

inscription in Jewish-Arabic.  

5. This hand, inscribed in late cursive, is not the same hand that appears on folio 6v. 

It first appears on folios 133v and 141v.  

6. This hand is the only one that was not written in Hebrew script and it was done by 

the librarian of the Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums Torah study 

center in Berlin, where the manuscript was kept until World War II.  

 

 The extant binding of the CMM is brown-red Moroccan leather47, which is 

considered to be the most luxurious of leather bindings and the one most common among 

the various Sephardic bindings. The principal city for its production and export was 

Cordova.48 The binding leather on the CMM is set on wooden panels with square edges 

and no slant whatsoever.49  

 According to a remnant of the back binding and the channels for stringing the 

back-binding straps, which are set onto the binding panels, the CMM was originally sewn 

onto six leather thongs that were split in two, one of the identifying characteristics of 

                                                 
47 “Moroccan” is the name given to goat skin that is tanned with plants and dyed red, brown-red, 

or dark brown. See Leila Avrin, “The Binding of the Haggadah and the Facsimile,” The 
Barcelona Haggadah: An Illuminated Passover Compendium from 14th-Century Catalonia (in 
MS British Library Additional 14761), Jeremy Schonfield ed., Facsimile edition, London 1992, 
47 (hereafter Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah); Priscilla Anderson, “Fifteenth-Century Bookbinding 
Structure in Italy and the Netherlands: A Survey of Manuscripts and Printed Books,” The Book 
and Paper Annual 18 (1999), http://aic.stanford.edu/sg/bpg/annual/v18/bp18-01.html 15 of 19 
(hereafter: Anderson, Structure); Henry Thomas, Early Spanish Bookbinding, XI–XV Centuries, 
Oxford 1939, x.(hereafter Thomas, Spanish Bookbinding). 

48 This type of leather has been referred to in various documents as “Cordovan.” See J. A. 
Szirmai, The Archeology of Medieval Bookbinding, Aldershot, Bookfield, VT, 1999, 226 
(hereafter: Szirmai, Archeology); Thomas, Sephardic Bindings, xxvi; Avrin Barcelona 
Haggadah, 47. 

49 Square wooden panels were characteristic of medieval bindings and were still to be found in 
books from the fifteenth century. Slanted wooden planks appeared in the late fifteenth and early 
sixteenth centuries.   Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah, 48; Anderson, Structure, 9 of 19.  Szirmai 
findings relate primarily to the Middle Ages in the period between 1300–1600, but his book 
deals especially with the Germanic geographical region (Germany, Lake Constance in 
Switzerland, Holland) as well as England. He makes very little reference to Sephardic bindings 
and even Italian bindings are only dealt with briefly. See Szirmai, Archeology, 174–175, 216–
222. 
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medieval bindings50. V-shaped channels can be seen on the wooden panels, leading to a 

sort of small “tunnel,” indicating that the thongs were strung from behind to the front 

panel. The tunnel leading to the channel is a medieval threading technique that declined 

during the fifteenth century. After threading, the leather thongs were flattened with a 

hammer and fastened into place with a metal or wooden nail.51  

The leather does not appear to have been pared down in order to thin it, which is also an 

identifying characteristic of fifteenth-century work, for after that century the leather was 

generally pared down in order to improve its adhesiveness.52 The corner folds on the 

CMM’s leather binding are mitered, which was the customary fold. 

 Sets of latches that included catches were first employed around the year 1400 

and came into common use during the course of the fifteenth century. Two of the four 

sets of brass latches that are characteristic of Italian and Sephardic bindings are still in 

evidence on the CMM.53 The two remaining front latches are the remnants of a roll catch 

plate, which was the common latch method in Spain.54 Remnants of the thong to which 

the latches were attached protrude from under the leather on the back of the binding and 

their location indicates that the latches were prepared at the same time as the binding 

itself.55 These latches close upward from the back.  

                                                 
50 The original sewing was re-created during preservation by Jurek Stankiewicz at the Hebrew 

University Laboratory for Restoration and Preservation of Manuscripts and Rare Books at the 
JNUL in Jerusalem in 1985. The sewing was not applied directly to the manuscript, but rather 
attached brown leather thongs to the strip of parchment via nearly an entire whole page.
 Szirmai, Archeology, 232. 

51 Anderson, Structure, 7 of 19; Szirrmai, Archeology, 222–224; Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah, 46. 
52 Szirmai, Archeology, 231–232. 
53 A roll catch contains a catch area in which a roll is attached to the front binding with copper 

nails. See Szirmai, Archeology, 251, 257, 260. For example, a manuscript with four latches 
from the fifteenth century can be seen in Thomas, Sephardic Bindings, xxxii, as well as in a 
manuscript that was bound in Barcelona in the mid-fifteenth century in Avrin, Barcelona 
Haggadah, photo iv. 

54 These nails are probably new. I would like to thank Tova Szeintuch and Ilana Kessler of the 
Hebrew University Laboratory for Restoration and Preservation of Manuscripts and Rare 
Books at the JNUL in Jerusalem for allowing me to study the restoration file and for gracing 
me with their impressive knowledge. 

55 The latch sets were usually placed over the binding, but there are examples of latch sets 
underneath the binding. See Szirmai, Archeology, 252, diagram 9.47 model b, diagram 9.54 
model k.  
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 The decoration, which was accomplished using two techniques and in two stages, 

appears on the front and back of the binding. The gold tooling was done first by making 

an impression over a gold leaf with a heated stamp tool.56 The gold tooling created a 

central vertical rectangle that was divided into twelve squares, three in each horizontal 

row. The tooling was made by a cylinder, and its decorations include a hunting scene 

with a running dog, a hunting dog, and a rabbit set in tendrils. A roll stamp tool, known to 

have been in use during the second half of the fifteenth century,57 had a tooling spread of 

some ten centimeters and its width was slightly more than one centimeter, a width that is 

similiar to other such surviving rolls. The tooling of a gold tendril decoration inhabited 

by animals is found on Spanish bindings, mainly from the second half of the fifteenth 

century.58 The use of a roll stamp tool is clearly evident in these bindings, the decoration 

is characterized by concentric rectangles with no transfer of strap work over the gold 

tooling, and the work is not dense as on the binding of the CMM.  

