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privilege of leading peaceful and secure lives here 
in Switzerland, something for which we are pro-
foundly grateful.

My heritage has had a great influence on who I am 
and what I have done, as I strive to comprehend my 
past and shape my life accordingly. Encouraged by 
my long-time Dutch friend Michael Floersheim, of 
blessed memory, and frequent visits to his impres-
sive collection, I was inspired to purchase my first 
works of  Judaica. Each piece became special to me, 
representing a personal connection to an intrigu-
ing past I yearned to understand. My admiration 
for the magnificent art and craftsmanship, as well 
as my  respect for the deep piety characteristic of 
many of the objects, continues to this day. Particu-
larly in our fast-paced, often hectic, age, contem-
plating these manuscripts fills me with calm, seren-
ity, and the confidence that what is truly important 
will endure. In this way I seek to comprehend my 
heritage, the Jewish destiny as well as the  major 
forces that have shaped our past and present and 
are leading us to the future. Although uncertain, 
one hopes this future will be influenced by the pre-
cious legacy of objects such as those found in this 
collection.

This may explain my passion for collecting on an in-
tellectual basis. Yet, as every collector knows, there 
is undoubtedly more to it. The line between the 
pleasure and the burden of collecting is quite fine 
at times. I cannot describe the passion for collect-
ing in general, only that of my personal experience.

This exhibition and catalogue of unique treasures 
of Jewish culture from my collection admittedly 
represent a gift to my family, my wife Susanne, our 
son  David, as well as to myself on the occasion of 
my sixtieth birthday. Having spent more than three 
decades passionately and enthusiastically collect-
ing illuminated manuscripts, printed books, mar-
riage contracts, and Esther scrolls, I now take great 
pleasure in presenting a selection of this collection 
– chosen by a group of  eminent scholars – to those 
interested in Jewish culture, history and art. I sin-
cerely hope that my passion and enthusiasm will 
prove contagious to any who visits the exhibition 
or reads this catalogue. For, as our religion teaches 
us, experiencing joy and giving joy to others are 
often closely related.

Each item in this collection has its own history 
and, as such, bears witness to the Jewish past and, 
on a more private level, to my Jewish past. Without 
knowledge of the past, one can hardly come to 
terms with the present, much less prepare for the 
future. It is from this perspective that I would like 
to reflect on my reasons for collecting and under-
standing these exceptional works.

Ancestral history, both that of the Jewish people 
and of my immediate family, has had a great im-
pact on me. My paternal grandfather, of Ukrainian 
descent, went missing during the First World War. 
My father was orphaned at the age of sixteen and 
survived the Second World War in Switzerland. It 
is only in our day that my brother and I have the 

On Collecting, on Admiring, and on 

Seeking to Understand
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who took on the tremendous task of digitizing not 
only the items shown in this catalogue, but in fact 
my entire collection. His efforts will be published 
on the Internet in due course.

My collection grew, not randomly, but systemati-
cally; I continued to be passionate about each new 
item I managed to acquire. I often had bids placed 
anonymously on my behalf at major auction houses, 
and have rarely made a personal appearance. Thus, 
my identity as a collector has remained largely un-
known until now. This exhibition, therefore, is a pre-
miere of sorts. I had previously become known, often 
unwillingly, as an entrepreneur, and as a philanthro-
pist through the charitable activities of the René and 
Susanne  Braginsky Foundation. My commitment 
to collecting objects of Jewish art and culture may 
come as a surprise to some. Yet, recognition as a 
collector is not my objective. Instead, collecting and 
learning about Jewish manuscripts have become 
critical, ongoing passions. My foremost motivation 
is the desire to understand through connecting in a 
meaningful way with the art and culture of the past. 
I also wish to make these precious works available 
to others, so that they, too, may appreciate and en-
joy them. The present exhibition and catalogue are 
thus not the culmination of my Judaica collection, 
but rather an important milestone. It is my hope 
that the presentation of these works will allow all 
of us to learn from the past and benefit from it in 
our  futures.

René Braginsky

After I started collecting, the bar mitzvah of our son 
David became the decisive catalyst for the swift 
growth of my collection both in quality and quan-
tity. For this occasion, almost twenty years ago, 
I searched for an old illuminated manuscript of a 
Birkat ha- Mazon (Grace after Meals) to reproduce 
for our guests. I could not find what I was looking 
for at the time and on this important occasion had 
to settle for a reproduction of a manuscript that be-
longed to another private collector. Those who know 
me will understand that this concerned me greatly 
and motivated my search until I finally found what 
I was looking for, with the help of a knowledgeable 
manuscript dealer. This expert subsequently called 
my attention to other exceptional works and was 
thus instrumental in my becoming a collector.

After it became known that I was interested in 
acquiring Jewish manuscripts – and that I was a 
solvent customer who was easily swayed – I was bar-
raged with offers. It is fortunate that I had the expert 
guidance of the renowned scholar, Professor Mena-
hem Schmelzer, a relative of my wife. He organized 
and catalogued my collection, and has been a valu-
able advisor. For this I am very grateful. It became 
our shared vision to one day present the collection 
to a wider audience.

After deciding to organize an exhibition we secured 
the help of other people. I would like to express my 
gratitude to Dr. Emile G.L. Schrijver, Curator of the 
Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana at the Special Collections 
of the Amsterdam University Library, the first venue 
of this exhibition, who is the primary organizer of 
both the exhibition and this catalogue. I would also 
like to gratefully acknowledge Sharon Liberman 
Mintz, Curator of Jewish Art at the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary in New York and Judaica expert for 
Sotheby’s, not only for her vital role in bringing 
about this exhibition, but also for her professional 
support in building my collection over the past few 
years. Dr. Evelyn M. Cohen’s role in the preparation 
and production of this catalogue can hardly be over -
estimated. I would like to thank her for that as well. 
Last, but not least, I am grateful to Ardon Bar-Hama, 
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to Protestantism and confiscated the libraries of 
Catholic monasteries. This marked the creation of the 
first public municipal library in Amsterdam. In 1632 
the  library was handed to the Athenaeum Illustre, 
the predecessor of the University of Amsterdam. 
The Special Collections now cares for approximately 
1,000 collections, which occupy fifteen kilometers of 
bookshelves. In its volumes there is a strong focus 
on book design through the ages.

The foundation for the Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana 
was laid by Leeser Rosenthal (born in 1794 in 
Nasielsk, Poland; died in 1868 in Hanover, Germa-
ny), who, in his day, was as inspired a collector as 
René Braginsky is today. By the time of his death, 
Leeser Rosenthal owned a library of more than 
5,200 volumes, including thirty-two manuscripts, 
twelve Hebrew incunabula, and a selection of rare 
and important Hebraica and Judaica in the fields of 
religion, literature, and history. This remarkable col-
lection, then regarded as the largest private library 
in this field in Germany, was donated by his son, the 
Amsterdam banker George Rosenthal, to the city 
of Amsterdam in 1880. Since then the Bibliotheca 
Rosenthaliana has grown to become one of the larg-
est European collections of its kind. Today it houses 
more than 100,000 volumes of printed works (from 
the fifteenth century onward), including more than 
1,500 titles of peri-odicals, as well as over 1,000 manu-
scripts (from the thirteenth to the twentieth centu-
ries) and much, much more. It is a modern,  functional 
library covering all fields of Jewish study.

René Braginsky of Zurich has created an outstanding 
collection of Jewish manuscripts and printed books 
of exceptional beauty, meaning, and history that 
deserves to be shown to the world. Its international 
journey begins with an exhibition in Amsterdam. This 
collection could not have found a more appropriate 
venue than the Special Collections of the University 
of Amsterdam, home of the renowned Bibliotheca 
Rosenthaliana. The opportunity to bring these two 
important Jewish collections together, if only for a 
short time, was too good to be missed, as both René 
Braginsky and the University of Amsterdam realized.

The publication of the beautiful book, A Journey 
through Jewish Worlds. Highlights from the Braginsky 
Collection of Hebrew Manuscripts and Printed Books, 
coincides with the opening of the exhibition in the 
historical center of Amsterdam. The book, however, 
should not be considered as simply a catalogue ac-
companying the exhibition. It is a work of art and 
scholarship in itself. Designed by acclaimed Dutch 
graphic designer Frederik de Wal, it contains scholar-
ly descriptions of a substantial number of the superb 
items in the Braginsky Collection. The attention to de-
tail, and the quality of design and printing make this 
book a rare accomplishment. It is worthy of the works 
of great beauty, such as the marriage contracts, 
 Esther scrolls, and other items from the collection.

The collections of the University of Amsterdam have 
also inspired the quest for exceptional quality in 
this book. The origins of the Special Collections go 
back to 1578, when the city of Amsterdam converted 

A Journey from Zurich to 

Jewish Amsterdam
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The Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana is by no means the 
only important Jewish library in Amsterdam. The city 
is also home to the Ets Haim-Livraria Montezinos 
Library. Founded in 1616, it is the oldest still-func-
tioning Jewish library in the world; it now contains 
30,000 printed works and 500 manuscripts. Since 
1675 it has been located in the buildings of the Por-
tuguese Synagogue in Amsterdam. The importance 
of its collections was recognized in October 2003 
when unesco inscribed them in the Memory of the 
World Register.

Because of these important Jewish libraries, and 
the scholars who oversee them, Amsterdam has 
exceptional resources in this field. The University 
of Amsterdam was more than happy to provide 
the expertise of Dr. Emile G.L. Schrijver, curator of 
the Bibliotheca  Rosenthaliana, for the organization 
of this catalogue, and his scholarly contributions to 
it. Dr. Schrijver  also curated the exhibition of high-
lights from the  Braginsky Collection with related 
works from our holdings and others, which is being 
held in the Special Collections of the University of 
Amsterdam, beginning 16 October 2009. The exhibi-
tion will then travel to other venues, including 
New York and  Jerusalem. 

For all of us in Amsterdam, it has been an honor and 
a privilege to work with René Braginsky and his out-
standing collection. We hope that this exhibition 
and catalogue will allow people all over the world to 
appreciate the beauty and history of his exceptional 
manuscripts and printed books.

Steph Scholten
Director of Heritage Collections
University of Amsterdam
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most significant local display of such material since 
the New York Public Library’s landmark A Sign and a 
Witness exhibition of 1988, A Journey through Jewish 
Worlds is an important milestone and (re-)introduc-
tion to the rich tradition of Jewish book illumination 
and design.

We would like to thank René Braginsky for his gen-
erosity in sharing his remarkable collection with the 
public through this exhibition and for encouraging 
its exposure to an American audience through our 
Museum. I would like to thank Gabriel Goldstein, 
Jody Heher, and Rachel Lazin of Yeshiva University 
 Museum for their work on and dedication to this 
project. We benefited from the knowledge and guid-
ance of Sharon Liberman Mintz in bringing the exhi-
bition to fruition, as well as from the partnership of 
Dr. Emile G.L. Schrijver and the Bibliotheca Rosen-
thaliana, inaugural venue for the show. 

Yeshiva University Museum would have been unable 
to host A Journey through Jewish Worlds were it not 
for the generous support of the Leon Levy Founda-
tion, lead sponsor of the exhibition; and of The David 
Berg Foundation, which provided additional funding.

Jacob Wisse
Director, Yeshiva University Museum

The visitor to A Journey through Jewish Worlds is 
privileged to an experience any single illuminator, 
printer, patron or original owner of the exhibition’s 
volumes could never have imagined: seeing dozens 
of the most beautifully decorated and designed 
Hebrew manuscripts and printed books gathered 
under one roof. Produced over six centuries across 
Europe and Asia in the lands where Jews resided, 
these selections from the collection of René 
Braginsky represent some of the greatest achieve-
ments of Jewish book production.

In an even more profound sense, the exhibition and 
accompanying catalogue bring together for the 
modern viewer and reader examples of texts from 
very different cultural contexts: sacred and secular; 
public and private; biblical and messianic. The range 
of functions and styles represented by the books il-
lustrated here testify to the scope of Mr. Braginsky’s 
interests, as well as to the richness of Jewish culture 
within the period of their production.

