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Hebrew Script in Spain: Development,
Offshoots and Vicissitudes

Malachi Beit-Arié

The Findings

The three modes of the type of Hebrew script that developed in the Iberian
Peninsula, the square, the semi-cursive and the cursive, won a predominant and
preferential position among the Hebrew scripts employed by Jews during and after
the Middle Ages. This script was used not only by those who wrote in Hebrew
characters in the Iberian Peninsula. It also was adopted by scribes and copyists in
other regions under the influence of Spanish Jewry’s culture, or under the political
sway of the Spanish kingdoms, and was transferred to other areas around the
Mediterranean basin by Spanish migrants prior to the Expulsion, and by the exiles
after it. It also had a marked influence on the style of the script adopted in Hebrew
printing presses everywhere. Its broad dissemination beyond the limits of the
Iberian Peninsula, and the fact that it was the script most commonly employed,
bears further testimony to the weight of Spanish Jewry’s influence, its intellectual
level and the degree to which it influenced other Jewish communities.

The extant examples of Hebrew script of Iberian origin are extremely sparse until
the mid-11th century; they are more numerous, though still few in number from the
mid-11th to the close of the 12th century; and they are very rich from the three
centuries that preceded the Expulsion. From the pre-11th century period, a few
carved and engraved tombstone inscriptions have come down to us.! Their

1 All the epigraphic inscriptions were collected by F. Cantera Burgos and J.M. Millds
Vallicrosa, Las Inscripciones hebraicas de Espafia(Madrid: 1956). Among the inscriptions
found, only five predate the mid-11th century, two of them trilingual and very early,
from the eastern coast of the peninsula: one, found in Tarragona, is short and engraved
on an ossuary; the other is a tombstone inscription from Tortosa. Both of them were the
object of a detailed study by H. Beinart, “Shetei Ketovot ‘Shalom al Yisrael’ mi-
Sefarad,” Eretz Yisrael 8 (1967): 298-304. Beinart dates the first to not later than the
2nd century C.E. and the second to not later than the 3rd-4th century. As against this,
J.B. Frey and the palaeographer S.A. Birnbaum dated the Tortosa inscription to the 6th
century. See J.B. Frey, Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaicorum, 2 vols. (Citta del Vaticano:
1936-1952), vol. 1,no0. 661, p.474; S.A. Birnbaum, The Hebrew Scripts, 2 vols. (Leiden
and London: 1954-1970), vol. 1, no. 240, cols. 260-261. From Ledn a tombstone
inscription from 1026 has survived (See Cantera Burgos and Millds Vallicrosa, Las
Inscripciones hebraicas de Espafia, no. 1), as have the shard of a tombstone in Barcelona,
apparently dating to 1043-1044 (ibid., no. 106) and a tombstone from Calatayud in
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contribution to our knowledge of Hebrew script is very limited, and they do not
enable us to define a specific style of lapidary script in this region. In the Cairo
Genizah drafts of liturgical poems written by the Andalusian poet Joseph ibn
Abitur, who migrated to the east in the eighties of the 10th century, and one letter in
his actual handwriting,”> have been preserved thus providing us with some
knowledge of the semi-cursive script penned in Andalusia in the second half of the
10th century. Already in these very early examples of script from the Iberian
Peninsula, we can discern some of the characteristics and forms, as well as the
special nature of the Spanish semi-cursive script in Muslim Spain which in time
came to characterize the entire Iberian Peninsula, along with other areas. (Plate 1).

From the second third of the 11th century and up to the end of the 12th, scores of
penned documents and letters from both Christian and Muslim Spain have
survived. So far we know of some 75 Hebrew deeds from Christian Spain, most of
them bilingual in Latin and Hebrew. In a few of them, however, only a short
addition or the signatures of the witnesses are in Hebrew.? Most of these deeds,

Aragon (ibid., no. 205), whose date is unclear. The reading of Cantera Burgos and
Millds Vallicrosa of the year as 919 is not acceptable, but the tombstone obviously
predates the 11th century or thereabouts).