 Historic documents found among the records of the Royal House of Aragon 

indicate that the gold impression tooling technique utilizing a heated tool, thought to be 

an Italian invention, was used in the Crown of Aragon in the first half of the fifteenth 

century. It eventually became the principal decorating technique of seventeenth-century 

Europe, reaching Naples via the Aragonite binders in the second half of the fifteenth 

century. This development was also confirmed by the work of Baldessare Scariglia of 

Catalonia, the bookbinder who served Alfonso the Fifth, Monarch of Naples.59 

After the gold impressions were done, blind tooling decoration was added using a 

technique that depended primarily on manual force, using various small, cold tools on 

                                                 
56 Thomas, Sephardic Bindings, xxv; Szirmai, Archeology, 249–250. 
57 Szirmai, Archeology, 243–244 
58 Francisco Hueso Rolland, Encuadernaciones Españolas siglos XII al XIX, Catálogo General 

Ilustrado, Madrid 1934, 64 (hereafter: Hueso Rolland, Bindings). 
59 Thomas, Sephardic Bindings, xxiv–xxxi; Hueso Rolland, Bindings, 43–45; Albert Van De Put, 

reviewer on Francisco Hueso Rolland, Encuadernaciones Españolas siglos XII al XIX, 
Catálogo General Ilustrado, Madrid 1934, in “The Literature of Art,” Burlington Magazine for 
Connoisseurs 68 no. 397 (1936), 199 (hereafter: Van De Put, Review); Szirmai, Archeology, 
247–248;  Miriam Foot suggests Venice as the source of this technique; however, even she 
mentions four Spanish Mudéjar gold-tooled bindings dating from the second half of the 
fifteenth century. See: End of the Fifteenth Century,” The Book Collector (Spring 1987),100–
102. 
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damp leather.60 The impression pattern on the CMM includes three parallel lines called 

“strap work,” which is characteristic of Mudéjar decoration.61 This pattern partially 

crosses over the gold impression and connects the squares of the rectangle via diagonal 

lines, creating a pattern of two raised straps between three imprinted lines. Within the 

spaces created between the frames of the impression, in the upper, outer, and bottom 

margins; in the space within each of the squares; and in the space between the binding 

straps on the back, we see a rope tooling that creates a diamond pattern, like that of a 

coiled rope.62 The order of the creative process is the reverse of the hierarchy of the array 

of binding decoration, and the strap work only constitutes a background to highlight the 

impressions. The priority of the impression imprinting is characteristic of the Gótico-

Mudéjar bindings of Catalonia.63 This decoration technique includes imprinting over gold 

impressions and is characteristic of Spanish work seen in the Crown of Aragon in the 

early fifteenth century.64  

 Federico Macchi, a recognized expert on Italian bindings, noted that the 

characteristics of the CMM decoration, which identify the binding as being unequivocally 

Spanish, are the full decoration over the entire surface of the binding; the use of animal 

impressions, which is also typical of German work; the impression technique that crosses 

over the gold imprint; and the use of diamonds, which is also characteristic of French 

bindings. The sets of four latches and the use of leather straps for sewing are common to 

                                                 
60 Avrin, The Catalan Mahzor, 47; Hueso Rolland, Bindings, 21–22. With the appearance of 

metal seals in the early fifteenth century, produced using a low heat, as opposed to the French 
technique “cold impression” (etampage á froid), it was no longer necessary to moisten the 
leather binding. See: Élisabeth Baras, “Initiation a la technique et la terminologie 
d’aujourd’houi,” La reliure médiévale, trois conférences d’initiation, Paris 1981, 16; Decorated 
bindings are discussed in the section dealing with tools and technique. 

61 This impression of parallel lines creates a geometrical pattern on the surface of the entire 
binding. This decoration typifies Mudéjar bindings in Spain. See Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah, 
48; Thomas, Sephardic Bindings, xxiii, xlii. 

62 Curly rope tooling is executed by making continuous impressions with small tools that have 
ropelike seals that are imprinted near the parallel lines. See Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah, 48. 

63 The “thong work” is the focal point of the pattern on Mudéjar bindings, while the small 
imprinted designs constitute a background to highlight the geometrical guilloche imprint that is 
formed. See: Thomas, Sephardic Bindings, xxiii, xlii. 

64 Van De Put, Review, 199. I would like to thank Dr. Macchi, an expert on Italian bindings 
who advises the British National Library with regard to bindings, who mentioned this fact in e-
mail consultation. Dr. Macchi is the author of The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Bindings 
(Dizionario Illustrato Della Legatura), published in Milan in 2002, in which he reviewed the 
bindings in Brera Library in Milan. 
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both Spanish and Italian bindings. In Dr. Macchi’s opinion, the binding is Moroccan 

leather originating in southern Spain, whereas the complexity of the decoration points to 

the north.65  

 The structure of the CMM’s binding has aspects that are characteristic of the 

fifteenth century, while the binding decoration reflects Spanish characteristics seen 

throughout the fifteenth and the early sixteenth century. The relative weight of the 

structural components of the binding and its decoration lead us to date the binding to 

between the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century in Catalonia, 

probably in the town of Pozzouli near Naples or in Pozzalo, Sicily.66 The work in 

evidence on extant sixteenth-century Spanish bindings is airier and the strap work in the 

examples noted in the study does not overlap the gold imprint on the binding of the 

CMM. Moreover, the decoration pattern on the CMM binding is closer to that of fifteenth-

century bindings, so the CMM binding may be seen as dating from the end of the 

fifteenth century, probably before the expulsion from Catalonia, but the possibility that it 

was made in Sicily cannot be entirely ruled out.67  

 Although this binding of the CMM is Spanish, probably dating from the end of the 

fifteenth century, it is not the original one. Marks from the four sewing straps that appear 

on the last four folios indicate that after the initial binding, the last quire, including the 

lining, was detached, leaving only the bare back wooden plank. This feature attests to the 

fact that the stenciled cutout on the inner face of the back binding, which was used as the 

lining, was not part of the original binding, but rather was added later, probably during 

the secondary binding stage.68  

 This “lining” is made of dark-brown Moroccan leather and is decorated at the 

center with a leather cutout that creates a Mudéjar star pattern with a golden metal leaf 
                                                 
65 I would like to thank the curator of Western Bindings in the British National Library in 

London, Ms. Philippa Marks, with whom I consulted extensively while considering the data 
regarding the binding work. I also appreciate her consulting on my behalf with Federico 
Macchi..  