Yeshiva University Museum is especially proud to be 
one of the co-organizers of this dazzling exhibition 
and its only American host. As an institution dedicat-
ed to the presentation and interpretation of Jewish 
art and culture in a historic and contemporary con-
text, it is well suited to the task of gathering materi-
als from different eras and well aware of its respon-
sibility in explicating and contextualizing them for 
the public. We are gratified to bring to New York this 
celebration of the artistry, sophistication, and drama 
of Jewish manuscript and book production. As the 

The Visitor’s Experience

A View from New York
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world Jewish culture, in order to bring to life and to 
preserve for posterity the rich heritage of the global 
Jewish community. Ours is a proud friendship with 
René and Susanne Braginsky, as well as David, com-
mitted believers in the importance of preserving the 
material culture of the Jewish world. We have bene-
fited from their generosity as donors and as lenders 
to our collections, and also as an invaluable resource 
in our own continuing efforts to strengthen our pre-
sentation of Jewish art and life.

We look forward to the rare opportunity to share 
with our public an important selection of highlights 
of the Braginsky Collection, juxtaposed and inter-
connected with objects from our own holdings and 
together signaling the ties that link the Jewish com-
munities of the world in important and lasting ways.

James S. Snyder
Anne and Jerome Fisher Director
The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

René Braginsky has a long and affectionate relation-
ship with the Israel Museum, grounded in the reso-
nances between his important collection of Judaica 
– one of the most important such holdings in private 
hands – and the Museum’s extensive holdings in 
 Jewish art and material culture.

On extended loan to the Museum from the Braginsky 
Collection is the Shema Yisrael travelers’ amulet 
dating from the 5th–6th century CE. This small silver 
plaque was inscribed with an early and unusual 
combination of biblical verses: the opening words 
of the Shema Yisrael (Hear, O Israel) prayer from 
Deuteronomy 6, intertwined with the first verse of 
Psalm 91 and concluding with the text of Proverbs 
18:10. It constitutes the earliest appearance of this 
unusual combination of verses as magical protection 
for travelers. It also offers important rare testimony 
to the Hebrew text of the Bible during the “silent” 
period that stretches between the Dead Sea Scrolls 
and the oldest surviving medieval manuscripts, 
among them the Aleppo Codex, which is housed in 
the Museum’s Shrine of the Book. Because it was 
designed as a pendant, it is also a rare and early 
example of Jewish amulets in jewelry form.

Synthesizing text and artistry, the amulet exempli-
fies the unique character of the Braginsky Collection, 
which explores the heterogeneity of Jewish culture 
through texts and objects from the diverse reaches 
of the Western and Oriental Diaspora. And this is 
exactly what brings the Collection so close to the 
Israel Museum’s own focus on the art and objects of 

René Braginsky 

and the Israel Museum 
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study and research. The present collection,  lovingly 
assembled by René Braginsky, thereby serves as 
museum, library, and laboratory all at the same time. 
For many years Mr. Braginsky has spared no effort 
to acquire a significant collection of Hebraica and 
Judaica. He has done this because of his dedication 
to Jewish causes, deep appreciation of Jewish culture, 
and reverence for the sacred writings of Judaism. The 
Hebrew manuscripts and printed books in his collec-
tion are reflections of ancient Hebrew traditions. At 
the same time, they reveal the impact of the general 
culture and environment on the physical appearance 
of Jewish books and often on the intellectual currents 
expressed within them. Mr. Braginsky’s collection 
perpetuates the heritage and provides for the future 
enhancement and strengthening of the ideals embod-
ied in the assembled treasures. The present exhibition 
opens his collection for the education, study, cultural 
enjoyment and enrichment of others.

While a full catalogue of titles, authors, names, sub-
jects, years, and places of the items would provide the 
most detailed, scholarly information about the rich 
and varied Braginsky Collection works, this exhibition 
catalogue has a different goal. It is intended as a brief 
overview to give readers a taste of the abundance of 
knowledge and information found on the parchment 
and paper of the works in the collection.

Let us start with the Bible. The oldest example here is 
a large fragment of a manuscript containing most of 
the Pentateuch, written in Ashkenaz at the end of the 
thirteenth or the beginning of the fourteenth  century. 

The People of the Book, is an appellation given to the 
Jewish people that is trite yet ultimately true. The 
book, or rather The Book, the Hebrew Bible, is the tru-
est companion of Jews on their long journey through 
history. From the cradle to the grave, the words of the 
Bible frame the life of a Jew. The language of this book 
served as the common bond connecting generations 
in distant geographic locations. The Hebrew alphabet 
was the instrument with which Jews expressed them-
selves not only in the Hebrew language, but also in the 
many vernaculars used over the ages. Their intellectual 
endeavors, their day-to-day activities, and their social 
and business contacts found articulation in Hebrew. 
Reverence for the language and script is responsible 
for the great care exercised to preserve Hebrew writ-
ings. Although it is customary to invoke wanderings, 
expulsions, and persecutions as causes for the scarcity 
of the Hebrew book, it is equally important to credit 
the great respect for it that accounts for its survival 
over many centuries in the face of adversity.

Collectors of Hebrew books and scrolls, both manu-
script and printed, become agents for the preservation 
and perpetuation of this tradition and heritage. Books 
may be regarded as passive objects of antiquity and 
beauty, but they are also active and living subjects of 

The People of the Book

Harrison Miscellany, Poems and Prayers 
for Weddings and Other Occasions 
[Corfu, ca. 1720]. Folio 39r. Cat. no. 37.
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not more than one or two complete copies are in 
existence, are examples of the treasures in this part 
of the collection.

The codification of the immense Oral Law was a 
major concern of rabbinic authorities. One of the ear-
liest of them was the North African Isaac Alfasi. His 
code is represented by the Riva di Trento, Italy, 1558 
edition with the autograph manuscript marginal 
annotations by Menahem Azariah de Fano, rabbinic 
and mystical scholar in Italy in the late sixteenth to 
early seventeenth centuries. Maimonides is justly 
regarded as one of the most towering figures of 
Judaism mainly because of his code, the Mishneh 
Torah. The monumental folio edition of this work, by 
the Christian printer Justinian (Venice, 1550–1551) 
was owned in the seventeenth century by Abraham 
Joseph Solomon Graziano, one of the greatest collec-
tors of Hebraica. The huge volumes are accompanied 
by interesting manuscript annotations written in a 
beautiful cursive script used by Italian Jews. Dated 
1288, a manuscript of the code by Moses of Coucy of 
France, copied perhaps in Switzerland, is the earliest 
book in the collection. This work, Sefer Mitzvot Gadol, 
also one of the first Hebrew books ever printed, is 
found here in the Rome 1469–1472 edition. Various 
abridged versions of this work are also present, 
including one by the medieval sage, Rabbi Moses 
of Zurich. The Arba’ah Turim, a code composed by 
the Ashkenazic authority Jacob ben Asher, is found 
in two fourteenth-century manuscripts of the work 
with annotations, including Slavonic notes, as well 
as in a 1553 printed edition, with manuscript glosses 
by the famous Yom Tov Lipman Heller. Rich Italian 
halakhic traditions are preserved in Zedekiah ben 
Abraham Anav’s Shibbolei ha-leket, a former Sassoon 
Collection manuscript, copied in the late thirteenth 
or early fourteenth century, perhaps during the life-
time of the author. 

While the Written Law and the Oral Law are the two 
pillars on which Judaism stands, other aspects of 
intellectual activities are also found in medieval and 
early modern Hebrew manuscripts and rare printed 
books. Let us single out a few outstanding examples 

The most recent one is also a Pentateuch from Ashke-
naz, printed in Berlin between 1930 and 1933. The two 
can be seen as bookends. The first should be studied 
for minor orthographic changes in the biblical text, 
which in the Ashkenazic tradition was, as current 
research demonstrates, somewhat different from 
the text as we know it today. The Berlin 1930–1933 
volume, in its typographic perfection, marks the end 
of the glorious history of German Jewry. In between 
these two are biblical volumes intended for use in 
various Jewish communities, and other works con-
taining the Latin Bible next to the original Hebrew to 
serve the needs of Christian theologians. The monu-
mental Biblia Rabbinica produced by Daniel Bomberg 
in Venice in 1524 is represented in the collection by a 
deluxe volume printed on vellum. This tome was once 
owned by a yeshiva in North Africa. Another volume 
of this apparently unique set is part of the Baron 
Guenzburg Collection in Moscow, now in the Lenin 
State Library. These sections of Bomberg’s Bible serve 
as interesting illustrations of the phenomenon of the 
dispersal of Jewish books in the world. The philo-
sophical commentary of the Provençal Gersonides, 
the partially mystical commentary of the Spanish 
Nahmanides, and the homiletical commentary of 
the Yemenite Shalom Shabazi show how the text of 
the Bible served as a springboard for the expression 
of contemporary intellectual and religious currents. 
That these works are represented by some of the ear-
liest products of Hebrew printing presses in Italy and 
by an autograph manuscript, respectively, make them 
valued bibliophilic treasures.

It is also true in the area of rabbinics that the diverse 
Braginsky Collection works provide views of the 
religious practices, the day-to-day life, and the social, 
economic, and historical conditions of the Jewish 
people in many centuries and far-flung locations. The 
extremely rare, printed edition of one of the earliest 
works of the Oral Law, the Sifra or Torat Kohanim 
(Constantinople, 1523), a manuscript commentary on 
the Mishnah by Solomon Adeni from Yemen, who as 
a child moved to the Land of Israel, and the Talmudic 
tractate Eruvin, printed by the famous Soncino 
 printers in Pesaro, Italy, a work of which probably 
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there are liturgical books following the diverse rites 
of Provence, Spain, Italy, France, and Germany. Some 
of these prayer books probably were commissioned 
by individual communities and contain the cycle of 
prayers for the entire year; they sometimes include 
practical guides for year-round conduct of the com-
munity and individuals. An interesting, albeit some-
what late, example is the decorated Dessau prayer 
book of 1774. It contains a statement by the leaders 
of the community about the commissioning of the 
volume and also records the repair of the manuscript 
in 1823. Also of interest is the 1711 Mannheim mahzor. 
The Mainz prayer book of 1745 contains remnants of 
a much-used and worn medieval prayer book, which 
was then completed to recreate the exact size and 
format of the old one. In a similar way, the missing 
leaves of Sefer Mitzvot Gadol, mentioned above, 
originally written in 1288, were replaced in the same 
format hundreds of years later, in 1528. A huge folio is 
the Sulzbach mahzor of 1711, one of thirteen copies 
printed on vellum; this one once belonged to the son 
of Samson Wertheimer, the famous rabbi and finan-
cier. In contrast to these are miniature prayer books 
such as the Ashkenazic siddur written on the finest 
of parchment, and the beautifully written Sephardic 
prayer book of 1742–1743, formerly in the Schocken 
Collection. Then there are a variety of liturgies for 
special days and occasions. For daily use we have 
the Grace after Meals and Night Prayers booklets; 
for the Sabbath and for the New Moon, small books 
containing the particular prayers for those days; and 
for family occasions, books containing the rituals for 
weddings and circumcisions.

Perhaps the most popular liturgical book is the Hag-
gadah for Passover. It is a rich compendium of nar-
ratives, rituals, poems, music, language, and art. The 
Braginsky Collection has many precious examples of 
the Haggadah. A fifteenth-century Ashkenazic Hag-
gadah may have been copied by the famous scribe-
artist, Joel ben Simeon. There are also examples 
of Spanish, Provençal, and Italian manuscripts. In 
the eighteenth century, probably as a result of the 
beginnings of the Enlightenment and the Emanci-
pation, Jewish book-artists, mainly from Moravia, 

from various disciplines. The incunable edition of 
Joseph Albo’s Ikkarim (Soncino, 1485) and the first edi-
tion of Judah Halevi’s Kuzari (Fano, Gershom Soncino, 
1506), two classics of Jewish philosophy, are beautiful 
products of early Hebrew printing. The first edition 
of the “bible” of Jewish mysticism, the Zohar (Man-
tua, 1558) with copious manuscript annotations, an 
attractive manuscript of Abraham Abulafia’s Hayyei 
ha-Olam ha-Ba, formerly in the Montefiore Collection, 
with artistic kabbalistic diagrams, and autograph 
comments by the Gaon of Vilna on a section of the Zo-
har, show the richness of Jewish mystical traditions. 
For poetry we refer to the most unusual Harrison 
 Miscellany. For literature we look to the incunable 
edition of Immanuel of Rome’s somewhat frivolous 
Mahbarot or to the 1546–7 edition of Isaac ibn Sa-
hula’s Meshal ha-Kadmoni with rich woodcut illustra-
tions. For astronomy there are various manuscripts 
concerning calendar calculations. For medicine there 
is a fifteenth-century manu script of the Hebrew 
translation of the Aphorisms of Hippocrates. For 
history we have the incunable edition of De antiqui-
tate judaica and De bello judaica of Josephus Flavius 
(Augsburg, 1470), inquisition documents about the 
condemnation of the Talmud, and various community 
ledgers and memorbücher (books of remembrance). 
In this connection mention should also be made of 
the many circumcision books in the collection, impor-
tant sources for genealogical information.