2 See the drafts of poems that he wrote in the spaces between the verses on the copy of a
chronicle of the kings of Judah and Israel in a Genizah fragment preserved in the
University of Cambridge Library, T-S K 25.25, and the first sections of extended
Shiv‘ataina Genizah fragment preserved in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, Heb.d.42,
folios 42—47 (Catalogue Neuebauer-Cowley, no. 2740, 13). See E. Fleischer, ““Hadashot
be-Yezirato shel R. Yizhak bar Levi,” in Hebrew Language Studies Presented to
Professor Ze’ev Ben-Hayyim (Jerusalem: 1983), p. 430, n. 22. The autographic nature of
the draft and fine copy is proven not only by the draft itself, but also by a comparison of
their script with that of the letter written by Joseph ben Isaac in the Cambridge Genizah
T-S 13J25.10; the letter was first published by A. Marmorstein, “Mitteilungen zur
Geschichte und Literatur ans der Geniza,” MGWJ 67 (1923): 61-62, and again by S.
Assaf, “Mikhtav me-Rav Yosef ibn Abitur,” in Sefer Zikaron le-R. Haim Hizkiyahu
Medini (Jerusalem: 1946), pp. 24-27; also appeared in his Mekorot u-Mehkarim be-
Toledot Yisrael (Jerusalem: 1946), pp. 38—42. A facsimile of the letter was included in
the collection of S.A. Birnbaum, The Hebrew Scripts, vol. 2, no. 246. Another letter by
Joseph ibn Abitur (New York, Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary, Adler
Collection 4009), which was first published by A. Marmorstein, ‘“Review of S.
Poznanski, Babylonische Geonim im nach-gaondischen Zeitalter (Berlin: 1914),” REJ 70
(1920): 101-104, and again by J. Mann, “Iyyunim Shonim le-Heker Tekufat ha-
Geonim,” Tarbiz 6 (1935): 84-88, is merely a late copy on codex folios in oriental script,
as can be discerned from Plate 8 at the end of the Adler catalogue: Catalogue of Hebrew
Manuscriptsin the Collection of Elkan Nathan Adler (Cambridge: 1921). E. Fleischer has
published recently an additional fragment of Joseph ibn Abitur’s poems in his own
handwriting with reproductions; cf. “Behinot be-Shirato shel Rabbi Yosefibn Abitur,”
Asufot 4(1990): 180- 184, and see there, pp. 131-134 on the date of Abitur’s emigration
from Spain. Prof. Fleischer provided me with a list of many other autographs in the
Genizah.

3 Afewdeedsfrom Navarre are only in Latin, and are even devoid of Hebrew signatures,
but on the reverse names or other details were written in Hebrew script. The earliest
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which are written in semi-cursive or cursive script (most of the signatures are in
square script), were written in Catalonia and the Crown of Aragon, most of them in
Barcelona, but also in other places (Gerona, Saragossa, Tarragona and Xerta after
its conquest), a few in Leén (six deeds were written in the town of Leén), and in
Navarre (one document and inscriptions on Latin deeds from Tudela after its
conquest). From this period, we do not know of Hebrew documents of this type
from Muslim Spain, apart from the places mentioned which were reconquered by
the Christians by the end of the 12th century. But we do have scores of letters and a
few documents that were mostly written in Andalusia, generally in cursive script
but also in square and semi-cursive, and were sent to the east — hence their survival
in the Cairo Genizah — as well as a few letters written by Spanish Jews who
migrated to the east which were similarly preserved in the Genizah. They enable us
to learn something of the scripts, mostly cursive, employed in Andalusia, and to a
lesser degree in other areas of Muslim Spain at that time.* The rich findings of

deed was written in Barcelona in 1034; the Hebrew addition to the Latin deed is very
short (see Plate 19). It was published together with some 25 other bilingual deeds, or
deeds with Hebrew signatures, written up to the end of the 12th century in;F. Baer, Die
Juden im christlichen Spanien, 2 vols. (Berlin: 1929), vol. 1, pt. 1. Some twenty bilingual
deeds or deeds bearing only Hebrew signatures from Barcelona, and dated between
1055 and the end of the 12th century, were published (or their signatures were quoted)
by J. Miretand M. Schwab. Facsimiles are inserted into their articles. See J. Miret y Sans
and M. Schwab, “Documents sur les juifs catalans aux Xle, Xlle, et XIIIe siecles,” REJ
68 (1914): 49-81; idem, “Nouveaux documents sur les juifs barcelonnais au XIIe
siécle,” Boletin de la Real Academia de la Historia 68 (1916): 563-578; idem,
“Documents de juifs barcelonnais au XIe siécle,” ibid. 69 (1916): 569-583. Six long
Hebrew deeds from Barcelona dated between 1073— 1199 were published with
photographs in the collection of J.M. Millas i Vallicrosa, Documents hebraics de Jueus
catalans, Institut d’Estudis Catalans, Seccié Historico-Arqueoldgica, Memories, 1/3
(Barcelona: 1927), nos. 2 (pp. 15-16), 3 (p. 16),4 (p. 17), 5 (p. 17), 30 (p. 32), 31 (p. 33),
and the respective plates. The photographs of two of these documents were republished
together with later Hebrew documents from the Royal Archives of Aragon (ACA) by J.
RieraiSans and F. Udina i Martorell, “Els documents en hebreu conservats a I’ Arxiu de
la Corona d’Aragé,” Miscellanea Barciononensia 17:49 (1978): p. 24. Six Hebrew deeds
written in Ledn in the years 1053, 1123, 1124, 1137, 1151 and 1175 were published by L
Loeb in “Actes de vente hébreux en Espagne,” REJ 4 (1882): 226-235 (the facsimile
copies of a few deeds included there are probably sketches on which it is difficult to rely).
Five bilingual deeds from Barcelona from the years 1065, 1076, 1078, 1088 and 1092
were published by R.J.H. Gottheil in “Some Spanish Documents,” JOR 16 (1904):
702-708. Two bilingual deeds from Barcelona, one from 1092 and the other from 1185
in which there is only a short Hebrew addition and Hebrew signatures were recently
published by F. Udina Martorell and J.M. Millas Vallicrosa in “Dos documentos
latino-hebraicos del Archivo del Monasterio de San Pedro de las Puellas de Barcelona,”
Sefarad 7 (1947): 123-136. A systematic investigation of the Spanish archives may well
reveal other deeds, such as the bilingual deed whose Hebrew section is very long that was
written in Toledo in 1173 and is preserved in the archives of Toledo cathedral.