66 This determination is made possible in light of the third owner’s notation of the name of the 
town of his origin. 

67 Federico Macchi agreed with me that it is possible that Spanish bookbinders worked in Sicily, 
as the island was part of the Aragon monarchy, but he noted that no research in this direction 
regarding Sicilian bindings has been done to date. 

68 It is impossible to know how much time elapsed before this repair was made because the type 
of leather straps and the conditions of their storage are unknown. 
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(probably brass) set between it and the wooden plank. The use of decorated leather 

linings is familiar from Hebrew manuscripts,69 but the clear signs of wear, which include 

much rubbing and many cuts, indicate that the leather lining of the CMM was originally 

part of the outer binding. 

 The star pattern was seen on Mudéjar bindings as early as from the end of the 

fourteenth century and throughout the fifteenth. The pattern is more complex on the latter 

bindings and includes more tooling work on the former,70 so this might be an remnant of 

the CMM’s original binding.71 Medieval bindings of Hebrew manuscripts are extremely 

rare,72 and the two bindings of the CMM represent another unique aspect of this 

manuscript, regardless of whether the work was done in Catalonia or within the realm of 

the Crown of Aragon.73 

 The various images that were used by CMM scribe-calligrapher-artist come from 

the repertoire of motifs in Jewish Sephardic art, which includes influences from Islamic 

                                                 
69 Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah, 46; 
70 Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah, 49 and photo viii; Michel Garel, “Une reliure mudéjar,” Revue 

d’Histoire du Livre Française 37 (1982), 805–810. 
71 In the Middle Ages, manuscripts were not always bound immediately after sewing. At times, 

they were bound only with wooden planks and lining parchments were stuck over the straps or 
sometimes a “half binding” was used—a binding that only partially covered the wooden planks. 
See Avrin, Barcelona Haggadah, 49; Szirmai, Archeology, 233–234. 

72 Thérèse Metzger, “Les manuscrits hébreux et leurs reliures: la reliure du ms. hébr. 819 de la 
Bibliothèque Nationalae à Paris,” Revue Française d’Histoire du Livre 37 (1982), 349 

73 The city of origin noted by the third hand as “PAZLATI” does not allow us to reject the 
possibility that these bindings could have been made in Sicily, which was part of the Aragon 
monarchy and constituted an integral part of Jewish Sephardic culture, which was also reflected 
in Jewish literary culture. No documentation currently exists regarding Sicilian bindings, 
although it is known that during the course of the fifteenth century at least twelve manuscripts 
were copied in Sicily. See Nadia Zeldes, “Diffusion of Sicilian Exiles and their Culture as 
Reflected in Hebrew Colophons,” Hispania Judaica Bulletin 5 (2007), 303–332 (hereafter: 
Zeldes, Diffusion). The art of using gold tooling came to the Kingdom of Naples, as 
mentioned above, via the Aragon Monarchy through Catalonian binders. Jews of Catalonian 
descent are known to have been present in Sicily from the fourteenth century, and following the 
Expulsion, Catalonian exiles as well as Sicilian exiles arrived in Naples. Thus, we may not 
reject the possibility that these Jewish binders brought their traditions with them. See: Joseph 
Hacker, “The Sepharadim in the Ottman Empire in the Sixteenth Century,” Moreshet 
Sepharad: The Sephardi Legacy (Haim Beinart ed) Vol.2, 109-110, 114, 124; Yitzhak Bear, A 
History of the Jews in Christian Spain, Tel-Aviv 1959, 2nd edition, 471–472 (Hebrew); Robert 
Bonfil, “The History of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews in Italy” Moreshet Sepharad: The 
Sephardi Legacy (Haim Beinart ed) Vol. 2, 221-222; Jacob Barnai, “The Jews of Spain in 
North Africa,” Moreshet Sepharad: The Sephardi Legacy (Haim Beinart ed.) Vol. 2, 68-69; 
Zeldes, Diffusion, 304, 306–307, 314, 316. 
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sources. These elements, which apparently originated in the Umayyad period, constitute 

what is known as Jewish scribal art. The decorations include candelabra trees,74 

calligraphic-script frames, and carpet pages with vegetal motifs.75 The influence of 

Islamic art can also be seen in the use of the “Animal Cycle,” but these motifs, which 

came originally from Fatimid art, were part of Christian Spanish art by the fourteenth 

century, as evidenced in the decorated wooden ceilings on Montecada Street in 

Barcelona. The Temple implement pages in the CMM not only confirm the manuscript’s 

dating from the second quarter of the fourteenth century, but also demonstrate the stages 

of development in the iconography of this decoration.76  

 Iconography and motifs from Latin art were added to the repertoire used by the 

CMM scribe-calligrapher-artist during the period in which he is thought to have worked 

as an apprentice in the Bassa atelier. At times he was forced to rely on complete or partial 
                                                 
74 “Candelabra trees” is a term used to describe decorations that adorn the margins in Sephardic 

manuscripts of the Bible. These decorations resemble both a tree and a candelabra with three 
arms. On these decorations see especially Thérèse Metzger, “La masora ornamentale et le décor 
calligraphique dans les manuscrits hébreux Espagnols au Moyen Age,” La paléographie 
hébraïque médiévale, Paris 1974, 86–116; Katrin Kogman-Appel, Jewish Book Art Between 
Islam and Christianity: The Decoration of Hebrew Bibles in Medieval Spain, Leiden 2004, 60-
61, 98-130, 141-146, 169, 175 (hereafter: Kogman-Appel, Hebrew Bibles) 

75 Islamic geometrical decoration did not get to Spain until after the Umayyad reign when Islamic 
Spain became part of the Almoravids, a section of the Maghreb region from the eleventh to the 
thirteenth century. See Gürlu Necipoğlu, The Topkapi Scroll:  Geometry and Ornament in 
Islamic Architecture, Santa Monica, CA 1995, 101.   