But, of course, the largest number of manuscripts and 
printed books in the collection are prayer books. This 
reflects the fact that liturgical books were always the 
most common ones, found practically in every Jewish 
household. A good indication of this preponderance 
appears in the lists of Hebrew books compiled in 
Mantua in 1595 at the request of Church censors. Four 
hundred thirty-eight collections of books are in the 
compilation, containing more than 21,000 volumes. 
Thirty-five percent of the volumes listed are liturgical 
books.

The prayer book has been, indeed, the steady com-
panion of the Jewish people throughout history. It 
has many manifestations. In the Braginsky Collection 
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an important mission of preservation and continuity 
and earns the respect and recognition of the People 
of the Book.

Menahem Schmelzer

created  attractive, illuminated Haggadot, written on 
 parchment. Well known among these calligraphers 
and illuminators are Aaron Wolf Herlingen, Meshul-
lam Zimmel of Polna, Nathan of Mezeritsch, Samuel 
Dresnitz, Hayyim of Kittsee, and others. Their liturgical 
works, including Haggadot, are in the collection. The 
Haggadah of 1842, decorated by  Charlotte von Roth-
schild, shows the influence of her art teacher, Moritz 
Daniel Oppenheim, but also  betrays traces of older 
illuminated manuscripts. Among printed Haggadot 
the most famous is the Prague Haggadah of 1526. The 
woodcut illustrations of this book served as models 
for many later editions. The printed version contains a 
joke that equates women with the ritual bitter herbs. 
In the Braginsky copy there is a quaint, handwritten 
note relating to the joke: in an Italian-Hebrew script a 
previous owner rejected the misogynistic remark and 
instead quoted positive rabbinic statements about 
women. Some of the many prayer books in the collec-
tion were given as bridal gifts. A manuscript in a jew-
eled binding, written in Vilna in 1827, includes illustra-
tions of a wedding and of the biblical Hannah praying 
in the presence of Eli, the priest.

The highlights chosen above are, of course, totally 
subjective. A different, and equally interesting, selec-
tion could just as easily have been made. The signifi-
cance of the collection is not just that of the individual 
items. It may be compared to a rich and vivid tapestry, 
woven together from many threads, some humble and 
some precious. This assembly of Hebrew manuscripts 
and books, covering many centuries, many communi-
ties, and so many individuals, offers vivid testimony to 
a long, eventful, and dynamic past. The collection is a 
museum of treasures, and a monument to centuries of 
religious and intellectual creativity. It is also a source 
for future study, research, and nourishment for those 
who wish to be inspired by the wisdom, piety, and ide-
als embedded in the works of the great rabbis, think-
ers, and leaders of the Jewish past.

René Braginsky, in assembling his collection, incor-
porated into it important items from the Montefiore, 
Sassoon, and Schocken Collections. By doing so, as did 
these other collectors and bibliophiles, he carries out 
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Of Books and People

The Braginsky Collection and Book History

Studies of the “Jewish book” have traditionally con-
centrated on the adjective “Jewish” as a qualifier of 
the noun “book.” In this introduction to the books 
in the Braginsky Collection, an attempt to do the op-
posite will be made. By making the book the center 
of attention, and perceiving it as an independent, 
multi-layered, often-changing carrier of information, 
another kind of understanding of the Jewish book will 
emerge.

“Book history” is a new field of research that has de-
veloped in the last twenty years. It augments the more 
traditional book disciplines of bibliography, codicol-
ogy, and art history. The approach suggested in this 
introduction incorporates some of the most recent 
questions raised and insights gained in this new realm 
of research and thinking. Such an approach has the 
potential to deepen our understanding, not only of 
the works from the Braginsky Collection presented 
in this catalogue, but also of the “Jewish book” in its 
broadest sense.

In 1982 Robert Darnton published a seminal article, 
titled “What is the History of Books?”1 In this article 
he introduced what he called the “Communications 
Circuit,” a model describing the various stages 
through which a printed text moves: author; publisher; 
printers; shippers; booksellers; readers; and back to 
the author. An alternative model was proposed by 
Thomas R. Adams and Nicholas Barker in 1993.2 Their 
model places the book at the center of attention. It 
distinguishes five “events”: publication; manufacture; 
distribution; reception; and survival. All of these are 

subjected to a number of external forces: intellectual 
influences; political, legal, and religious influences; 
 social behavior and taste; and commercial pressures. 
As is clear from the terminology used, both models 
were devised to describe printed books in settings 
fundamentally different from most Jewish ones. The 
present introduction, therefore, is not intended as 
a Jewish interpretation of the models, but rather as 
a critical structure in which to place and discuss the 
Jewish books in the Braginsky Collection. Both hand-
written and printed books can be seen through time 
and history in light of this modern discourse and with 
the help of its applied terminology.

Publication
No book is written or published without a conscious 
decision of an author, compiler, or editor. This may 
seem obvious, but, it is not. The names of the authors 
of many Jewish books are not known for many differ-
ent reasons. It is also true that the circumstances that 
lead to the publication of a book can vary greatly.
– In an article published in 1993, Israel Ta-Shema intro-
duced the concept of “The Open Book in Medieval 
 Hebrew Literature.”3 He stated that “a long and inten-
sive review of the medieval Hebrew book indicates 
that quite often books were not meant by their  
authors to serve as final statements, but rather as  
representations of an interim state of knowledge  
or opinion” (p. 17). As pointed out by Menahem 

1. Darnton 1982; also see Darnton 2007.
2. Adams and Barker 1993.
3. Ta-Shema 1993.
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Schmelzer in a number of public lectures, as well as 
in this catalogue, halakhic manuscripts of the Middle 
Ages present a special case. In the copies of the Sefer 
Mitzvot Katan from the Braginsky Collection (cat. nos. 
6, 7, 8)  comments and glosses shaped as rectangular 
“windows” appear. In these and many other halakhic 
manuscripts the authors of such glosses are not 
known. Later copyists often included these additions 
into the main body of their copied text, blurring the 
transmission history of the text and complicating our 
understanding of its authorship even further.
– Three of the most interesting illustrated manu-
scripts in the Braginsky Collection, the Miscellany 
for Life Cycle Events of the last third of the fifteenth 
century (cat. no. 13), the Harrison Miscellany of circa 
1720 (cat. no. 37), and the Seder Birkat ha-Mazon of 
1751 (cat. no. 47) were likely to have been created as 
wedding gifts. In these cases the decision to produce 
these works was a practical, religious one; the choice 
of texts an intellectual and a religious one; and the 
choice of illustrations one connected with social sta-
tus and contemporary taste.
– Traditionally prayer books have been published 
without any indication of authorship. When Kabbalah, 
with its strong tendency toward the worship of heroic 
mystics, became popular, certain parts of mystical 
prayer books were signed by these heroes, or were at 
least attributed to them. The mystical intentions in-
cluded in kabbalistic prayer books of the sixteenth to 
the early nineteenth centuries are attributed to such 
kabbalistic heroes as Moses Cordovero (cat. no. 30) 
and Isaac Luria (cat. no. 33).

Manufacture
– This catalogue presents nine of the many significant 
printed books from the Braginsky Collection. These 
include the commentary on the Pentateuch of Moses 
Nahmanides, one of the first Hebrew books ever 
printed, in Rome between circa 1469 and 1472 or 1473 
(cat. no. 14). The identification of this and a number of 
other early printed books as manufactured in Rome is 
based not only on paper analysis, but also on the fact 
that they resemble in many technical aspects Christian 
works printed by Conrad Sweynheym and Arnold 
 Pannartz, who were active in Rome from 1469 to 1472.

– An example of the special manufacturing of printed 
books is the parchment copy of the mahzor accord-
ing to the Ashkenazic rite, printed in Sulzbach in 1709 
(cat. no. 34). In addition to the association of this 
material with venerated religious texts, the use of 
parchment was, in part, a response to the desires of 
the wealthy to possess items of luxury. As a result of 
the order and advance payment for parchment copies 
by Viennese Court Jews, the cost of the entire printing 
run, including that for regular copies on paper, was 
covered for the printer.
– One of the many strengths of the Braginsky Collec-
tion is its holdings in volumes of the eighteenth-cen-
tury school of manuscript decoration of central and 
northern Europe. All of the important scribe-artists 
are represented, including Aaron Wolf Herlingen, who 
worked in Vienna, Pressburg, and perhaps elsewhere 
(cat. nos. 39, 47, 48). It is at present unclear how Aaron 
Wolf Herlingen and his contemporaries organized 
their work; attributions of manuscripts to specific 
scribe-artists can only be made with caution. A Tefillot 
Yom Kippur Katan manuscript of 1730 (cat. no. 41), 
copied in Pressburg by Judah Leib ben Meir of Glogau, 
possibly sheds some light on this, as he can perhaps 
be identified as Aaron Wolf Herlingen’s assistant.
– It is a paradox that some of the facts about the 
creation of the Charlotte von Rothschild Haggadah 
of 1842 (cat. no. 55) were known even before the 
 manuscript’s existence was confirmed. Until it was 
acquired for the Braginsky Collection, the only refer-
ence to the manuscript appeared in the memoirs of 
Moritz Daniel  Oppenheim, the renowned painter who 
was the artist’s teacher and whose sketches for some 
of the pages have been preserved.
– Nothing certain is known of the background of 
another nineteenth-century manuscript that was per-
haps commissioned by the Rothschilds. A Haggadah of 
the second half of the century (cat. no. 56) is the most 
unusual manuscript in the collection. All of its pages 
are profusely illuminated, seemingly in emulation 
of the style of a group of sixteenth-century Persian 
manuscripts. Only one other Hebrew manuscript by 
Victor Bouton, the artist responsible for this master-
piece, is known.
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the place of origin of the scribe is mentioned. Further 
biographical information is generally scarce. A 1723 
psalter in the Braginsky Collection, copied by Moses 
Judah Leib ben Wolf Broda (cat. no. 38), the scribe-artist 
of the celebrated Von Geldern Haggadah, belonged to 
the De Pinto family of Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam. 
According to family tradition, the artist was invited to 
Amsterdam to produce the manuscript, which, if true, 
is a valuable addition to our knowledge of the creation 
and distribution of this group of deluxe manuscripts.

Reception
– Beginning in the Middle Ages Jews used the shapes 
of texts they copied to influence the reception of their 
contents, usually in an attempt to bring the reader to 
a higher state of concentration, or even ecstasy. The 
clearest example of this in the Braginsky Collection 
is the page with a calligraphic fruit-bearing tree in 
Mordecai ben Eliezer Comtino’s commentary on the 
Pentateuch (cat. no. 21), an Ottoman manuscript of cir-
ca 1500. The poem starts at the bottom of the leaf and 
thus forces the reader to reverse his usual way of scan-
ning the text.4 The Braginsky Collection also includes a 
late fourteenth- or early fifteenth-century manuscript 
of the mystic Abraham Abulafia’s Hayyei ha-Olam ha-Ba 
(cat. no. 9). This codex provides a Jewish counterpart to 
what Darnton calls “the total embodiment” of a writ-
ten work; it contains numerous circles of written text, 
laid out as visual instructions for mystical meditation, 
a central activity in ecstatic  Kabbalah.5

– A technique related to the shaping of texts is micro-
graphy. Among the Braginsky books and decorated 
marriage contracts are striking examples of the use 
of minute Hebrew script to create decorative forms in 
outline (cat. nos. 48, 51, 54, 66). The best example of how 
such a technique creates a visual, rather than an intel-
lectual, experience is Aaron Wolf Herlingen’s version of 
the Latin text of eight psalms (cat. no. 48). One first per-
ceives an image of King David; only afterward does it 
become clear that the figure is actually a written text.