4 Nine letters and documents dated to the 11th century were published, some for the
second time, by E. Ashtor, “Documentos espafioles de la Guenizah,” Sefarad 24 (1964):
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Maimonides’ actual autographs — responsa and drafts of his works in cursive
script, and the copies of his Arabic commentary on four orders of the Mishnah in
semi-cursive’ — despite the obvious individual character of his handwriting, serve
as further testimony to the style and forms of the script in which documents, books
and informal writings were penned in the mid-12th century in Andalusia, where
Maimonides spent the first twenty years of his life.

Also extant from the second half of the 11th and the 12th century are some twenty
tombstones engraved in square script which were found in Christian Spain, in
. Catalonia, Le6n and Aragon,® as well as two short undated tombstone inscriptions
¥ in Portugal.’

41-80 (hereafter cited as Ashtor). One of these letters (Document No. 1), which deals

with a woman whose husband was killed in N4jera, was written, in Ashtor’s view, by the

Néjera community which in the first half of the 11th century belonged to the kingdom of

Navarre. However, from its content it was clearly written elsewhere, perhaps in Muslim

Spain, as the style of the square script in which it is written would seem to indicate. The

| only document among them which is clearly dated is T-S 12.570, a court act written in

Denia, south of Valencia, in 1083, which reflects clear Spanish script (Plate 5). One letter

in formal square script was sent by the community of Granada, apparently around 1066

(first published by Schechter, see S. Schechter, ““Genizah Specimens,” JOR 12 (1900):

112-113). The date of the replaced ketubah, Cambridge MS T-S 8.268,269 which was

written in semi-square script in Valencia has not survived in its entirety, but it can be

‘J limited to between 1039/1040 — 1102. The small slip of paper from the Genizah T-S

K21.29, a kind of talisman of a pilgrim to Jerusalem from the town of Jaén (See Ashtor,

no. 3, pp. 59-60), first published by Joseph Eliash, “Yediot Hadashot al Eretz Israel

me-ha-Me’ah ha-11,” Sefunot 2 (1958): 24, probably dates to much later, judging by its

script. Various letters from Andalusia from the first half and middle of the 12th century

were mentioned in Goitein’s studies, mainly those letters sent to Nethanel ben Halfon.

Cf. S.D. Goitein, **Autographim mi-Yado shel R. Yehudah ha-Levi,” Tarbiz 25 (1956):

395. Some of these were even published: four undated letters in the actual handwriting

of R. Judah Halevi (See Goitein, “Autographim mi-Yado shel R. Yehudah ha-Levi,”

pp- 393-412, accompanied by plates of the four letters), and one letter written in

Granada in 1129/1130 which is the earliest dated example of Spanish cursive script

(Plate 15). See S.D. Goitein, ‘“Rabbenu Yehudah ha-Levi le-Or Kitvei ha-Geniza,”

Tarbiz 24(1955): 143-146. In 1976 I examined the body of two of Judah Halevi’s letters

preserved in the Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York (ENA NS

1.4-5) and discovered that in fact they were not written on oriental paper but on paper
whose morphology corresponds to the characteristics of early Spanish paper.

5 See the references in M. Beit-Arié, “A Maimonides Autograph in the Rylands Gaster
Genizah Collection,” Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library 57 (1974): 1-6; see
also A. Scheiber, Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, 33 (1979): 187-195;
J. Blau and A. Scheiber, An Autograph of Maimonides Jfrom the Adler Collection and the
Leningrad Library (Jerusalem: 1981); S. Hopkins, “An Unpublished Autograph
Fragment of Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed,” BSOAS 50 (1987): 465-469.

6 See Cantera Burgos and Millds Vallicrosa at the beginning of note 1 above, especially
nos. 2-6 (pp. 9-23), 10 (pp. 25-27), 107 (pp. 191-192), 108 (pp. 192-193), 131 (p. 216),
132 (p. 217), 195 (pp. 263-264), in which the dates are explicitly mentioned.

7 See S. Schwarz, Inscri¢des hebrdicas en Portugal (Lisbon: 1923) 13-17.
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From the end of the 12th century up to the Expulsion, thousands of books in
codex form originally from the Iberian Peninsula were preserved in many libraries.
Of them, over five hundred manuscripts bear an explicit mention of their date of
writing, and in half of them the place where they were copied is also mentioned.
These books offer a continuous picture of the types and styles of Spanish book
hand, thus enabling us to study it thoroughly and to trace its modifications,
influences and offshoots. The earliest dated manuscript extant from this period is
the Hamburg MS, State and University Library, Cod. Hebr. 19 (Steinschneider
catalogue No. 165). It contains three sections of the Babylonian Talmud which were
copied in Gerona in 1184.% However, it may well be that some undated manuscripts,
mainly fragments of bifolia and folios which are now being discovered in book
bindings and the covers of Latin registers in various libraries and archives in
Europe, in particular in Italy, predate it.