76 Sanctuary/Temple implement pages are a distinct artistic feature of Sephardic Bibles. For some 
literature see: Michel Garel, “Le mobilier du Sanctuaire: un folio détaché,” Journal of Jewish 
Art 9 (1982): 105–107; Michel Garel, “The Foa Bible” Journal of Jewish Art 6 (1979): 78–85; 
Joseph Gutmann, Hebrew Manuscript Painting, New York 1978, 18–19; idem, “The Messianic 
Temple in Spanish Medieval Manuscripts,” The Temple of Solomon (Missoula 1976), 125–145; 
Kogman-Appel, Hebrew Bibles, 68-88, 131-168; Bezalel Narkiss, Hebrew Illuminated 
Manuscripts, Jerusalem 1992, 33 (hereafter: Narkiss, Illuminated Manuscripts )(Hebrew); 
idem, “The Menorah in Illuminated Hebrew Manuscripts of the Middle Ages,” The Light of the 
Menorah: Story of a Symbol [Catalogue Israel Museum], Jerusalem, 1999, 74, 81–87 (Hebrew); 
Narkiss, Cohen-Mushlin, and Tcherikover, 101–104; Carle Otto Nordstroem, “Some 
Miniatures in Hebrew Bibles” Synthronon 2 (Paris 1968), 89–105; Elisheva Revel-Neher, Le 
Témoignage de l’Absence: les objets du sanctuaire à Byzance et dans l’art Juif du XIe au XVe 
siècles, (Paris 1998), 64–83; Elisheva Revel-Neher, “Antiquus Populus, Novus Populus: 
Jerusalem and the People of God in the Germiny-des-prés Carolingian Mosaic, The Real and 
Ideal: Jerusalem in Jewish, Christian and Muslim Art, Jewish Art 23–24 (1997/1998): 54–66; 
Gabriel Sed-Rajna, “Hebrew Illuminated Manuscripts from the Iberian Peninsula,” 
Convivencia: Jews, Muslims and Christians in Medieval Spain, New York (Vivian B. Mann, 
Thomas F. Glick, and Jerrilynn D. Dodds eds.) New York 1992, 133–155; idem, “Images of the 
Tabernacle/Temple in Late Antique and Medieval Art: the State of Research,” The Real and 
Ideal Jerusalem in Jewish, Christian and Muslim Art, Jewish Art 23–24 (1997/1998), 42–53. 
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models from the atelier for images that were apparently not part of his own iconographic 

repertoire, forcing him to modify his usual drawing area.77 This can be seen when 

comparing the size of the mounted falconer in the Anglo-Catalan-Psalter (Paris, 

Bibliothéque nationale de France, cod. Lat. 8846) to that of the mounted falconer in the 

CMM78 and in the woman’s lifted right wrist that appears “broken” in the CMM sketch 

that was never executed.79 Examination of the scribe’s repertoire of motifs attests to light 

and graceful free-hand drawing that allowed him to enlarge and reduce models at will.80 

 The marked stylistic similarity of the CMM to the Anglo-Catalan Psalter, the 

Book of Hours of Marie of Navara (Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Lat. I.104 

(=12640)), and the Libre Verd (Barcelona, Arxiu Històric de la Ciutat de Barcelona, MS 

1G-10) indicates that they were all executed around the same time. Thus, it is possible to 

focus the dating of the CMM and to determine that it was completed no latter than 1345–

1346, when Arnau Bassa began his work as an independent artist, and according to the 

terminus date for the Libre Verd. 81 On the other hand, the similarity of various models in 

the CMM to the iconography of the Anglo-Catalan-Psalter and the stylistic and formal 

similarities between the marginal decorations in manuscripts from the Bassa atelier and a 

major portion of those in the CMM indicate that the CMM scribe-calligrapher-artist was 

probably affiliated with the workshop and entrusted with the execution of marginal 

                                                 
77 Dalia-Ruth Halperin, “A Jew among Us: The Catalan Micrography Mahzor Artist and the 

Ferrer Bassa Atalier,” Ars Judica 3 (2007), 25–30.  
78 Idem, 25–26. 

79 The “broken” position of the woman’s wrist attests either to the absence of a model, which 
made it necessary to invent a gesture or to a “moduli” used to create the wrist from another 
model. This constraint indicates its iconographic importance. The meaning of the couple is 
discussed in Halperin, Hidden Couple. 

80 Moving limbs along an axis does not require a model and is within the capability of every 
artist. Artists did not require an immediate model for each segment and at times they even 
copied only parts of models. See Katrin Kogman Appel, Illuminated Haggadot from Medieval 
Spain: Biblical Imagery and the Passover Holiday, Penn State University Press 2006, 49–50, 
123, 125 (hereafter: Kogman Appel, Haggadot); Jonathan J. Alexander, Medieval Illuminators 
and Their Methods of Work, Yale University Press, New Haven 1992, 114; Robert W. Scheller, 
Exemplum, Model-Book Drawings and the Practice of Artistic Transmission in the Middle Ages 
(ca. 900–ca. 1470), Amsterdam, 1995 (M Hoyle. trans), 71. 

81 Joaquín Yarza Luaces stresses that until 1345 or 1346 the atelier should be considered as 
operating solely under Ferrer Bassa, as Arnau was not yet an independent artist and his style 
was identical to his father’s, making it nearly impossible to differentiate between them. He sees 
Cascalls as an apprentice and not as an artist equal in standing to Ferrer. See: Joaquín Yarza 
Luaces, “La ilustración,” Llibre Verd de Barcelona, Barcelona 2004, 317. 
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decorations.82  This, in turn, suggests that he executed the CMM manuscript at the same 

time that the Anglo-Catalan-Psalter was decorated and that the latter was his source for 

the models in the CMM.83  

 The use of these moduli demonstrates that the CMM scribe-calligrapher-artist not 

only copied readily available models, but that he used them to create a polemic response 

to the iconographical content of the Anglo-Catalan-Psalter illustrations. The recent 

dating of the latter by Rosa Alcoy to 1330–133684 mandates assessing the possible 

production of the CMM as early as the mid-1330s. Since the CMM’s Temple implement 

pages reflect the end of the transition period to the “Catalan model,” this dating from the 

end of the 1330s to the mid 1340s (1336–1346) is indeed a possibility. 

 The above consideration arises from the similarity of figure style in the CMM to 

that of Ferrer Bassa’s hand, as opposed to that of his son Arnau or that of Jaume Cascalls. 

This similarity indicates that the CMM scribe-calligrapher-artist may have begun his 

work with Ferrer and that he adhered to and copied the latter’s style.85 Stylistic similarity 

                                                 
82 I would like to thank Rosa Manote Clivilles, Head Curator of the Gothic Department at MNAC 

- Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya in Barcelona, who mentioned at our meeting in 
Barcelona in September 2006 that the decorations and unexecuted drawing in the Mahzor 
closely suggest Ferrer Bassa’s hand. This is especially evident in the facial characteristics: the 
protruding chin and lips and the long broad nose. The pattern of the carpet page on fol. 4v in 
the Mahzor and the general ensemble of leaves were reminiscent of the Mestre de l‘Escriva, 
recently identified by Rosa Alcoy i Pedrós as a fourth miniaturist in the Bassa atelier. See 
Yarza Luaces, Llibre Verd, 305–6. Owing to all the above findings, Rosa AlcoyAlcoy I Pedrós 
concluded that the scribe-artist of the Mahzor was somehow in touch with the Bassa atelier. 