Distribution
– Most Hebrew manuscripts from the Middle Ages 
were copied by individuals for their own private use. 
Practically all Jewish men, and quite a few Jewish 
women, were able to read; many were able to write. 
This led to a wide dispersal of user-produced books 
among Jews. Due in part to the subordinate posi-
tion of Jews within the societies in which they lived, 
Hebrew books were hardly ever produced under 
what would be considered standard, well-organized 
circumstances. This has had considerable influence 
on the nature of textual transmission, as manuscripts 
were much more “open” in terms of their content than 
books are today. The role of professional scribes, and 
especially families of scribes, partly modified this situ-
ation; it is clear from colophons that many of them 
tried to copy, or re-create, the best available texts. The 
Braginsky Collection contains two daily prayer books 
according to the Italian rite, written by members of 
the Halfan family of scribes, French refugees in Pied-
mont, Italy (cat. nos. 18, 22).
– Handwritten glosses in printed books may contain 
important additions to the text, clarify the histori-
cal peregrinations of a copy, provide information 
unrelated to the book, and also be of importance in 
other ways. A late fourteenth-century Ashkenazic 
manuscript of the Tur Orah Hayyim (cat. no. 5) contains 
marginal glosses, references to an otherwise unknown 
commentary, and an autograph note of the fifteenth-
century German rabbi Jacob Weil. A copy of a printed 
edition of the book of Job with Levi ben Gershom’s 
commentary, Naples 1487 (cat. no. 19), contains nu-
merous glosses in Judeo-Persian of the sixteenth or 
seventeenth centuries, showing the wide dispersion 
of one of the earlier products of the Hebrew printing 
press. A copy of a mahzor according to the Ashkenazic 
rite, printed in Venice in 1567 (cat. no. 27), contains a 
lengthy note from 1697, which describes the funeral of 
Elijah Loanz, the Ba’al Shem of Worms.
– It is a well-documented fact that the scribe-artists of 
the central and northern European eighteenth-centu-
ry school of Hebrew manuscript decoration traveled 
extensively. The main sources for this information are 
the colophons found in manuscripts in which often, 
in addition to the place of production of the works, 

4. Also see Darnton 1990, pp. 182–183, where he discusses  
a printed tree-shaped German poem of 1732.
5. Darnton 1990, p. 183.
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Survival
– Within book history the physical survival of Jewish 
books is an obvious topic. Over the centuries Jews 
suffered from persecution; their books were often 
damaged and destroyed. A different type of survival 
should also be discussed, that is, the survival of the 
changes made to the text, and of the text itself, in the 
course of its transmission history. A daily prayer book 
according to the Sephardic rite, with the kabbalistic 
commentaries and mystical intentions of Isaac Luria, 
copied in Ungar isch-Brod most probably between 
1673 and 1683 (cat. no. 33), went through at least three 
redactions after it was conceived by Isaac Luria. All 
redacted versions of the prayer book, as well as a num-
ber of other versions, were accepted by their readers 
as authentic sources; in due course the various redac-
tions gained their own repute. But were all readers 
able to distinguish among these redactions, or evalu-
ate their authenticity?
– Yet another mode of survival comes to the fore in a 
Spanish Pentateuch manuscript from the second half 
of the fourteenth century (cat. no. 4). It was based on 
the Hillel Codex, a legendary Hebrew manuscript with 
what was considered to be a highly accurate version 
of the biblical text. The Hillel Codex no longer exists, 
but major parts of its text survive in this and a number 
of other manuscripts and printed books that were 
based on it.
– The Church has always taken a critical interest in 
Jewish books. The Braginsky Collection contains a 
prayer book according to the Ashkenazic rite, written 
circa 1400 (cat. no. 10), in which the scribe decided to 
leave out a controversial passage as a precaution. In 
addition several books contain signatures of Italian in-
quisitional censors of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries (such as cat. nos. 10, 14). Also in the collec-
tion is a unique file with documents relating to the 
condemnation and burning of the Talmud in Venice in 
the middle of the sixteenth century (cat. no. 25).

– A rare mystical text, of which only one other copy 
is known in manuscript, belonged to a kabbalistic 
sect, the “Unique Cherub Circle.” It was included at 
the end of a printed edition of Rashi’s commentary 
on the Pentateuch and the Five Scrolls, Venice 1522 
(cat. no. 23). The copyist found the text in a manuscript 
and decided to resist the urge to dispose of the book. 
Instead he copied the text and emphasized that he 
did not comprehend it.
– Certainly the most poignant example of survival 
is provided by the complete Hebrew Bible that was 
 copied by the scribe Isaac ben Ishai Sason (cat. no. 20). 
He copied half of the Bible in Ocaña (Spain) in 1491, 
a year before the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, 
and the other half in Evora (Portugal) in 1494, two 
years after the expulsion.

René Braginsky deserves the respect of all of those 
interested in the history of the Jewish book. In the cre-
ation of his collection, a process seen by him as a com-
pelling journey through Jewish worlds, he has safe-
guarded many critical works. His decision to exhibit 
and publish highlights of his collection for the benefit 
of others furthers the careful study and appreciation 
of all Jewish manuscripts and printed books.

Emile G.L. Schrijver

Passover Haggadah. [France, copied and decorated 
by Victor Bouton, second half of the 19th century 
(ca. 1870?)]. Folio 11r. Cat. no. 56.
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1288

Sefer Mitzvot Gadol (SeMaG)

the Mishneh Torah. The writings of Moses of Coucy, 
therefore, were one of the channels through which 
the Maimonidean code gained wide recognition in 
Ashkenaz. The SeMaG became a major and accepted 
source for halakhic rulings. It was frequently quoted 
and abridged; many commentaries were composed 
on it. Surviving in a relatively large number of manu-
scripts, it was one of the earliest Hebrew books ever 
printed. [ms]

selected literature
Sirat 1972, vol. 1, nos. 13, 15, 19, 179; Sotheby’s 2004a, lot 45;  
Urbach 1980, pp. 465–479.

 

Moses ben Jacob of Coucy, Sefer Mitzvot Gadol 
(Large Book of Commandments)
[Ashkenaz], copied by Hayyim ben Meir ha-Levi, 1288
Parchment, 558 leaves, 310 × 234 mm (12.2 × 9.2 in.), 
old blind and gold-tooled black leather binding
Braginsky Collection 274

This is the earliest known manuscript of Moses of 
Coucy’s classic legal code and the earliest dated 
codex in the Braginsky Collection. It is possible that 
the manuscript was written in Sierre (Valais), Swit-
zerland. This hypothesis is based on the fact that in 
the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris there is another 
manuscript (ms. hébr. 370) of the same work, by the 
same scribe, which is assumed to have been copied 
in Sierre a few years later than the Braginsky manu-
script. More than two centuries after the writing 
of the manuscript, in 1528, Joseph ben Kalonymos 
 acquired it in Posen from someone called Ezekiel, 
and completed the few leaves that were missing by 
that time. In the twentieth century the manuscript 
was one of the proud possessions of the famous 
Schocken Collection.

In addition to being a leading rabbinic scholar, 
 Moses of Coucy was also an interesting public figure. 
In 1236 he traveled from his native France to Spain, 
where he delivered fiery speeches to wide audiences 
and urged them to observe the commandments 
more strictly, particularly those pertaining to tefillin, 
mezuzah, and tzitzit. He also admonished the people 
to be more ethical in their behavior toward Gentiles, 
both in the realms of business and personal rela-
tions. In 1240 Moses took part in the disputation 
on the Talmud held in Paris.

His magnum opus, the SeMaG, is arranged according 
to the negative and positive commandments, with 
rich material related to them under each. He was 
deeply influenced by the legal code of Maimonides, 

catalogue number 1
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Late Thirteenth or Early Fourteenth Century

Shibbolei ha-Leket

Although his exact dates are unknown, Zedekiah 
ben Abraham Anav of Rome is believed to have lived 
there between 1225 and approximately 1297. He 
studied in Germany with famous halakhic scholars 
such as Jacob of Wuerzburg (13th century) and Meir 
ben Baruch of Rothenburg (d. 1293). Zedekiah’s main 
work is Shibbolei ha-Leket (Ears of Gleaning), one of 
the first attempts in Italy to codify Jewish law. It en-
compasses a systematic overview and discussion of 
the rules concerning the liturgy and laws of Shabbat, 
holidays, and fasts, interspersed with other halakhic 
material. It has a strong Ashkenazic tone and makes 
no mention of the works of the great Sephardic 
codifier Moses Maimonides (1138–1204). Shibbolei 
ha-Leket has twelve sections, subdivided into a total 
of 372 numbered paragraphs.

Zedekiah ben Abraham was a member of the well-
known Italian Anav, or Anau, family, most of whose 
members lived in Rome during the Middle Ages. The 
Hebrew designation used by the family was min ha-
anavim, “of the Anavs.” Family tradition had it that 
they descended from one of four aristocratic families 
of Jerusalem who were brought to Rome by Titus af-
ter the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in the 
year 70. Famous members of the family included the 
lexicographer Nathan ben Jehiel (ca. 1035–1106), au-
thor of the dictionary Arukh, and Jehiel ben Jekuthiel 
Anav (second half of the 13th century), an important 
author on ethics and the scribe of the famous Leiden 
manuscript of the Palestinian Talmud (Leiden, 
University Library, Or. 4720). Other family members 
were important halakhists and poets.

The Braginsky manuscript, although undated, may 
have been copied during the lifetime or shortly after 
the death of the author; it is among the earliest sur-
viving copies of the text. The two scribes who copied 
it left their mark in the work by embellishing their 
names when they appeared as an acrostic in three 
consecutive lines of text (“Moses” on page 165) or 
in full within the text (“Samuel” on pages 292 and 
397). The page published here is the beginning of the 
tenth section, which deals with the laws concerning 
the New Year. [es]

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York 1984, lot 93; Sotheby’s New York 2004, lot 13.

Zedekiah ben Abraham, Shibbolei ha-Leket (Ears of 
Gleaning)
[Italy], copied by the scribes Moses and Samuel,  
[late 13th or early 14th century]
Parchment, 247 paginated leaves, 270 × 190 mm  
(10.5 × 7.5 in.), modern cloth binding
Braginsky Collection 250
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Second Half of the Fourteenth Century

Astronomical and Astrological Miscellany

Jewish scholars are generally assumed to have 
played an important role in the medieval transmis-
sion of science. It is in part through translations into 
Hebrew that the Christian world learned of medi-
eval Arabic scientific works. This manuscript was 
most probably copied by the scribe of a much larger 
miscellany with similar content, which was once 
part of the Sassoon Collection of London ( Sassoon 
823; also see cat. no. 97). The name of the scribe of 
both manuscripts, Moses, is known because he 
emphasized it with decorations in the larger 
manuscript. The Sassoon manuscript is now part 
of the Schoenberg Collection at the University of 
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia (ljs 057). Another copy 
of part of the codex is housed in the Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek in Vienna (MS. Heb 132).

The Braginsky manuscript contains excerpts from 
a number of texts contained in the Philadelphia 
codex:
(1) Tables on lunar motion by Jacob ben David 
Bonjorn (14th century), who in 1356 may have 
entered the service of the King of Catalonia and 
Aragon, Pedro IV, “the Ceremonious.”
(2–4) Astrological works of Abraham ibn Ezra 
 (1089–ca. 1164): a fragment of Reshit Hokhmah 
 (Beginning of Wisdom), the larger part of Mishpetei 
ha-Mazzalot (Judgments of the Constellations), and 
the larger part of Sefer ha-Olam (Book of the World).
(5) Sefer ha-Mivharim le-Batlamyus (Ptolemy’s 
Book of Elections, i.e. his Almagest). In 1988 Y. Tzvi 
Langermann, in an article on the Philadelphia codex, 
claimed in regard to the latter text that “to the best 

of my knowledge, this is an unicum,” but the 
Braginsky manuscript contains the text as well.

The fragment of a “star catalogue” shown here, cal-
culated for the epoch 1391, appears in full in the larg-
er codex and represents three relatively close stellar 
constellations. On folio 15r Ha-Gibbor ba-Te’omim 
(the hero of twins) is Orion, while on folio 15v 
Ha-Nahar (river) is Eridanus, and Ha-Arnevet (hare) 
is Lepus. The imagery is based on the Arabic Book of 
Fixed Stars, written in 964 by the Persian astronomer 
Abd al-Rahman al-Sufi (903–986). It was an attempt at 
a synthesis of Ptolemy’s Almagest and Arabic tradi-
tion. The golden dots indicate the stars within each 
constellation. [es]

selected literature
Fischer 1988; Sassoon 1932, pp. 1041–1043, Sotheby’s Tel Aviv 1994,  
lot 211; Schwarz 1925, pp. 208–211, no. 185.