The Development of Script in Christian and Muslim Spain

From these findings, the development and evolution of Hebrew script in the Iberian
Peninsula over a period of five centuries unfolds, revealing the history of writing at
the beginning of that period. It appears that up to the time of the first Reconquista,
there was a marked difference between the scripts employed in Christian and
Muslim Spain. On the basis of the sparse evidence available,” those used in
Andalusia and other parts of Muslim Spain were an offshoot of the branch of
Hebrew scripts written in the Muslim lands. Already in the second half of the 10th
century they were distinguished from eastern writing, mainly in the non-square
scripts, and also, to less extent from the scripts used in the Maghreb (which in time
became identified with Spanish scripts), this according to Tunisian documents from
the period in the Genizah. Along with the semi-cursive script (Plates 1, 5), there
developed in Andalusia, as well as in areas north of it, a highly developed cursive
script, rich in ligatures. The earliest extant examples of this script from the first half

8 Recently, owing to the accessibility of the rich collection of the Hebrew manuscripts in
the Saltykov-Shchedrin Public Library in Leningrad, an earlier fragmentary dated
codex has been found, MS EBP.-AP. | 2240, written in Valencia in 1118, In my Hebrew
Codicology (Paris: 1977; reprint, Jerusalem: 1981), p. 18, n. 15, a reservation was made
concerning the possibility that the earliest manuscript is the Vatican MS Ebr. 269 at the
end of which is a colophon from 1094/1095. In the meantime, a re-examination of the
body of the manuscript has clarified that this is not the date of copying, but apparently
the date of composition of the Hebrew paraphrase of R. Saadiah Gaon’s work, Emunot
ve-De’ot.

9 Asevidenced by the additions in Judeo-Arabic to the Latin deed writtenin Xerta in 1166
(AHN, Seccién Clero-Carpeta 2009, No. 17 [Poblet]). The text was published by Baer
(note 3 above), no. 36, pp. 25-26. Though the locality was at that period under the
Crown of Aragon, both the script and the language clearly reflect its Muslim past.
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of the 12th century already display a high degree of perfection (Plate 15), so it is
clear that its development began earlier. This cursive hand, which did not develop
atallin the east, and apparently not to such a marked degree in North Africa either
at that time, was at first used for the penning of letters and documents, but in time
was adopted as a regular book hand. The semi-cursive script, and to a greater extent
the cursive, were influenced by the style of Arabic script, and like it were written
with a reed pen.

In Christian Spain on the other hand, at least in Catalonia, up to the first
Reconquest and even in the course of it, semi-cursive and slightly cursive script of a
different kind was employed (Plates 19-22). Its style and the forms of its letters
were close to the Hebrew scripts used in the lands of western Christendom, the early
Ashkenazi (and Italian) script as known to us from its earliest vestiges, such as the
Latin-Hebrew deeds from England,'® and the earliest Ashkenazi and Italian
manuscripts in semi-cursive and cursive scripts, though these are of a later date (end
12th and beginning 13th century). It seems logical to assume that throughout
western Christendom a highly uniform type of Hebrew script was employed up to
the end of the 11th century, a kind of “Carolingian” Hebrew script similar to the
Latin Carolingian hand. This script was influenced by the Latin, and like it was
written with a quill or bone pen. In the course of the first Reconquista (from the end
of the 11th to the mid-12th century), a paradoxical development took place in
Catalonia which is reflected in the scripts of deeds written in Barcelona. The
Christian reconquest of areas of Muslim Spain did not lead to the predominance or
spread of the Christian European Hebrew hand which was employed in Catalonia,
Aragon and Le6n among the Jews who had formerly been under Muslim rule: on
the contrary, the semi-cursive Hebrew script of conquered Muslim Spain, and
gradually the cursive as well, as seen from vestiges of mainly Andalusian origin,
gradually gained ascendancy in northern Spain until, in the mid-12th century, they
became the only types of script used from then on in current writings throughout
the Iberian Peninsula.

The semi-cursive and the slightly cursive script of all the documents written in
Catalonia up to the 80s of the 11th century bears the hallmark of the western
European “Ashkenazi” style. Ina bilingual document from Barcelona from 1083 it
is already possible to distinguish the style and morphology of the current semi-
cursive script typical of Muslim Spain,'" and in other documents from Barcelona
from 1092,'? the distinctive Sephardi character of the semi-cursive script is already

10  See the plates of these deeds from 1182 on in H. Loewe, Starrs and Jewish Charters
Preserved in the British Museum, vol. 2 (London: 1932). On additional plates from other
sources see M. Beit-Arié The Only Dated Medieval Hebrew Manuscript Written in
England (1189 CE) and the Problem of pre-Expulsion Anglo-Hebrew Manuscripts
(London: 1985), p. 15, n. 4. See also, idem, ““Sihon Ivri-Latini min ha-Me’ah ha-Asirit,”
Tarbiz 48 (1978): 280, n. 18 and pl. 1.