83 These modules include the knight on folio 142v with the forearm inverted downward; the 
copying of the boar in its entirety; the use of the woman and the captive from folio 156v, which 
describes the seven acts of Christian compassion; the almond branch held in Maria’s hand, 
which was copied to serve as the blooming staff on folio 4r; the mounted falconer on folio 
161r; and some of the knotted guilloches in the Romanesque portion of the Anglo-Catalan-
Psalter. 

84 Rosa Alcoy dates the Anglo-Catalan-Psalter to the 1330s and even suggests a more specific 
date of 1330–1336. See Rosa Alcoy, “Ferrer Bassa and the Anglo-Catalan Psalter,” The Anglo-
Catalan Psalter, scholarly compendium to the facsimile edition (Manuel Moleiro ed.), 
Barcelona 2006, 101–102 (hereafter: Alcoy, Anglo-Catalan). 

85 I would like to thank Rosa Manote Clivilles, the Head Curator of Gothic Art at Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya (MNAC) in Barcelona, who noted in our September 2006 meeting in 
Barcelona that the CMM sketches have an  affinity to the works of Ferrer Bassa and the 
atelier’s head draftsman (Mestre de l’Escriva), recently identified by Rosa Alcoy as a figure 
separate from both Ferrer and Arnau Bassa as well as from Jaume Cascalls. See Rosa Alcoy i 
Pedros, “El Mestre de Baltimore,” De l'inici a l'italianisme (Enciclopedia Catalana ed.), L'Art 
Gòtic A Catalunya vol. 1, Barcelona 2005, 205  (hereafter Alcoy, Mestre de Baltimore) 
 The similarity to Ferrer’s work is manifested in the square jaw, the long large nose, and 
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to the principal of an atelier and the head draftsman is characteristic of a junior artist or 

apprentice who copies and integrates their styles and tries to emulate them.86 We cannot 

rule out the possibility that this scribe-calligrapher-artist is responsible for the execution 

of the atelier’s other Hebrew manuscripts87 and that his artistic capacities developed in 

accordance with the atelier’s style during the years in which he was employed by Bassa 

and worked closely with him.88  

 Copying the tendril that is mirrored from the recto side of folio 9r to the verso 

side was surely a quick solution that almost completely covered the unexecuted under-

drawing of the couple on this folio. I would suggest that this time-saving adjustment is a 

clear indication that it was the patron who requested that this image not be completed, 

probably owing to the ideological weight of the iconography.89 This last-minute 

substitution proves that the bottom line was, “He who pays, has the say.” 

 A group of four Hebrew manuscripts decorated in a stylistic language similar to 

that of the Bassa atelier dates from the second half of the fourteenth century.90 As there 

are clear indications that Ferrer and Arnau Bassa both apparently died during the Black 

Plague of 1348, these manuscripts were clearly not their work, but they  may be evidence 

                                                                                                                                                 
the prominent lips. On the other hand, the array of leaves and their style and the type of knot on 
folio 4v are especially similar to the style of the head draftsman’s hand. 

86 Regarding this custom see Aliza Cohen Mushlin, The Making of a Manuscript: The Worms 
Bible of 1148, Wiesbaden 1983, 40; Malachi Beit-Arié, “Paleographical Indication of Hebrew 
Manuscripts: Methodology and Practice,” Jewish Art 12/13 (1986–87), 17 

87 Copenhagen, Kongelige Bibliotek, Cod. Heb. 37 (Copenhagen Moreh Nevuchim) and Paris, 
Bibliothéque nationale de France, cod. hébr. 1203. 

88 For a discussion of the stylistic difference within the atelier and the changes that occurred over 
the years see Alcoy, Anglo-Catalan; ibid, Copenhagen; Alcoy, Mestre de Baltimore,” 188–205; 
Francesca Español Bertran, “Juame Cascalls revisado: nuevas consideraciones y orbas,” Locus 
Amoevus 2 (1996), 65–84; Robert Gibbs, “Ferrer Bassa: and the Pseudo-Ferrer at Pedralbes,” 
Apollo (1992), 226–232; Núria de Dalmases and Antoni Jose i Pitarch, Historia de l’Art Catala, 
Barcelona, 1984; Francis Wormald, “Afterthoughts on the Stockholm Exhibition,” reprinted in 
Collected Works II: Studies in English and Continental Art of the Later Middle Ages, London 
and New York, 1988, 147–152; Millard Meiss, “Italian Style in Catalonia and a Fourteenth-
Century Catalan Workshop,” Journal of the Walters Art Gallery 4 (1941), 45–87; Gabrielle 
Sed-Rajna, “Hebrew Manuscripts of Fourteenth-Century Catalonia and the Workshop of the 
Master of St. Mark,” Jewish Art 18 (1992), 117–128 (hereafter: Sed-Rajna, St. Mark); Katrin 
Kogman Appel, “The Decoration of Maimonides’ Writing in Manuscripts from Spain” 
Pe’amim 97 (2003), 27–62 (hereafter: Kogman Appel, Decoration); Gilbert Croué, “La peinture 
espagnole des XIVe et XVe siècles,” Ars et Vie Plus (Hiver 2004), 9–16. 

89 This image served as a key to understanding the overall message concealed within the CMM 
illustrations. see Halperin, Hidden Couple. 

90 Kogman Appel, Decoration, 58. 
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of a continued use of Bassa’s style during the second half of the fourteenth century.91 The 

question of whether all or some of these manuscripts might also be the work of the CMM 

scribe-calligrapher-artists hould be investigated.92  

 Katrin Kogman-Appel demonstrated that Jewish artists changed the Christian 

iconographic models that were available from the urban ateliers to expunge their religious 

Christian content and added Jewish midrashic commentary to the “sanitized” models.93 

Although we know of the fourteenth-century Jewish ateliers in Catalonia, we have no 

information regarding Jewish artists who worked within Christian ateliers.94 It is mostly 

presumed that Christian artists illustrated manuscripts of clearly Gothic style.95 This 

assumption, which does not recognize the possibility of Jews and Christians working in 

joint ateliers, is what I believe led Rafael Edelman to attribute the entire Bassa group 

                                                 
91 Kogman-Appel, Ibid, ibid. Gabrielle Sed-Rajna noted this phenomenon regarding the Foa Bible 

(Paris, St. Sulpice Compagnie des pretres, MS 1933) and the Rashba Bible (Previously Sasson 
MS 16). See Sed-Rajna, St. Mark, 127. 
92 This research will be part of a post-doctoral study. 