Astronomical and Astrological Miscellany
[Catalonia?, copied by a scribe named Moses,  
second half of the 14th century (ca. 1391?)]
Parchment, 15 leaves, 272 × 186 mm (10.7 × 7.3 in.), 
modern parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 93
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Second Half of the Fourteenth Century

Astronomical and Astrological Miscellany

Jewish scholars are generally assumed to have 
played an important role in the medieval transmis-
sion of science. It is in part through translations into 
Hebrew that the Christian world learned of medi-
eval Arabic scientific works. This manuscript was 
most probably copied by the scribe of a much larger 
miscellany with similar content, which was once 
part of the Sassoon Collection of London ( Sassoon 
823; also see cat. no. 97). The name of the scribe of 
both manuscripts, Moses, is known because he 
emphasized it with decorations in the larger 
manuscript. The Sassoon manuscript is now part 
of the Schoenberg Collection at the University of 
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia (ljs 057). Another copy 
of part of the codex is housed in the Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek in Vienna (MS. Heb 132).

The Braginsky manuscript contains excerpts from 
a number of texts contained in the Philadelphia 
codex:
(1) Tables on lunar motion by Jacob ben David 
Bonjorn (14th century), who in 1356 may have 
entered the service of the King of Catalonia and 
Aragon, Pedro IV, “the Ceremonious.”
(2–4) Astrological works of Abraham ibn Ezra 
 (1089–ca. 1164): a fragment of Reshit Hokhmah 
 (Beginning of Wisdom), the larger part of Mishpetei 
ha-Mazzalot (Judgments of the Constellations), and 
the larger part of Sefer ha-Olam (Book of the World).
(5) Sefer ha-Mivharim le-Batlamyus (Ptolemy’s 
Book of Elections, i.e. his Almagest). In 1988 Y. Tzvi 
Langermann, in an article on the Philadelphia codex, 
claimed in regard to the latter text that “to the best 

of my knowledge, this is an unicum,” but the 
Braginsky manuscript contains the text as well.

The fragment of a “star catalogue” shown here, cal-
culated for the epoch 1391, appears in full in the larg-
er codex and represents three relatively close stellar 
constellations. On folio 15r Ha-Gibbor ba-Te’omim 
(the hero of twins) is Orion, while on folio 15v 
Ha-Nahar (river) is Eridanus, and Ha-Arnevet (hare) 
is Lepus. The imagery is based on the Arabic Book of 
Fixed Stars, written in 964 by the Persian astronomer 
Abd al-Rahman al-Sufi (903–986). It was an attempt at 
a synthesis of Ptolemy’s Almagest and Arabic tradi-
tion. The golden dots indicate the stars within each 
constellation. [es]

selected literature
Fischer 1988; Sassoon 1932, pp. 1041–1043, Sotheby’s Tel Aviv 1994,  
lot 211; Schwarz 1925, pp. 208–211, no. 185.

Astronomical and Astrological Miscellany
[Catalonia?, copied by a scribe named Moses,  
second half of the 14th century (ca. 1391?)]
Parchment, 15 leaves, 272 × 186 mm (10.7 × 7.3 in.), 
modern parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 93
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Second Half of the Fourteenth Century

Pentateuch Based on the Hillel Codex

During the Middle Ages Jews found it important to 
accurately transmit the text of the Hebrew Bible. 
A number of manuscripts that were in circulation, 
some of which no longer exist, were considered of 
particular value. The most famous among these was 
the manuscript known in Spain as the Hilleli, or the 
Hillel Codex. The Braginsky Pentateuch manuscript 
was copied in Spain, most likely in the second half of 
the fourteenth century, based on what was consid-
ered the original Hillel Codex. Its importance for the 
textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible is comparable 
to that of MS L44a of The Library of The Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary in New York, copied in Toledo in 
1241; a facsimile edition of it was published in 1974, 
with an introduction by N.M. Sarna.

Around 1500 Abraham Zacuto (1452–ca. 1515), astron-
omer to Kings John II and Manuel I of Portugal, wrote 
in his Sefer ha-Yuhasin (Book of Family Relations): 
“On … [14 August 1197] there was a great persecu-
tion of the Jews in the kingdom of Léon at the hand 
of the two kingdoms that came to besiege it. At that 
time they removed from there the 24 holy books that 
were written some 600 years before. They were writ-
ten by R. Hillel ben Moses ben Hillel, and his name 
was given to the codex, which was called ‘Hilleli.’ 
It was extremely correct and all other codices were 
revised after it. I saw the remaining two parts of it, 
containing the Former and Latter Prophets, written 
in large and beautiful characters. These had been 
brought by the exiles to Portugal and sold at Bugia 
in Africa, where they still are, having been written 
about 900 years ago. [David] Kimhi in his grammar 

on Numbers 10:4, says that the Pentateuch of the 
 Hillel Codex was extant in Toledo.”

No trace of an original Hillel Codex has survived; it 
may have been used for the last time for a Pentateuch 
edition of Guadalajara, Spain, shortly before 1492. 
In truth, it is not clear whether the Hillel Codex ever 
even existed, or whether it was a legend known only 
from secondary sources. In any case, the  antiquity 
suggested by Zacuto is incorrect, as it would then 
have preceded all known Masoretic Bible manu-
scripts by no less than three centuries. [es]

selected literature
Sarna 1974.

Pentateuch
[Spain, second half of the 14th century]
Parchment, 163 leaves, 195 × 150 mm (7.7 × 5.9 in.),  
old blind-tooled leather binding with (later?) brass 
ornamentation and clasps
Braginsky Collection 119
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44 manuscripts and printed books 

End of the Fourteenth Century

Tur Orah Hayyim

This manuscript is probably among the oldest 
copies of the first section of one of the most influen-
tial Jewish codes, Jacob ben Asher’s Arba’ah Turim 
(Four Rows). In this, the first of the four parts of this 
halakhic work, the author deals with laws about 
prayers and the synagogue. Jacob was the son of 
another great rabbi and codifier, Asher ben Jehiel. 
At the beginning of the fourteenth century Asher 
left Germany and settled in Spain, “a German rabbi 
on Spanish soil.” In the works of father and son the 
teachings and methodologies of two distinct rabbin-
ical schools found a harmonious blending, as they 
display both Sephardic and Franco-German aspects. 
In the sixteenth century Jacob’s code was character-
ized by Rabbi Abraham Zacuto as “very useful, for 
both the learned and unlearned, [as it was] better 
 organized than all previous [works].” Perhaps the 
main reason for the success of the Turim is that it 
has a “universal Jewish character.” The canonical 
Shulhan Arukh by Joseph Karo follows the arrange-
ment of Jacob’s Turim.

Countless commentaries and glosses were com-
posed to accompany the Turim. The Braginsky 
 Collection copy of this manuscript also contains 
copious marginal glosses, including some Slavonic 
ones. In the glosses reference is made to an other-
wise unknown commentary, called Sova Semahot. 
In addition to the glosses, there is an autograph 
note by the influential fifteenth-century German 
rabbi,  Jacob Weil. The text of the Tur itself in this 
manuscript offers variant readings to the standard 
editions. There are also some unknown responsa in 

the manuscript by Rabbi Israel Isserlein, of Germany-
Austria (1390–1460), the author of the well-known 
book, Terumat ha-Deshen. Thus a relatively slender 
volume provides a dynamic view of the continuous 
process of rabbinic learning and teaching. [ms]

selected literature
Eidelberg 1962; Galinsky 2006, pp. 3–23; Yuval 1988; Zimmels 1971,  
pp. 415–417.

Jacob ben Asher, Tur Orah Hayyim (Row: Way of Life)
[Ashkenaz, end of the 14th century]
Parchment, 162 + 1 (later) leaves, 278 × 202 mm  
(10.9 × 8 in.), modern parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 124
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46 manuscripts and printed books 

1392

Sefer Mitzvot Katan

Isaac of Corbeil (d. 1280), also known as Ba’al ha-Hotem, 
perhaps because of his prominent nose, authored 
the Sefer Mitzvot Katan (SeMaK), the Small Book of 
Commandments. He divided the 613 positive and 
negative biblical commandments, and a few addition-
al rabbinic ones, into seven daily sections to be read 
sequentially and completed once a week. Rabbinic 
leaders in France instructed students to copy the 
work into their prayer books and recite the daily read-
ing of the commandments instead of supplications or 
the book of Psalms.

The SeMaK quickly reached Germany where it was rec-
ognized as an authoritative halakhic work. Often com-
ments and glosses in the form of rectangular shaped 
“windows” were added in the margins or in the text 
itself producing aesthetically pleasing and imagina-
tive page layouts. By not identifying the source of 
these glosses, scribes frequently created difficulties 
in determining authorship of the commentaries.

The three manuscripts discussed here exemplify the 
complex diffusion of the SeMaK. The latest (BC 115)
contains the glosses of Moses of Zurich, who lived in 
Zurich in the middle of the fourteenth century. There 
is disagreement whether he and his students died 
in the pogroms following the Black Death or if he es-
caped to Bern. Manuscripts containing Moses’ glosses 
are called the Zürcher.

The other two manuscripts (BC 240 and 182) originally 
formed one volume. Their scribe, Moses Winik, whose 
name is derived from Windecken, near Frankfurt am 

Main, lived in Cologne in the 1390s. Later he moved 
to Treviso, Italy, where he died in 1411. His tomb-
stone indicates he was the head of a yeshiva. He 
corresponded with rabbinic contemporaries and 
engaged in mystical studies. A charm for the healing 
of burns is attributed to him.

Moses Winik copied the SeMaK and a prayer book 
 together, as was customary. He also added a com-
mentary, referred to as Gournish. Although several 
rabbinic works with this name are known, its ety-
mology is undetermined. [ms]

selected literature
Christie’s New York 1999a, lot 52; Germania Judaica 1995, vol. 3: 
pp. 1651–1652; Lauer 1918; Urbach 1980, pp. 571–575, 756–770.

Isaac of Corbeil, Sefer Mitzvot Katan 
(Small Book of Commandments),  
with the glosses of Moses of Zurich
[Ashkenaz, 14th–15th century]
Parchment, 264 leaves, 225 × 155 mm (8.9 × 6.1 in.), 
modern leather binding 
Braginsky Collection 115 
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46 manuscripts and printed books 

1392

Sefer Mitzvot Katan

Isaac of Corbeil (d. 1280), also known as Ba’al ha-Hotem, 
perhaps because of his prominent nose, authored 
the Sefer Mitzvot Katan (SeMaK), the Small Book of 
Commandments. He divided the 613 positive and 
negative biblical commandments, and a few addition-
al rabbinic ones, into seven daily sections to be read 
sequentially and completed once a week. Rabbinic 
leaders in France instructed students to copy the 
work into their prayer books and recite the daily read-
ing of the commandments instead of supplications or 
the book of Psalms.

The SeMaK quickly reached Germany where it was rec-
ognized as an authoritative halakhic work. Often com-
ments and glosses in the form of rectangular shaped 
“windows” were added in the margins or in the text 
itself producing aesthetically pleasing and imagina-
tive page layouts. By not identifying the source of 
these glosses, scribes frequently created difficulties 
in determining authorship of the commentaries.

The three manuscripts discussed here exemplify the 
complex diffusion of the SeMaK. The latest (BC 115)
contains the glosses of Moses of Zurich, who lived in 
Zurich in the middle of the fourteenth century. There 
is disagreement whether he and his students died 
in the pogroms following the Black Death or if he es-
caped to Bern. Manuscripts containing Moses’ glosses 
are called the Zürcher.

The other two manuscripts (BC 240 and 182) originally 
formed one volume. Their scribe, Moses Winik, whose 
name is derived from Windecken, near Frankfurt am 

Main, lived in Cologne in the 1390s. Later he moved 
to Treviso, Italy, where he died in 1411. His tomb-
stone indicates he was the head of a yeshiva. He 
corresponded with rabbinic contemporaries and 
engaged in mystical studies. A charm for the healing 
of burns is attributed to him.