11 See the facsimile in Miret and Schwab “Documents de juifs barcelonnais,” p- 18in the
off-print.

12 ACA, Diversorum DC (b) No. 310, Cap. 3 (the text was published by Baer, note 3 above,
no. 609, pp. 1008-1010). Apparently characteristics of this kind already appear in a
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discernible. Into it are incorporated the cursive forms of the letters alef, heand tav,
as evidenced in pre-12th century letters from Andalusia (Plate 23). However, the
old ““Ashkenazi” style was not rejected all at once; it was also used later during the
first Reconquest, and it is discernible in Catalonian documents either in its pure
form, or combined with Muslim-Spanish forms, mainly cursive. The latest
document known to us so far in which Christian European style is evident is a
Hebrew deed from 1112 written in cursive script (Plate 22)."3 From the mid-12th
century on, all the documents extant from Catalonia, Aragon and Leén!4 are
written in pure Muslim-Spanish scripts, semi-cursive and slightly cursive and at
times, mostly later, highly developed current cursive rich in ligatures. It would seem
that the sparse and fragmentary evidence of square script from Christian Spain up
to the first Reconquest — signatures on deeds and also perhaps the stone
inscriptions — also reflect a different style which underwent a morphological
change at the end of the 11th century.

The political union of the Jews of Christian and Muslim Spain brought with it the
adoption of the Muslim-Spanish script by the Jews of Christian Spain, a fact which
undoubtedly attests to the power relationship between their respective cultures.

¢

The Type of Uniform Spanish Script

From the end of the 12th century on, the Spanish book hand became distinctive and
recognizable as a uniform type, crystallized and developed throughout the Iberian
Peninsula in its three modes: elaborate square; semi-cursive (so far the earliest
known dated crystallized example of it is a book dated 1118; see note 8); and the
cursive script, which penetrated into book copying at the end of the 13th century
(though so far the earliest known dated manuscript written entirely in this hand is

bilingual deed from 1055 published by Miret and Schwab, “Documents sur les juifs
catalans,” no. 1, pp. 54— 57, pl. on page 55. But it would seem that the date noted in the
Latin section according to the reign of the Frankish king Henry Ishould be according to
the reign of Philip I: the vendors are Moses and Nehemiah, sons of Josephiya, and in the
deed of 1092 (in which the Latin section is dated according to the reign of Philip and
maintained in the Hebrew section according to the explicit date of the Jewish calendar),
they are Moses son of Josephiya and his sister; further, it is not impossible that the
Hebrew sections in both deeds were written by the same hand which in 1092 became
more cursive. It would thus appear that the deed should be dated 1084, and if so then it
should be considered as one of the earliest documents of clear Hispano-Muslim
character.

13 See Millas i Vallicrosa, Documents hebraics de jueus catalans, pl. 31. With that, in this
script the cursive form of the alef, similar to the cursive form of the Oriental script,
stands out.

14 It is difficult to determine the nature of the Hebrew deed of 1137 from Leén which was
published by Loeb (Note 3 above, no. 4, pp. 230-233), since it would seem that the
facsimile on pp. 230-231 is a sketch and not a photograph. In any event, a photograph
obtained of the Hebrew deed of 1151 shows a semi-cursive script akin to the Hispano-
Muslim type, which includes a cursive alef in this type.



HEBREW SCRIPT IN SPAIN 289

from 1307). The division of Spanish writing into three modes of script crystallized
in the first half of the 12th century, as attested in the passage from R. Joseph ibn
Migash (d. 1141) quoted in one of Maimonides’ responsa in Arabic. In it, three
modes of script are differentiated and named.'s

The square script (Plates 3, 4) was used for calligraphic copies of the Bible, the
Talmud, Passover haggadot, codices of halakhic rulings, as well as for the penning
of documents and special letters, such as marriage ketubot or letters written by the
communities. This script, as it is reflected in the manuscript books from the end of
the 12th century, is perfected and balanced, indicating that its refinement began
earlier. In the formal script of the letter of the Granada community from around
1066 (Plate 2),' it is still difficult to discern the form typical of Spanish square script
from the end of the 12th century (Plate 3), even though it is distinct from the formal
Oriental script. It would seem that it is akin to the script used in North Africa, as
evidenced by its sparse vestiges up to the beginning of the 12th century.'’

The semi-cursive script (Plates 6-10), in which pen strokes are fewer, was used
for copying other texts, as well as similar texts in non-formal copies. Its specific
style can already be discerned in the earliest examples of this script, namely, the
writings of Joseph ibn Abitur from the end of the 10th century which were
preserved in the Genizah (Plate 1). Along with ordinary semi-cursive script, which
became progressively rounder until it crystallized in its well known, widespread
15th century style (Plate 10), an alternative form developed from the end of the 13th
century whose alef is of a specific, distinctive form (Plate 8).