93 Katrin Kogman-Appel, “The Sephardic Picture Cycles and the Rabbinic Tradition: Continuity 
and Innovation in Jewish Iconography,” Zeitschrift fur Kunstgeschichte, 60 (1997), 458; ibid, 
“Coping with Christian Pictorial Sources: What Did Jewish Miniaturists Not Paint,” Speculum 
75 (2000), 816, 821(hereafter: Kogman-Appel, Sephardic Picture Cycles). Sarit Shalev-
Eyni demonstrates a similar typological “clean up” in the atelier’s Christian iconography and its 
adaptation to Jewish needs by adding midrash commentary with regard to the Tripartite 
Mahzor. See Sarit Shalev-Eyni, The Tripartite Mahzor, PhD dissertation Submitted to the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem 2001, 284, 286–287, 290, 293 (hereafter: Shalev-Eyni, 
Tripartite Mahzor). 

94 We know of one case in Spain in which a Jewish artist worked in service of the Church in 
Saragosa. See Asunción Blasco Martínez, “Pintores y orfebres judíos en Zaragoza (sigolo 
XIV),” Aragón en la Edad Media VIII: Homenje al Profesor emerito Antonio Ubieto Areta, 
Zaragoza, Universidad de Zaragoza 1989, 113–131. In her doctoral thesis Sarit Shalev-Eyni 
points out the close ties between Haim the Scribe and the illustration work and raises the 
possibility that the scribe may have also been the draftsman of some of the scenes and the head 
draftsman who oversaw this work. See Shalev-Eyni, Tripartite Mahzor, 36–39, 221–222, 284, 
291–293  

95 Kogman-Appel, Hebrew Bibles, 201; Kogman-Appel, Decoration, 49. Rosa Alcoy suggested in 
her article “The Artist of the Marginal Decorations of the ‘Copenhagen Maimonides’,” Jewish 
Art 18 (1992) (hereafter: Alcoy, Copenhagen Maimonides) that a Christian artist decorated the 
Copenhagen Mishnah Torah based on a model of a Hebrew manuscript. Gabrielle Sed-Rajna 
on the other hand, raised the possibility that a Jewish artist working in Bassa’s atelier executed 
the illustrations for HaMichlol HaRefu’i, which is currently in Paris. Rafael Edelman proposed 
that the Copenhagen Mishnah Torah artist was himself the scribe for the manuscript. See 
Alcoy, Copenhagen Maimonides, 138–139; Sed-Rajna, St. Mark, 127; Rafael Edelman, 
Hebraica from Denmark: Manuscripts and Printed Books in the Collection of The Royal 
Library, Copenhagen, New York 1969 (hereafter: Edelman, Manuscripts). 
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manuscripts, including the Latin ones, to a Jewish scribe whom he identified as the scribe 

of the Copenhagen Moreh Nevuchim—Levy ben Rabbi Yitzhak Figo Karo of 

Salamanca.96 

 Tomas Glick has recently pointed out that open and conflict-free scholarly ties 

were a normal part of intellectual and social life in the late Middle Ages in Spain. These 

ties included cooperation among people of different religions and were common and 

widespread.97 The Jewish scribe-calligrapher-artist’s presence in the Bassa atelier 

suggests that we must reconsider the possibility that Jewish and Christian artists worked 

together in Christian ateliers, as the employment of an artist from one ethnic class by 

members of another was apparently possible, despite the fact that the guilds were based 

upon homogeneous ethnicity.98 It is feasible that the Christian ateliers found it 

worthwhile to employ a Jewish artist owing to the large number of prestigious and 

expensive works ordered by Jewish patrons in that period.99 Two extant documents 

actually provide evidence of the broad commercial ties between the Bassa atelier and the 

Jewish “Call.”100 Thus a Jewish artist who was responsible for the illustration of Hebrew 

manuscripts was presumably needed in order to modify the models used in the Christian 

iconography. The midrashic additions and the iconographic changes that were 

incorporated attest to the cultural and intellectual background of these scribes.101 

                                                 
96 See Edelman, Manuscripts, record 1; Narkiss, Illuminated Manuscripts, 103. 
97 Thomas Glick, “My Master the Jew? Observations on Interfaith Scholarly Interaction in the 

Middle Ages,” Jews and Christians in and around the Crown of Aragon (Harvey J. Hames ed.), 
Leiden 2004, 157–159 (hereafter: Glick, My Master) 

98 Thomas Glick, “Convivencia: An Introductory Note,” Convivencia: Jews, Muslims and 
Christians in Medieval Spain (Vivian B. Mann, Thomas F. Glick, and Jerrilynn D. Dodds eds), 
Jewish Museum, New York, 1992, 5–7 (hereafter: Glick, Convivencia). The assumption 
that Christian artists executed illustrations under Jewish guidance, as opposed to the possibility 
that Jewish artists were active within a Christian atelier reflects, in my view, the continued 
perception of rigid and antagonistic separation between religious sects, which contradicts 
historical documentation. See Glick, My Master, ibid. In my opinion, there is no reason that 
with the establishment of secular ateliers in conjunction with economic needs and a tendency to 
imitate the Christian world from without, a number of Jewish scribe-artists would not have 
been employed by Christian ateliers. Re: imitation of the Christian world, see Yom-Tov Assis, 
The Golden Age of Aragonese Jewry, London, Portland, OR, 1997, 128, 237–238 (hereafter: 
Assis, Golden Age). 