Moses Winik copied the SeMaK and a prayer book 
 together, as was customary. He also added a com-
mentary, referred to as Gournish. Although several 
rabbinic works with this name are known, its ety-
mology is undetermined. [ms]

selected literature
Christie’s New York 1999a, lot 52; Germania Judaica 1995, vol. 3: 
pp. 1651–1652; Lauer 1918; Urbach 1980, pp. 571–575, 756–770.
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Parchment, 264 leaves, 225 × 155 mm (8.9 × 6.1 in.), 
modern leather binding 
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Isaac of Corbeil, Sefer Mitzvot Katan (Small Book of Commandments)
with an Ashkenazic prayer book and a commentary of the scholars of Gournish
[Cologne?], copied by Moses Winik, 1392
Parchment, 26 leaves, 260 × 180 mm (10.2 × 7.1 in.), modern leather binding
Braginsky Collection 240
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48 manuscripts and printed books 

Late Fourteenth to the Early Fifteenth Century

Hayyei ha-Olam ha-Ba

Judaism has always reflected two opposing attitudes 
toward Kabbalah. The first seeks to limit the study 
and practice of Jewish mysticism to a limited circle 
of students as an esoteric system, while the second 
wants to reach out to larger Jewish audiences. In 
medieval Spain one of the most important kabbal-
ists was Abraham Abulafia (1240–after 1291). Abulafia 
did not consider Kabbalah to be a form of gnosis, or 
a theosophical theory; his conceptions of Kabbalah 
have little or nothing to do with the well-known 
kabbalistic schools that concentrate on the Sefirot, 
or the structure of the Divine being. Instead, through 
certain mystical techniques and experiences, 
Abulafia attempted to achieve a state of prophetic-
mystical ecstasy, inspired by his conviction that the 
experience of the prophets was an ecstatic one and 
that all true mystics are prophets. Abulafia met with 
fierce opposition, but that did not prevent his doc-
trine from becoming extremely popular.

Particularly important among his many works are 
his kabbalistic manuals, the best known of which is 
Hayyei ha-Olam ha-Ba (Life of the World to Come). It 
is also known as Sefer ha-Shem (Book of the [Divine] 
Name), Sefer ha-Iggulim (Book of Circles), or, as in the 
Braginsky manuscript, Sefer ha-Shem ha-Meforash 
(Book of the Ineffable Name). This work contains ten 
circles executed in red and black ink and 128 slightly 
different circles executed in black, which are, in fact, 
detailed instructions for mystical meditation. The 
seventy-two-lettered Name (arrived at by a combi-
nation of the numerical value of the letters in the 
names of the twelve tribes, the Patriarchs, and the 

nine letters of the words shivtei yisra’el [the tribes of 
Israel]) is recited while contemplating these circles, 
in which different Divine Names are broken down 
into new structures by means of combinations of 
letters. The reader is supposed to enter each circle at 
its “entrance,” slightly to the right of the top of the 
circle, indicated in the larger circles in black and red 
by a small twirled pen stroke. During these exercises 
the mystic is advised by Abulafia to withdraw into a 
house where one’s voice cannot be overheard. [es]

selected literature
Idel 1988, esp. p. 23; Idel 1989; Scholem 1961, pp. 119–155;  
Sotheby’s New York 2004, lot 428; Wolfson 2000.

Abraham Abulafia (1240–after 1291), Hayyei ha-Olam 
ha-Ba (Life of the World to Come)
[Italy, late 14th–early 15th century]
Parchment, 81 leaves, 187 × 137 mm (7.4 × 5.4 in.),  
later quarter-leather binding
Braginsky Collection 251
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50 manuscripts and printed books 

Circa 1400

Prayer Book According to the Ashkenazic Rite

Jewish books almost always show evidence of active 
use. This is especially true of prayer books, which 
tended to be used intensively. The overall condition 
of this medieval prayer book, therefore, is note-
worthy. The graceful Ashkenazic square and semi-
 cursive hands and the fine parchment used resulted 
in an elegant volume. It contains daily prayers, 
 selected piyyutim for festivals and certain special 
occasions, a variety of special prayers, and the full 
text of the Passover Haggadah, the first page of 
which (folio 54v) is reproduced here. The Haggadah, 
which had grown within the daily prayer book from 
the days of the Geonim onward, was already consid-
ered to be a separate book when this prayer book 
was copied; its inclusion in a prayer book, however, 
was not yet uncommon.

The manuscript presents an interesting example of 
the impact of censorship. During the Middle Ages 
the Alenu le-shabbeah prayer, which is recited at 
the end of the statutory services, was believed to 
contain an implied insult to Christianity. The verse 
“for they prostrate themselves before vanity and 
emptiness and pray to a God that does not save” 
was seen as a reference to Jesus, in spite of the 
fact that the second part of the text is from Isaiah 
45:20 and therefore precedes the New Testament. 
In this manuscript (fol. 19r–v), as is the case in so 
many  others, the anonymous copyist decided not 
to include the problematic text. He left an open 
space, however, perhaps for a later owner to add 
the  omitted passage. 

In hindsight this common case of medieval Jewish 
self-censorship was only a prelude to the active 
inquisitional censorship that the Jews of Italy would 
have to deal with later. From the second half of the 
sixteenth century onward, Christian censors in Italy, 
many of whom were converted Jews, inspected 
Hebrew books, signed them, and often expurgated 
controversial passages (also see cat. no. 25). Jews 
usually had to pay for this “service.” Among the most 
important censors were Camillo Jaghel, Hippolitus 
Ferrarensis, and the censor of this prayer book 
Dominico Irosolimitano, who worked in Mantua. He 
did not  expurgate any passages, but only signed the 
last page of the manuscript. Signatures and entries 
by censors are proof, of course, of Italian ownership 
at the time of censorship. [es]

selected literature
Popper 1899, esp. pp 77–79; Raz-Krokotzkin 2007; Sotheby’s New York 
2004c, lot 35.

Prayer Book According to the Ashkenazic Rite
[Probably Rhineland, Germany, ca. 1400]
Parchment, 118 leaves, 135 × 94 mm (5.3 × 3.7 in.), 
modern parchment binding
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52 manuscripts and printed books 

Fifteenth Century

Letter from Joseph Colon Trabotto  

to David of Modena

Joseph Colon (ca. 1420–1480/4) is considered to be 
one of the last representatives of medieval French 
Jewry, and the seminal figure in Italian and Ashke-
nazic rabbinic jurisprudence in the fifteenth century. 
His contemporaries turned to him for adjudication 
in matters of halakha and civil disputes. On the title 
page of the most complete, modern edition of the 
Responsa of Rabbi Joseph Colon he is referred to 
as the cornerstone of Rabbi Joseph Karo’s Shulhan 
Arukh, the authoritative code for Judaism for almost 
five centuries. Colon’s responsa are indeed one of 
the fundamental works on which it is based. 

This letter is one of two surviving examples of auto-
graphs by Colon. The other is housed in The Library 
of The Jewish Theological Seminary, New York (MS 
Rab 1533). The letter displayed here is addressed to 
his disciple, Rabbi David of Modena (ca. 1440–after 
1518), a rabbi in Bologna. In the letter, Colon is con-
cerned with obtaining help in Rome for the mainte-
nance of two synagogues. Details concerning this 
case are otherwise unknown. On the reverse of the 
letter is written the usual admonition for protecting 
the privacy of the correspondence.

An interesting feature of this manuscript is that on 
the upper part of the letter, written in a sixteenth-
century Hebrew cursive script common among 
Italian Jews, is a transcription and authentication of 
Colon’s original. This indicates that a later genera-
tion of Italian Jews found the Ashkenazic hand of 
Colon to be illegible. [ms]

selected literature
Responsa 1984, pp. 19–49; Woolf 1991, pp. 239–240; Woolf 2001, 
pp. 151–180.

Joseph Colon Trabotto (MaHaRiK), Letter to David 
of Modena
[Italy, autograph of the author, 15th century]
Paper, one leaf, 210 × 140 mm (8.3 × 5.5 in.),  
in mylar folder bound into modern parchment 
binding
Braginsky Collection 141
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54 manuscripts and printed books 

Last Third of the Fifteenth Century

Minhagim

Authorship of this book of religious customs is not 
entirely clear. Its teachings rely on the insights of 
Jacob Moellin (1360–1427) of Mainz, one of the major 
halakhic codifiers in the Ashkenazic world. The at-
tribution of the work to Samuel of Ulm is based on a 
former Jews’ College, London, manuscript (ms. 28,1; 
presently in the Jesselson Foundation), in which the 
author is identified as such.

The Braginsky manuscript contains seven fine, red 
ink drawings. These are part of a tradition of scribal 
decoration that flourished in northern Italy in the 
last third of the fifteenth century. The most impor-
tant representative of that tradition was Joel ben 
Simeon, the scribe-artist of such famous medieval 
Haggadot as the Ashkenazi Haggadah (London, 
British Library, Add. MS. 14762) and the Washington 
Haggadah (Washington, Library of Congress, Hebr. 
1), both of which have been reproduced in facsimile 
editions.

Particularly striking in the manuscript are the human 
heads, usually depicted in profile. Suspended from 
an initial word panel, on folio 31, the bearded head 
of a man with a long bumpy nose and heavy eyelids 
appears in many works associated with Joel ben 
Simeon. Some of his most frequently rendered mo-
tifs, such as hares and large architectural structures 
with round towers, appear in this manuscript as 
well. Although the art clearly is similar to that found 
in manuscripts by the hand of Joel ben Simeon, it 
cannot be determined with certainty that he deco-
rated this work.

On folio 36r, the initial word panel for the Hebrew 
word hosha’ana, at the beginning of the section 
dealing with Hoshanah Rabba, the seventh day of 
the Sukkot festival, is embellished with a depiction 
of a dragon. This is also a recurring motif in works 
by Joel ben Simeon. In the bottom margin a man, 
viewed in profile, wears what is known as a cappuc-
cio a foggia. This contemporary head covering also 
appears in other manuscripts associated with Joel 
ben  Simeon. Standing near a lectern on which an 
open book rests, the man holds a lulav (palm branch) 
and an oversize etrog (citron). Delicate red pen work 
embellishes the inner margin of this page. [es]

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York 2004, lot 139; Zimmer 1987, esp. pp. 78 and 80.

[Samuel of Ulm, 15th century], Minhagim (Customs)
[Northern Italy?, last third of the 15th century]
Parchment, 54 leaves, 190 × 135 mm (7.5 × 5.3 in.),  
later quarter-linen binding
Braginsky Collection 252
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56 manuscripts and printed books 

Last Third of the Fifteenth Century

Miscellany for Life Cycle Events

This unusual manuscript is a compendium of texts 
related to the human life cycle. Included are prayers 
for circumcision; a formula for a marriage contract 
(Correggio, 1452, without specific names); marriage 
rituals with an additional hymn with the acrostic 
El’azar; a marriage contract (Parma 1420, between 
Judah, son of Elhanan of Ascoli Piceno and Stella, 
daughter of Solomon of Mantua); prayers recited at 
the cemetery with a Grace after Meals for mourners; 
a ritual for the amelioration of bad dreams; Ka’arat 
Kesef (Silver Dish, an ethical poem by the thirteenth-
century Provençal poet Jehoseph ben Hanan ben 
Nathan Ezobi); and a personal prayer by Moses Latif 
for Joab Immanuel Finzi (in a different hand). On 
folio 10r, in the formula for a marriage contract, the 
scribe included an obligation for the payment of a 
dowry, humorously adding that “all is a lie and false-
hood, Leon ben Joshua who denies everything that is 
written above.” It was most probably the scribe who 
added the decorative pen work to the initial word 
panels that appear throughout the manuscript.

It is quite likely that the manuscript was produced 
as a wedding gift. The strongest indication of this 
is the double-page illumination that depicts a bride 
and groom at the moment of betrothal as the groom 
puts the ring on the bride’s index finger. Contrary 
to Jewish custom, the ring is put on the bride’s 
left, rather than her right, hand. The bride wears a 
horned headdress, a light veil, a pleated, full-skirted 
gown, with sleeves of a different material, a fashion 
that originated in Ferrara. The groom wears a pleat-
ed, short cloak cinched with a gold belt, a  jerkin, and 

hose. The floral border that frames the two pages 
includes a half-length figure of a man at either side. 
Possibly intended as the witnesses, the one on the 
right holds a book with a red velvet cover, while the 
man on the left points to the couple. As noted in the 
catalogue of the auction in which the manuscript 
was acquired for the Braginsky Collection, this type 
of illumination is consistent with that found in 
fifteenth-century Ferrara. [es]

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York 2004b, lot 206.