The cursive script (Plates 16, 17) is more compact than semi-cursive, even fewer
pen strokes are required to form the letters, various elements in the form of the
letters are dispensed with and the writer tends to form more than one letter at one
stroke (generally a letter and part of the following one). It was used as a book hand

15 Responsa of Maimonides, ed. Y. Blau (Jerusalem: 1948), p. 514, no. 265. In a Hebrew
version of this responsa in the Oxford manuscript from the beginning of the 15th
century, the Arabic term denoting a script intermediate between square and cursive
(semi-cursive) was translated as keray beinoni, and according to this source we coined
the Hebrew term kezav beinoni for the semi-cursive which until now has been called by
other unsuitable names. See M. Beit-Ari¢, Specimens of Mediaeval Hebrew Scripts, vol. 1
(Jerusalem: 1987), Foreword, pp. 10-13 (Hebrew). See there the example of the record
of the owner of a Spanish manuscript of 1484 who signed in the three types of script.

16 See note 4 above.

17 MS Leningrad, Public Library, EBP. II B 124 copied in Kairoua[n] in 946, or between
941 and 1030. See Birnbaum, note 2 above, pl. 231; act of the Kairouan tribunal of 977/8
(Genizah fragment in Cambridge, T-S 12.468); the text was published in J. Mann, Texts
and Studies, vol. 1 (Cincinnati: 1931), pp. 361-363 (text), 719 (plate); MS Leningrad,
Public Library EBP. II B 39 copied in the orient in 988/9 by a scribe from the Maghreb;
MS Leningrad, EBP. I1 B 115, a Bible written “to R. Joseph ha-Sefaradi bar Isaac” in
994 in the Orient, perhaps by ascribe from North Africa; see in greatly reduced format,
P. Kahle, Massoreten des Westens (Stuttgart: 1927), p. 27; MS Oxford, Bodleian Library,
Heb. b.1, folios 10-20 (Neubauer-Cowley catalogue, No. 2673/8), which was copied in
1123 by a scribe of Libyan origin.
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following its employment in the writing of documents, letters and drafts. Cursive
forms of the letters alef, he and tav developed in semi-cursive script already in the
12th century (Plate 24), so that it is difficult to distinguish between semi-cursive and
cursive. One should perhaps define Spanish script as cursive only when ligatures are
used to link letters or parts of letters, or when the forms of other letters are more
cursive than in semi-cursive script.

From extant evidence, it is difficult at this stage of research to point to marked
morphological changes in square script during its three centuries of continuous use
in book copying. It would seem that the modifications were reflected in style,
texture and proportions, rather than in the forms of the letters. By contrast, it is
easy to distinguish the gradual changes that took place in semi-cursive script, both
in the forms of the letters and in the proportion between the respective sizes of their
height and width, during the period of some four centuries for which continuous
documentary evidence exists.

The last stage in the history of Spanish script was its adaptation to mechanical
print. In the various printing houses established in Spain and Portugal from 1476 to
the Expulsion, letters were formed, engraved and cast according to the traditional
penned scripts of the copyists, both the square and the semi-cursive (’Plate 25). In
the history of Spanish scripts, the invention of the printing press and the beginning
of Hebrew printing did not constitute a revolution, but merely another stage in its
continuous development.

The Offshoots of Spanish Script

According to extant findings, the three modes of Spanish script spread beyond the
Iberian Peninsula, northwards across the Pyrenees, and southwards across the sea,
at least from the beginning of the 13th century. All the manuscripts written in
Provence and lower Languedoc in southern France were written in the uniform
Spanish type of square, semi-cursive or in time cursive script (Plates 12, 18).
Further, their codicological characteristics, the type of parchment, the composition
of the quires, the ruling techniques and so forth were all purely Spanish.'® Already
the earliest extant dated manuscript from Provence, a manuscript of the Jewish
community in Rome written in Arles in 1202, was penned in pure square Spanish
script and reflects Spanish book craft in every way.!” Since the principality of
Provence established in 1125 was ruled by Barcelona until 1245, it would seem that
Spanish script was adopted in Provence already in the 12th century, when Muslim-
Spanish script spread throughout Catalonia and Aragon, supplanting the Christian
European ““Ashkenazi”’ type which the Jews of Provence must have also used until
then. The adoption of Spanish script and book culture by the Jews of Provence was
not caused solely by political changes and the incorporation of Provence within
Catalonia. It was undoubtedly hastened by the absorption of Provencal Jewry into
Spanish Jewish culture. The adoption of Spanish script serves as an interesting

18 See Beit-Arié (note 8 above), p. 14, 17.
19 See R. Gottheil, “Bible Mss. in the Roman Synagogue,” ZHB 9 (1905): 179, no. vi.
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reflection of the intellectual processes known to us from literary and halakhic
history. Spanish scripts continued to be used in Provence down the years despite
political changes, existing there at least until the 18th century.