99 Narkiss, Cohen-Mushlin, and Tcherikover, 14–15. 
100 Alcoy, Copenhagen Maimonides, 139. 
101 Kogman-Appel, Sephardic Picture Cycles, 817–820; Katrin Kogman-Appel and Shulamith 

Laderman, “The Sarajevo Haggadah: The Concept of Creatio ex Nihilo and the Hermeneutical 
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Undoubtedly, we have here not only a scribe-calligrapher-artist, but also a scholar who 

cast a polemic reply drawn from the rabbinical literature of the time into bold and 

innovative image designs. This individual, who used iconography and motifs from Latin 

art and was also apparently familiar with the secular Christian literature of the period, 

adapted the images along with their Christian content for polemic purposes to strengthen 

the Jewish posture.102 The fact that he worked in a well-known atelier adds force to 

Thomas Glick’s claim that we must re-evaluate our perception of Jewish life in medieval 

Spain and recognize it as a complex reality in which intense religious conflict as 

manifested in widespread polemic literature existed side by side with social integration 

and acculturation that spoke to cooperation and creative activity.103  

 Precise reading of the micrography sharpened and deepened understanding of the 

scribe’s writing characteristics and revealed the choreography of the micrography104—the 

flow of the writing that creates the decoration and in itself constitutes a characteristic of 

the scribe’s hand. It became clear that the way in which this flow in the decorations was 

created has its own scribal characteristics, which enable us to distinguish between one 

scribe and another. The writing characteristics of the micrography confirm not only the 

conclusion that the CMM scribe was also the calligrapher and the artist of the manuscript, 

but also the claim that the detail on folio 6r of a hunt scene with a dog catching a rooster 

was not done by the same hand. 

 Analysis of the choreography of the micrography demonstrated that not only are 

we witness to a virtuosic scribe who skillfully created the micrography without the need 
                                                                                                                                                 

School; Behind It,” Studies in Iconography 25 (2004), 89–93 (hereafter: Kogman-Appel and 
Laderman, Sarajevo Haggadah) 

102 Halperin, Hidden Couple. 
103 Glick, Convivencia, 7.  For literature on the subject of polemics, see: Ram Ben-Shalom, 

“Communication and Propaganda between Provence and Spain: The Controversy over Extreme 
Allegorization (1303–1306),” Communication in the Jewish Diaspora (Sophia Menache ed.), 
Leiden, 1996, 171–225; ibid, “Between Official and Private Debate,” AJS Review, 27/1 (2003), 
23–72; David Berger, “Mission to the Jews and Jewish-Christian Contacts in the Polemical 
Literature of the High Middle Ages,” American Historical Review, XCI (1986), 576–591; 
Hanne Tautner-Kormann, “Jewish Polemics against Christianity in Medieval France and Spain: 
Can the Intensity of Argumentation be Measured?,” Rashi 1040–1990, Hommage à Ephraim E. 
Urbach, Paris, 1993, 639–644; Daniel Laker, Jewish Philosophical Polemics against 
Christianity in the Middle Ages, New York 1977; Amos Funkenstein, “HaTemurot beVicuah 
haDat Sheben haYehhudim laNotzrim baMe’a hayud-beit,” Tadmit veToda’a Historit 
baYahadut veSvivta, Tel-Aviv 1991, 82–102 (Hebrew). 

104 I would like to thank Malachi Beit-Arié for this coining. 
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for drawing lines to soften the line of the micrography, but also a consummate artist who 

was familiar with the wide array of formative motifs in the Jewish, Latin, and Islamic 

artistic language of the times. 

 The choreography of the text, including the lacunae in continuity, demonstrates 

the considerable effort that was made to associate specific texts with the iconography of 

the images they create. Thus, for example, the Psalms inscribed were chosen deliberately 

and their text is essential to an understanding of the iconography of the images 

themselves. This complexity adds a layer to our knowledge of the scribe and shows us 

that he was also a scholar who utilized texts for his erudite needs. His use of segments 

from the Rashba’s prayer, which appears only rarely in manuscripts and not at all in print, 

to create two candelabra trees illustrates his first-hand knowledge of this text, which 

suggests that he belonged to the Rashba’s circle. However, these illustrations also express 

the theosophical-theurgical Kabbalah of the Ramban’s circle alongside the perception of 

cyclical time of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Influenced by the Ashkenazi 

interpretation of the “vengeful redemption” that was characteristic of this latter group, the 

CMM’s micrography illustrations also constitute a polemic cycle that addresses the 

central polemic questions of the period in an effort to strengthen the stance of Judaism in 

the face of Christian attacks. The complexity of the scribe’s creation was not lost on the 

readers of the CMM. That the micrography was read and understood, including the depth 

of the textual links created by the scribe, is clearly indicated by the decoration addition on 

folio 6r, in the owner’s note on folio 133v that relates to the text and content candelabra 

trees,105 and especially in the reason for the patron’s rejection of the image that was slated 

for folio 9v. These references by the various owners clearly indicate that the micrography 

was read. Moreover, they allow us to see it as a “visual-midrash” that is also somewhat of 

a “logical enigma.”106 

                                                 
105 The writing by the fifth hand, who identifies himself as “Istruc” on fol 86r reads: “ Notice 

some of the wonders you have not yet beheld (until now), which are all the Psalms that appear 
here.”  

106 Regarding the role of illustrations in medieval manuscripts as markers for text segments that 
are to be remembered and as memory aid tools and their role as textual-pictures, see Mary 
Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, Cambridge 1990, 
chap. 7.  
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 Interpretation of the iconography and the text frequently calls upon the 

commentary of students and teachers in the Rashba’s circle alongside commentary from 

the circle of the Zohar, such as the book Menorat HaMa’or, which interprets the Zohar, 

or even from the Zohar itself. This range demonstrates Moshe Idel’s claim that a mosaic 

approach characterized some of the members of Rashba’s circle and his students in the 

early fourteenth century, who gathered writings from various different kabbalistic schools 

of thought.107 In that case, the CMM scribe was also that type of “kabbalist,” as an 

analysis of his illustrations shows that most of his sources were derived from 

commentary of the Ramban and Rashba circles and their disciples. This approach is 

manifest, for example, in the expression of the aspect of equal power in the matter of Du-

Partzufin and in the preference for using “verbal pictures” from the circles’ commentary 

rather than those from the Zohar when presented with different “pictures” for the same 

idea, such as regarding the depiction of the Shekhinah as an eagle rather than the Zohar’s 

deer image on folio 4r.108  

 The fact that the scribe-calligrapher-artist was a scholar is not a unique 

phenomenon; rather it is one that is known from Latin and Hebrew manuscripts,109 and 

the inclusion of kabbalistic ideas and symbols clearly indicates that this scribe-

calligrapher-artist was also a scholar. The multiple levels and complexity of the 

illustrations in the CMM suggest that apart from eliminating the religious Christian 

content and adding Jewish midrashic commentary to iconographic Christian models, he 

adapted them to create a “visual theosophy” reflective of the kabbalistic perceptions of 

                                                 
107 Moshe Idel,“The Kabbalah Interpretation of the Secret of ‘Arayyot in Early Kabbalah’,” 

Kabbalah, Journal for the Study of Jewish Mystical Texts, Studies in Hebrew 12 (2004), 196. 
108 On the subject of Du-Partzufin see Moshe Idel, Kabbalah and Eros, New Haven and London 

2005 , 60–67. On the representation of the Shekhinah as an eagle see see R. Menahem 
Rekanati’s s commentary on the Pentateuch for “HaAzinu’. On the representation of the 
Shekhinah as a deer see Isaiah Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar, Jerusalem 1971, 1, 4, 237–
239 (Hebrew). 