Miscellany for Life Cycle Events
[Italy (possibly Ferrara)], copied by Leon ben Joshua 
de Rossi of Cesena, last third of the 15th century
Parchment, 60 leaves, 135 × 100 mm (5.3 × 3.9 in.),  
later quarter-linen binding
Braginsky Collection 259
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56 manuscripts and printed books 

Last Third of the Fifteenth Century

Miscellany for Life Cycle Events

This unusual manuscript is a compendium of texts 
related to the human life cycle. Included are prayers 
for circumcision; a formula for a marriage contract 
(Correggio, 1452, without specific names); marriage 
rituals with an additional hymn with the acrostic 
El’azar; a marriage contract (Parma 1420, between 
Judah, son of Elhanan of Ascoli Piceno and Stella, 
daughter of Solomon of Mantua); prayers recited at 
the cemetery with a Grace after Meals for mourners; 
a ritual for the amelioration of bad dreams; Ka’arat 
Kesef (Silver Dish, an ethical poem by the thirteenth-
century Provençal poet Jehoseph ben Hanan ben 
Nathan Ezobi); and a personal prayer by Moses Latif 
for Joab Immanuel Finzi (in a different hand). On 
folio 10r, in the formula for a marriage contract, the 
scribe included an obligation for the payment of a 
dowry, humorously adding that “all is a lie and false-
hood, Leon ben Joshua who denies everything that is 
written above.” It was most probably the scribe who 
added the decorative pen work to the initial word 
panels that appear throughout the manuscript.

It is quite likely that the manuscript was produced 
as a wedding gift. The strongest indication of this 
is the double-page illumination that depicts a bride 
and groom at the moment of betrothal as the groom 
puts the ring on the bride’s index finger. Contrary 
to Jewish custom, the ring is put on the bride’s 
left, rather than her right, hand. The bride wears a 
horned headdress, a light veil, a pleated, full-skirted 
gown, with sleeves of a different material, a fashion 
that originated in Ferrara. The groom wears a pleat-
ed, short cloak cinched with a gold belt, a  jerkin, and 

hose. The floral border that frames the two pages 
includes a half-length figure of a man at either side. 
Possibly intended as the witnesses, the one on the 
right holds a book with a red velvet cover, while the 
man on the left points to the couple. As noted in the 
catalogue of the auction in which the manuscript 
was acquired for the Braginsky Collection, this type 
of illumination is consistent with that found in 
fifteenth-century Ferrara. [es]

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York 2004b, lot 206.

Miscellany for Life Cycle Events
[Italy (possibly Ferrara)], copied by Leon ben Joshua 
de Rossi of Cesena, last third of the 15th century
Parchment, 60 leaves, 135 × 100 mm (5.3 × 3.9 in.),  
later quarter-linen binding
Braginsky Collection 259

57acatalogue number 13 57b



58 manuscripts and printed books 

Circa 1469–1472 or 1473

Moses Nahmanides’s Perush ha-Torah

Hebrew printing began in Rome where between 
1469 and 1472, or 1473, at least six books were print-
ed with movable Hebrew type. Moses Nahmanides’s 
 Perush ha-Torah is one of these. After a short bless-
ing, a brief colophon at the end of this commentary 
on the book of Exodus (fol. 123v) reads: “ . . . copied 
by Obadiah, Manasseh, and Benjamin, of Rome.” 
“Copied” in this context clearly means “printed.” 
The names of these men appear solely in this Rome 
imprint.

Two of the world’s leading Hebrew incunabulists 
have different opinions on the exact order of the 
printing of the six Rome editions. Primarily on 
the basis of careful paper analysis, Adri Offenberg 
believed the Sefer Shorashim (Book of Roots) by 
the famous grammarian David Kimhi of Narbonne 
(1160–1235) is the first Hebrew book ever printed, 
while Shimon Iakerson claimed that it is impossible 
to establish unequivocally the order of the printing 
of these books.

Moses Nahmanides was born in Gerona, Spain, 
around 1194 and died in Acre, the Land of Israel, in 
1270. His commentary on the Pentateuch is one of 
the most influential available and is still studied 
widely. He wrote it toward the end of his life, partly 
in Spain and partly in the Land of Israel. In 1267 he 
fled from Spain in order to escape persecutions by 
the Spanish Dominicans and the pope, who accused 
him of a hostile attitude toward Christianity.

From the second half of the sixteenth century 
onward, Christian censors in Italy checked Hebrew 
books and signed them, often after expurgating pas-
sages considered hostile to Christianity. On the final 
leaf of the Braginsky copy a well-known Italian cen-
sor signed his name: “Camillo Jaghel 1611 lugo.” This 
and similar inscriptions in at least six other books 
prove that Jaghel lived in Lugo in that year, before he 
moved to Urbino. [es]

selected literature
Hill 1989, no. 7, Christie’s New York 1999b, lot 179; Iakerson 2004, 
English section: pp. 3–6 (no. 1), Hebrew section: pp. 3–7 (no. 1); 
Offenberg 1990, no. 96; Offenberg 2004, pp. xliii-xlvi, pp. 8–9.

Moses Nahmanides (1194–1270), Perush ha-Torah 
(Commentary on the Pentateuch)
[Rome], printed by Obadiah, Manasseh, and 
 Benjamin, [ca. 1469–1472 or 1473]
Paper, folio, 230 (of 246 leaves), 339 × 234 mm  
(13.3 × 9.2 in.), modern blue half-leather binding
Braginsky Collection 300

catalogue number 14
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60 manuscripts and printed books 

Circa 1470

Hippocrates’ Aphorisms

Almost all medieval Jewish, Christian, and Arabic 
medical texts are based on Greek scientific works. 
Arabic scholars translated these from Greek into 
Arabic in the eighth and ninth centuries; the Ara-
bic translations were then translated into Latin 
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Hebrew 
translations can be based on both Arabic and Latin 
versions. The only distinctive feature of medieval 
Jewish medical texts, therefore, is their language: 
Hebrew, Judeo-Arabic (Arabic in Hebrew characters), 
or toward the very end of the Middle Ages, Yiddish.

Among medieval Jewish scholars of medicine 
the seven chapters of the medical aphorisms of 
Hippocrates of Cos (fifth century BCE) were particu-
larly popular; a number of Hebrew translations and 
commentaries exist. The Braginsky Collection manu-
script contains the rare Hebrew translation by Hillel 
ben Samuel of Verona (ca. 1220–ca. 1295). Unlike 
most other extant Hebrew translations, it is based 
on the Latin translation of Constantinus Africanus 
(ca. 1020–1087) rather than Arabic translations of 
the Greek original.

The text is accompanied by the commentary of 
 Moses ben Isaac da Rieti (1388–after 1460). His father, 
Isaac ben Mordecai, or Maestro Gaio, is known to 
have been friendly with the translator Hillel ben 
Samuel, while the latter was in Rome. A renowned 
physician who worked in the Vatican during the pon-
tificate of Pius II (1458–1464), Moses da Rieti served 
as the Chief Rabbi of Rome. He was also a poet. His 
commentary is based largely on the commentaries 

of Moses Maimonides (1138–1240) and on the re-
nowned Greco-Roman medical author Galen of 
Pergamum (second century CE). Da Rieti’s commen-
tary exists in two recensions. The Braginsky 
Collection manuscript represents the first, in which 
the commentaries of da Rieti are introduced as 
“the pupil said” and those of Maimonides as “the 
commentator said.” The dating of the manuscript to 
1470 is based primarily on the identification of the 
watermarks in the paper.

A later inscription on folio 6v documents the doctor-
ate of a Jewish physician in Rome in 1544: “I toiled 
and succeeded on the day on which the title of doc-
tor was given to me, on 6 June 1544 . . . and with their 
questions and answers . . . the judges in Rome today 
allowed me to be a judge in medical sciences.” [es]

selected literature
Moshe ben Maimon 1961, vol. iii; Steinschneider 1893, pp. 657–662.

Hippocrates of Cos (5th century BCE), Aphorisms
[Italy, ca. 1470]
Paper, 111 leaves, wanting the final leaf,  
188 × 133 mm (7.4 × 5.2 in.), modern parchment 
binding
Braginsky Collection 125

catalogue number 15
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62 manuscripts and printed books 

Circa 1474–75

Sefer Nofet Tzufim

Sefer Nofet Tzufim was written by Judah bar Jehiel, 
“Messer Leon,” of Mantua (d. ca. 1499). The work is 
the first Hebrew printed book to have appeared dur-
ing the lifetime of its author. It deals with biblical 
Hebrew rhetoric, discussed in light of its classical 
Greek and Latin counterparts. A pioneering work on 
a topic of great interest in the Italian Renaissance, 
it was considered controversial among Jews.

The printer of this work, Abraham ben Solomon 
Conat, originally was a scribe and physician. It was 
long believed that he was Ashkenazic and that his 
Ashkenazic Hebrew type mirrored his handwriting. 
Malachi Beit-Arié established, however, that Conat 
was of Provençal origin, as indicated by his use of 
Sephardic script in a manuscript signed by him. 
The name Conat, furthermore, seems to refer to 
a Provençal village.

The first book that came from Conat’s press was 
apparently Behinat Olam, by the Provençal author 
Jedaiah Bedersi. Adri Offenberg considered Nofet 
Tzufim to be Conat’s second, while Shimon Iakerson 
believed that some smaller books may have preced-
ed it. Its year of printing may be established as 1474 
if a poem appearing at the end of this edition can be 
proven to have been copied directly into a manu-
script dated 12 October 1474 that is now housed in 
the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan. It is noteworthy 
that Estellina, the printer’s wife, was the first wom-
an documented to be involved in printing Jewish or 
non-Jewish works; her name appears in colophons 
of two of Conat’s total of eight printed editions.

The Braginsky copy appeared in an auction featur-
ing books from the library of the Earl of Rosebery in 
1994. It belonged originally to Baron Mayer Amschel 
de Rothschild (1818–1874), who had bought it from 
the well-known Berlin book-dealer A. Asher in 1868. 
Rothschild’s daughter Hannah married the 5th Earl 
of Rosebery in 1878. [es]

selected literature 
Beit-Arié 1989, pp. 7–8, n. 22; Hill 1989, no. 7; Iakerson 2004, pp. xvi–xix, 
pp. 48–50 (no. 13); Offenberg 1990, no. 80; Offenberg 2004, pp. xlvi–xlvii, 
pp. 14–15; Sotheby’s London 1994, lot 57.

Judah bar Jehiel, Sefer Nofet Tzufim (Book of the 
Honeycomb’s Flow)
[Mantua], printed by Abraham ben Solomon Conat, 
[ca. 1474–75]
Paper, octavo, 176 leaves, 165 × 122 mm (6.5 × 4.8 in.), 
modern parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 139

catalogue number 16
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64 manuscripts and printed books 

Last Quarter of the Fifteenth Century

Pentateuch and Haftarot

This manuscript with the full text of the Pentateuch 
and haftarot (weekly readings from the Prophets) 
does not contain a colophon, although the scribe 
may have alluded to his name by marking the names 
Moses and Aaron when they appear on folio 58v. 
The volume’s semi-cursive Sephardic Hebrew script 
and codicological features point toward a Sephardic 
origin of the second half of the fifteenth century. 
The biblical text and the partial Masoretic notes ap-
parently do not contain any relevant irregularities; 
a more precise identification will have to depend, 
therefore, on the decoration.

The manuscript contains six illuminated initial 
word panels found at the beginning of each of the 
books of the Pentateuch, and at the heading of the 
haftarot. The letters of the initial words of the five 
books are executed in burnished gold leaf, outlined 
with black ink, set in a panel divided into four com-
partments of red and blue, decorated with filigree 
designs, framed in green. The word panel for the 
heading of the haftarot has detailed purple pen 
work only. Elaborate, mostly floral, purple pen flour-
ishes, embellished with flowers and gold dots, fill 
some of the marginal spaces of the pages on which 
the initial word panels appear. Especially striking is 
an imaginative human face, which appears as part 
of the purple pen-work decoration on folio 52r.

Within the wide variety of illuminated manuscripts 
from medieval Spain and Portugal, the approximate-
ly thirty manuscripts from what is often called the 
Lisbon School are distinctive. These manuscripts, 

all produced in the last third of the fifteenth century, 
are characterized by their largely non-figurative 
decoration: filigree initial word panels, floral and 
abstract pen work in purple ink, and multicolored 
dots and flowers. It is likely that the Braginsky 
Pentateuch was the work of an artist who was active 
in the Lisbon School. This becomes especially clear 
when comparing its decoration to that of a number 
of manuscripts whose pages were reproduced in 
publications on the school by Gabrielle Sed-Rajna 
and Thérèse Metzger. [es]

selected literature
Christie’s Amsterdam 1989, lot 128; Metzger 1977; Schrijver 2003, 
p. 182; Sed-Rajna 1970, esp. plates XLIX and LXIX.