The other offshoot of Spanish script encompassed a vast area south east of the
Iberian Peninsula and across the sea, the Maghreb. As has been noted, the early
findings of medieval Hebrew writing in North Africa, mainly from Tunis, reveal a
style akin to the examples of writing penned in Muslim Spain, and it may well be
that from the first Spanish script was influenced by that written in Tunis. However,
in the course of time the Jews of North Africa adopted the three modes of pure
Spanish script. Judging from extant manuscripts, all the manuscripts that were
copied in Morocco, Algiers and Tunis at least from the beginning of the 13th
century are written in Spanish type scripts, and even reflect codicological
characteristics of Spanish book craft. Though modified over time, these scripts
continued to exist after the Expulsion as well, and indeed until recent times. In the
medieval examples one can at times discern a local trend in these scripts (Plate 11),
similar to the local nuances in the Spanish scripts in Provence, but at others it is
impossible to discern whether a manuscript in Spanish script originated in Spainor
North Africa, just as it is sometimes impossible to tell whether such a manuscript
originated in Spain or Provence.

Another offshoot of Spanish script branched out eastwards and took root across
the sea in Sicily. The process probably took place following the conquest of Sicily in
1282 by the Crown of Aragon, prior to the period of the findings that have come
down to us.

The Vicissitudes and Influence of Spanish Script

The various types of Spanish script even spread to more distant lands. This was not
due to the decisive cultural influence of Spanish Jewry as in Provence and North
Africa, but was carried by migrants from the intellectual élite who left Spain prior
to the Expulsion and settled in the east, notably in the Holy Land, Byzance, and to a
greater extent in Italy where they preserved the script employed in their native land,
even handing it down to their descendants. As has already been noted, documents,
drafts and manuscripts written by Jews from Muslim Spain have survived from the
10th century on. Some twenty manuscripts from the Orient, mainly the Holy
Land,” which bear dates of writing from the 12th-15th centuries, are written in
pure Spanish scripts (Plate 14). It may well be that an overall examination of
undated manuscripts in Spanish scripts will reveal many other manuscripts from
the Orient, identified as such on the basis of Oriental paper.

We also find dated manuscripts in Spanish scripts written by scribes of Spanish
origin in Crete and Greece from 1395 on. But to a marked degree we find them

20 Fourteen copyists copied manuscripts in Spanish script in Jerusalem, ten of them
between 1383 and 1391. See M. Beit-Arié, “Kitvei Yad she-Ho’otku bi-Yerushalayim
al-yedei Yoze’ei Yerushalayim ad ha-Kibush ha-Othmani,” in B.Z. Kedar, ed. Perakim
be-Toledot Yerushalayim be-Yemei ha-Beinayim (Jerusalem: 1979), pp. 244-277.



292 MALACHI BEIT-ARIE

among manuscripts which include colophons of Italian origin. Apart from a few
manuscripts in Spanish script in Italy from the second half of the 13th century and
the first half of the 14th, manuscripts in Spanish script begin to appear from 1396,
and fast become more numerous. This was apparently due to the wave of migration
from Spain to Italy following the 1391 riots: of the 540 dated manuscripts written in
Italy from 1396 to the end of the 15th century so far researched by the Hebrew
Palaeography Project under the auspices of the Israel National Academy of
Sciences, 177 are written in Spanish script! (Some 40 of them were written by
natives of Provence). The proportion of dated manuscripts which were copied by
Spanish and Provengal immigrants to Italy in the fifty years prior to the Expulsion
constitutes 34% of all the manuscripts produced there, whereas after the Expulsion
(until 1540) this proportion drops to 23%.

This data, which also throws instructive light upon our knowledge of the extent
and intellectual level of the migration of Spanish Jews to Italy prior to and after the
Expulsion, bear testimony to the broad dissemination of the Spanish scripts in
Italy. This is borne out by the fact that the earliest dated Hebrew book printed in
Italy — Rashi’s Commentary, Reggio di Calabria, 1475, was printed in pure
Spanish semi-cursive by a printer of Spanish origin. Further, square and semi-
cursive Spanish script clearly left their distinct mark on Hebrew typefaces in Italy,
and through them on fonts elsewhere. The first attempts to print Hebrew books in
Rome and Piove di Sacco in square Ashkenazi-Italian script, and in Mantua and
Bologne in Italian semi-cursive, were not prolonged and were completely
supplanted by the extensive activity of the Ashkenazi Soncino family who chose to
print most of their books in Spanish square and semi-cursive (later to be called
Rashi script), which were specially designed and adapted to typography (Plate
26).>! The books printed by the Soncino family were widely circulated, and the
typefaces they designed, mainly the semi-cursive (“Rashi”) which was molded on
Spanish script, had a decisive influence on the character of the scripts chosen and
engraved by other Italian printers: thus, for example, at the end of the 15th century
in Naples, in the 16th century at the Bomberg press, the other Venetian printing
houses, and in fact in the majority of the Hebrew presses in most other places until
the 20th century. The choice of Spanish script by the Soncino family was no doubt
made not only out of aesthetic considerations, but also, and perhaps mainly, for
commercial and marketing reasons, given the wide circulation of Spanish script and
its large numbers of users and readers, both in Italy itself and in the Iberian
Peninsula, Provence, North Africa and Byzance, this in addition to its kinship to
Oriental script.?? There can thus be no doubt that the circulation of Spanish script

21 See idem, “The Relationship Between Early Hebrew Printing and Handwritten Books:
Attachment or Detachment,” Scripta Hierosolymitana 19 (1989): 1-10; M. Glatzer,
“Early Hebrew Printing,” in 4 Sign and a Witness — 2,000 Years of Hebrew Books and
Hluminated Manuscripts (New York-Oxford: 1988), pp. 80-89.