109 Re the scholarship of the scribes in the scriptoria at the Sancta Maria Magdalena Monastery in 
Frankenthal and particularly that of the head scribe, see Aliza Cohen Mushlin, “On Learned 
Scribes,” Les problèmes posés par l’édition critique dex texts anciens et médiévaux, Louvain-
la-Neuve 1992, 197–216.  Re the fact that the Hebrew manuscript illustrators were scholars 
who were familiar with and adapted available iconographic Christian models from urban 
ateliers to the illustrative needs of Hebrew manuscripts, while avoiding the use of religious 
Christian content and adding Jewish midrashic commentary to the refined models, see 
Kogman-Appel, Haggadot, 227; ibid, Sephardic Picture Cycles, 458; ibid, Coping, 816, 821. 
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the Rashba circle as well as a strong polemic reply to Christianity. In light of the central 

role of the Kabbalah in Sepharad, we should consider this literature as a source for 

iconographic interpretation, as I find it difficult to believe that the CMM scribe was 

unique; rather it seems that the existence of this literary genre has simply not been 

recognized until now.110 

 The fact that the CMM scribe-calligrapher-artist worked in a Christian atelier 

lends support to Glick’s claim regarding the need to re-evaluate our perception of Jewish 

life in medieval Christian Spain.111 The fact that the models used to decorate the CMM 

are compounds drawn from motifs of Islamic art alongside Gothic models strengthens our 

perception of cultural complexity. Such integrated decoration in a manuscript whose 

scribe can be shown to have been a member of the Rashba’s circle suggests that 

manuscripts of this period cannot be differentiated into different styles of decoration 

owing to different target audiences. Rather they reflect the complexity of the scholarship 

and discernment of a new group of rabbis that came into prominence in fourteenth-

century Catalonia who continued the Andalusian scholarly tradition, but were also 

influenced by Ashkenazi erudition.112 Thus, Bible manuscripts apparently continued to 

reflect an earlier tradition of scribal decoration, whereas liturgical literature, which did 

not have earlier decoration comparatives, were adorned with elements taken from the 

“new” surrounding culture, which, as shown by Katherine Kogman-Appel and Shulamit 

Laderman, also reflected the circle’s interpretative tradition.113 

 In the light of the findings of the textual and iconographic analyses and the 

intellectual change in general research regarding the role of marginal decorations, the 

treatment of micrography as purely decoration, devoid of any connection to the text that 

                                                 
110 Iconographic representation of kabbalistic tractates was discussed recently in a doctoral study 

by Suzy Sitbon. See Suzy Sitbon, Interdit de la representation dans le Judaisme et creation 
artistique: Lecons des bibles medievales de l’Espagne, EPHPE Paris Sorbonne 2004. 
111 See note 113.  

112 Assis, Golden Age, 302–304; Abraham Gross “Rashi and the Tradition of Torah Study in 
Spain,” in Rashi: Studies on His Works (Z. A. Steinfeld ed.)  Tel Aviv, 1993, 27–55 (Hebrew); 
Avraham Grossman, “Relations between Spanish and Ashkenazi Jewry in the Middle Ages,”  
The Spanish Legacy, vol I, H. Beinart ed. Jerusalem 1992, 227–28. 

113 Kogman-Appel and Laderman, Sarajevo Haggadah. 



 xxxv 

forms the decoration or the text that it decorates, should be re-evaluated.114 We must 

understand micrography’s role not only as a tool for visual review and as a textual 

picture, but also as illustration enriched by the context of the text that forms it. The 

importance of this definitional change is not simply semantic, but rather stems from the 

qualitative reference itself, which is directed toward illustration as opposed to simple 

decoration.115 Analysis of the micrography in the CMM highlights its role as a kabbalistic 

pictorial midrash that constitutes an enigma—a crossword of multi-level logic. This 

crossword of logic is revealed to those who are aware of the Hidden Wisdom, but also 

open to the scholarly reader, to whom it affords understanding and religious 

strengthening. I would like to propose that this art form is not only a visual midrash on 

“Masoret se’yag la Torah”—“Tradition is a fence around the Torah,” as recently 

suggested by David Stern,116 but also a physical and visual midrash for Avot Tractate 

5:22 “Hafoh Ba ve Hafoh Ba deculle Ba”— "Turn it and turn it again for everything is in 

it".117 

 

 

                                                 
114 This aspect was pointed out by Suzy Sitbon, Rachel Milstein, and recently by David Stern. See 

Suzy Sitbon, “La part de l’énigme dans l’écriture:l’exemple de l’hébreu,” Sommaire 260 
(2000), 70–73; Rachel Milstein, “Multicultural Symbolic Language in the Earliest Illustrations 
of the Hebrew Bibles,” The Intertwined Worlds of Islam: Essays in Memory of Hava Lazarus-
Yafeh, Jerusalem 2002; David Stern, “The First Jewish Books and the Early History of Jewish 
Reading,” JQR 98/2 (2008),189–195. 

115 In the last two decades, a change has occurred in the way marginal decoration is treated in 
research and it has begun to be understood that these decorations constituted enhancement and 
interpretation of the central text. See Michael Camile, Image on the Edge: The Margins of 
Medieval Art, London 92 (reprint 2003); Lillian Randall, Images in the Margins of Gothic 
Manuscripts, Berkley and Los Angeles 1966; Carruthers, Book of Memory, 245.  

116 David Stern, First Jewish Books, 189. 
117 Translation from Herbert Danby, The Mishnah, Oxford 1933, 458. 
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