22 See Glatzer, “Early Hebrew Printing.”
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on the eve of the Expulsion was greater than that of any other Hebrew script, both
in geographical scope and in the number of people who employed it.23

With the end of the Jewish presence in Spain and Portugal, Spanish scripts
spread even further. The exiles, who settled mainly around the Mediterranean
basin, continued to write in the scripts of their native land. Further, their presence
and intellectual weight left their mark on the societies in which they settled, the
Spanish scripts also exerting a great influence on local scripts in Italy, Byzance and
the Middle East, and in time also in western Europe, as in Holland for example. The
Expulsion caused an upheaval in the traditional script typology of the Mediterranean
countries, giving rise to a modified typology influenced by the Spanish script.
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Plate 1
The Earliest Evidence of a Sephardi Semi-Cursive S cript
Oxford, The Bodleian Library, Ms. Heb. d.42, fol. 42b

23 This assumption is backed up by dated manuscripts. According to the computerized
data bank of the Hebrew Palaeography Project, the proportion of manuscripts in
Sephardi scripts which have survived is the largest, reaching one third of all the
manuscripts known to us (1080 out of 3152).
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Plate 2

Early Formal Square Script (Granada, c. 1066)
‘ Cambridge, University Library, T-S 10.24
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Plate 3
The Earliest Dated Square Script (Granada, 1184)
Hamburg, The State and University Library, Cod. Hebr. 19, fol. 223b
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Late Square Script (Lisbon, 1469)
Parma, Palatina Library, 2674, fol. 137b
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Plate 5
Early Middle Script (Denia, 1083)
Cambridge, University Library, T-S 12.570)
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Plate 6
Earliest Dated Semi-Cursive Middle Script in Book Form (1225)
Jerusalem, The Hebrew University and National Library, Ms. Ya. Heb. I, fol. 35b
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Plate 7
Middle Script (Lisbon, 1278)
Oxford, The Bodleian Library, Ms. Can. Or. 67, fol. 76b
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Plate 8
Secondary Middle Script (Barcelona, 1347/8)
Copenhagen, The Royal Library, Cod. Heb. 37, fol. 277b
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Plate 9

Middle Script of the Fourteenth Century (Toledo, 1355)
London, The British Library, Add. 27557, fol. 98b
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Plate 10

Late Middle Script (Almagro, 1483)
Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale, hébr. 1143, fol. 86a
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Plate 11

North African Middle Script (Meknés, Morocco; 1408)
Jena, Universitits Bibliothek, Ms. rec. adj. 10, fol. 65b
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Plate 12
Sephardi Script from Provence (1395)
" Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale, hébr. 357, fol. 20b
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Sephardi Script from Italy (Bologna, 1400)
Parma, Palatina Library, 3116, fol. 132b
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e Plate 14

Eastern Sephardi Script (Jerusalem, 1388)
New York, The Jewish Theological Seminary, Rab. 1118, fol. 188b
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Plate 15
Earliest Dated Cursive Script (Granada, 1129/30)
Cambridge, University Library, Add. 3340.12
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Plate 16
Cursive Book Script with Interwoven Middle Script (1289)
Parma, Palatina Library, 3060, fol. 131b
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Plate 17
Cursive Script (1330)
Oxford, The Bodleian Library, Ms. Mich. 496, fol. 126b
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Plate 18
Provencal Cursive Script (Orange, 1437)
Milan, Ambrosiana Library, H9 inf., fol. 96a
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Plate 19
Earliest Christian Hand from Spain and Hebrew Middle European “Ashkenazi”’ Type
(Barcelona, 1034)
Barcelona, Archivo de la Catedral, Mitja escala arm 3, no. 1054
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Plate 20
Middle Cursive “Ashkenazi”’ Script from Catalonia (Barcelona, 1 065)
Barcelona, ACA, Perg. R. Berenguer, I, 356
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Plate 21
Middle ““Ashkenazi”’ Type Script from Catalonia (1096)
J.M. Millas i Vallicrosa, Documents hebraics de jueus catalans, Institut d Estudis Catalans,

Seccié Historico-Arqueolégica, Memories, 1/3 (Barcelona: 1927), plate 2
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Plate 22
Cursive ““Ashkenazi”’ Type Script from Catalonia (1112)
Millas i Vallicrosa, Documents hebraics de jueus catalans, plate 31
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Plate 23
An Example of the Early Use of Middle Cursive Type Book Script in Muslim Catalonia
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(Barcelona, 1092)
Barcelona, Archivo de la Catedral, Diversum DC(b), 310, capsa 3
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Plate 24
Fully Adapted Middle Cursive Script in Muslim Catalonia (Barcelona, 1164/5)
Millas i Vallicrosa, Documents hebraics de jueus catalans, plate 3
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Plate 25
Printed Square and Middle Script (Leiria, Portugal: 1492)
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Plate 26
Styled Square and Middle Sephardi Script in Printings of the Soncino Press
(Soncino, Italy; 1483)