Pentateuch and Haftarot
[Portugal, copied by a scribe named Moses or 
Aaron?, last quarter of the fifteenth century]
Parchment, 271 leaves, 180 × 122 mm (7.1 × 4.8 in.), 
modern brown leather binding
Braginsky Collection 26
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66 manuscripts and printed books 

Last Quarter of the Fifteenth Century

Daily Prayer Book According to the Italian Rite

This volume is an example of a typical Italian daily 
prayer book made for private use. In this manu-
script, however, the text ends with the blessings for 
the burning of the hametz, before the prayers for 
Passover. Copied by the well-known scribe Aryeh ben 
Eliezer Halfan, it contains seven decorated pages 
executed by him in the same ink used for the text.

The identification of the scribe is based on his em-
bellishment of the word aryeh (lion), on folio 96v, to 
which he added little dots to create foliate forms. 
Aryeh did something similar, but more sophisti-
cated, on folio 93r. He added a small decoration to 
the name Judah, a reference to Genesis 49:9, “Judah 
is a lion’s whelp,” which reads in Hebrew, gur aryeh 
yehudah. The ornamentation used by the scribe 
resembles decoration that appears in a number of 
manuscripts with colophons by him. At least eigh-
teen manuscripts by Aryeh are known.

Aryeh ben Eliezer was a member of the renowned 
Halfan family of scribes and scholars. His ancestors 
were among a group of Jews expelled from France 
in 1394 who found refuge in Piedmont, in northern 
Italy. Aryeh’s manuscripts reflect this diverse back-
ground in their alteration, or even mix, of Ashkenaz-
ic, Sephardic, and Italian types of script.

The decorations contained in this prayer book are 
particularly delicate. The initial word elu on folio 1v 
is framed by a roundel of fine penwork. Above it are 
two winged angel heads; on the left a long-necked 
bird stands on one leg, while below a dog chases a 

hare. At the bottom of the page an unidentified fam-
ily emblem contains another long-necked bird. The 
initial words adonai melekh, on folio 59r, are placed 
within a panel that displays equally delicate pen-
work. Depicted at the left is a monkey with a leash 
around its waist. Another monkey, also on a leash, 
appears on folio 101v. There seems to be no connec-
tion between the prayers and the decorations that 
accompany them in the manuscript. [es]

selected literature
Freimann 1950, no. 44, pp. 247–248; Sirat 1972, 3, no. III, 16.

Daily Prayer Book According to the Italian Rite
[Italy], copied by Aryeh ben Eliezer Halfan,  
[last quarter of the 15th century]
Parchment, 180 leaves, 110 × 75 mm (4.3 × 3 in.),  
old leather binding
Braginsky Collection 1
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68 manuscripts and printed books 

26 September 1487

Job with Levi ben Gershom’s Commentary

The beginning of Hebrew printing in Naples is well 
documented. On 18 March 1487 four men, among 
whom was a certain “magistro Josep hebreo theo-
tonicis,” entered into a legal agreement to print 
Hebrew books in Naples, where the political situ-
ation for the Jews under the reign of Ferdinand I, 
King of Naples, was relatively favorable. Magister 
Josep, the first printer of Hebrew books in Naples, 
can be positively identified as Joseph ben Jacob 
Ashkenazi Gunzenhauser. Born in Nuremberg before 
1434, he arrived in Italy in the middle of the century. 
His edition of Job with the commentary of Levi ben 
Gershom was the third out of the press’s thirteen 
publications, a number that includes those of his 
son and business partner Azriel. This volume is, in 
fact, the first part of a larger edition with text and 
commentaries on Job, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, 
Lamentations, Esther, Daniel, Ezra/Nehemiah, and 
Chronicles. At least fifty copies of this edition are 
known to exist.

Levi ben Gershom (1288–1344), also known by his 
acronym Ralbag and his Latin patronym Gersonides, 
was a mathematician, astronomer, philosopher, 
and biblical commentator, who was most probably 
born in the Languedoc, France. His major work is 
Milhamot Adonai (Wars of the Lord), which he com-
pleted in 1329. It is a lengthy, but comprehensive, 
work on religious philosophy that became popular. 
Levi ben Gershom wrote commentaries on most of 
the books of the Hebrew Bible, including the book 
of Job, which he completed in 1325. Before it was 
printed by Gunzenhauser, his commentary on Job 

had been printed on the Ferrarese press of Abraham 
ben Hayyim in 1477; this edition did not include the 
biblical text. The commentaries of Levi ben Gershom 
reflect a strong interest in philosophy and theology, 
and contain what he calls to’aliyyot, ethical, philo-
sophical, and religious teachings that may be taken 
from the text.

The Braginsky copy is of particular importance be-
cause it is replete with manuscript annotations in 
a Persian Hebrew hand of the sixteenth or seven-
teenth centuries, literally on every page of the copy. 
These glosses in Hebrew and Judeo-Persian deal with 
the biblical text, and not with the commentary. [es]

selected literature
Iakerson 2004, pp. xxiv–xxv, no. 46, pp, 177–180; Offenberg 1990, no. 46; 
Offenberg 2004, pp. lv–lvi, 51–53.

Job with Levi ben Gershom’s Commentary  
(1288–1344)
Naples, printed by Joseph ben Jacob Ashkenazi 
Gunzenhauser, 26 September 1487
Paper, folio, 48 leaves, 253 × 188 mm (10 × 7.4 in.), 
modern parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 140
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70 manuscripts and printed books 

1491 and 1494

Hebrew Bible

In the eighteenth century, this Hebrew Bible with 
Masorah Magna and Parva was housed in the li-
brary of the Convent of the Discalced Carmelites of 
S. Paolo in Florence. After that library was sacked by 
Napoleonic forces, the manuscript may have been 
in the Vatican Library for a short while; the only 
source for this information is an English auction 
catalogue of 1827 in which the manuscript appeared. 
It remained in England until it was acquired from 
the library of the bibliophile Beriah Botfield for the 
Braginsky Collection.

Although the manuscript was bound into four vol-
umes in England during the nineteenth century, the 
original consisted of two parts, each with its own 
colophon. The first part comprised the Pentateuch 
and the Hagiographa, while the second contained all 
the books of the Prophets. At the end of the original 
second volume, now the fourth volume (page 73), 
the scribe and vocalizer Isaac ben Ishai Sason stated 
that he finished copying the manuscript in 1491 in 
Ocaña, in Castile. At the end of the original first vol-
ume, now the second volume, he wrote a colophon 
with another year of completion, 1494 (page 71). 
This appears within a detailed interlaced frame with 
pen flourishes along the outer and part of the inner 
borders. He finished this part, however, in Evora, in 
the Kingdom of Portugal. With his fellow Jews Isaac 
had been expelled from Spain in 1492 and forced to 
flee to Portugal, where he copied the Pentateuch 
and Hagiographa. In the latter colophon the scribe 
even indicated that it had been two years since the 
expulsion from Castile. Whether he did indeed copy 

the manuscript in this unusual order, first Prophets, 
then Pentateuch and Hagiographa, or whether an 
original first part got lost as a result of the expulsion, 
necessitating its replacement, cannot be known.

According to tradition, the text of the Song of Moses, 
(Ha’azinu) Deuteronomy 32:1–43 (page 74), is ar-
ranged as two columns composed of bricks placed 
one above the other. The vertical arrangement of the 
Masorah Magna on either side of the single column 
of text of the end of the chapter that precedes the 
song, displays Isaac ben Ishai Sason’s keen artistic 
sensibility. [es]

selected literature
Christie’s London 2002, lot 5.

Hebrew Bible
Ocaña (Spain), 1491 and Evora (Portugal) 1494,  
copied and vocalized by Isaac ben Ishai Sason
Parchment, four volumes, volume 1: 270 leaves, 
volume 2: 182 leaves, volume 3: 184 leaves,  
volume 4: 193 leaves, 322 × 263 mm (12.7 × 10.4 in.), 
19th-century gold-tooled purple leather binding
Braginsky Collection 243
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76 manuscripts and printed books 

Circa 1500

Kelil Yofi

Mordecai ben Eliezer Comtino (1420–ca. 1485) was 
one of the leading Byzantine scholars of his time. He 
was born in Constantinople and lived there for most 
of his life. He studied mathematics and astronomy, 
on which he wrote numerous, mostly unpublished, 
works. He was in close touch with the scholars of 
his day, including the leaders of Constantinople’s 
Karaite community. The Karaites are a group of Jews 
who reject the Oral Law and accept the authority 
of the biblical laws only. Among Comtino’s many 
students Elijah Mizrahi (ca. 1450–1526), perhaps the 
greatest of all Byzantine rabbinic scholars, is, no 
doubt, the most important. Comtino’s commentary 
on the Pentateuch, which at the beginning of the 
work he calls Kelil Yofi (Perfect Beauty), but is also 
known as Ma’amar Mordekhay (Mordecai’s Treatise) 
and Keter Torah (Crown of the Torah), exists in three 
other manuscripts and a number of fragments. At 
the end of the commentary, the author states that 
he finished writing it in Constantinople in 1460.

On the last page of the manuscript a poem by 
Comtino copied in the shape of a fruit-bearing tree 
appears. The poem begins at the bottom right of the 
page with the Hebrew words mi ya’aleh al etz be-od 
bo peri (Who will climb a tree, while it still bears 
fruit). This part constitutes the soil on which the tree 
stands; it contains the acrostic Mordekhay Komtino. 
The opening and closing verses of the second part 
form the roots of the tree, with the first letter of 
each line creating the acrostic Mordekhay at the bot-
tom. The trunk is created of partial words, the con-
tinuations of which can be read as sixteen branches 

that grow to the left and right. The final part of the 
poem is written in seventeen intertwined circles, 
as fruit sprouting from the branches. The tree is 
based on a similar calligraphic one made for Rashi’s 
grandson, the French scholar Jacob ben Meir Tam 
(ca. 1100–1171), by the medieval Spanish scholar and 
poet Abraham ibn Ezra (1089–1164), a man admired 
greatly by Comtino. The structure was discussed 
in detail by Dan Pagis, who also described another 
tree by the Spanish poet Todros Abulafia (1247–after 
1298), one that may have inspired Comtino. [es]

selected literature
Attias 1991; Christie’s New York 1999a, lot 23; Pagis 1993, pp. 102–103.

Mordecai ben Eliezer Comtino (1420–ca. 1485), 
Kelil Yofi (Perfect Beauty; Commentary on the 
Pentateuch)
[Ottoman Empire, ca. 1500]
Parchment, 152 leaves, 252 × 178 mm (9.9 × 7 in.), 
modern leather binding
Braginsky Collection 189
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78 manuscripts and printed books 

Circa 1500

Daily Prayer Book According to the Italian Rite

The Roman rite, or Minhag Roma as it is generally 
known, is the oldest order of prayer outside the an-
cient lands of Israel and Babylonia. It retains many 
old Palestinian traditions. The definitive study of the 
Roman rite, summarizing more than one hundred 
years of scholarly research, notably by Samuel David 
Luzzatto (1800–1865) and Leopold Zunz (1794–1886), 
was published in 1966 by Ernst Daniel Goldschmidt 
(1895–1972). The Braginsky manuscript reflects some 
interesting textual variants and contains a number 
of readings that would gradually be replaced, such 
as the text she-lo asani goy, ([Blessed . . . ], who did 
not make me a non-Jew) in the morning benedic-
tions; in the majority of later, sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century, Roman-rite prayer books, this text 
reads she-asani yisra’el, ([Blessed . . . ], who made me 
an Israelite).

The manuscript was copied by Samson ben Elijah 
Halfan. The ornamentation includes many attrac-
tive initial word panels, decorated with geometric 
designs and floral pen work, usually in red and blue 
ink. The opening page is illuminated. On it the initial 
word Ribbon (Master [of all Worlds]) is set within 
a rectangular panel with red and blue filigree pen 
work and gold-leaf letters. Surrounding the page is a 
border filled with red, blue, and green flowers orna-
mented with gold pen work; gold-leaf dots embellish 
the border throughout. The inner margin is filled 
with a vertical arrangement of lush green leaves. 
An unidentified family emblem, which depicts a 
 rampant lion, appears in the bottom border.

This is the second manuscript in the Braginsky 
Collection that was copied by a member of the Hal-
fan family of scribes and scholars, whose ancestors 
were among a group of Jews expelled from France in 
1394 and found refuge in Piedmont, in northern Italy 
(see cat. no. 18). In colophons of other manuscripts 
by the scribe Samson ben Elijah, he refers to himself 
as ha-Tzarfati, the Frenchman. [es]

selected literature
Elbogen 1931, pp. 87–98; Freimann 1950, no. 459, p. 318;  
Goldschmidt 1966; Schmelzer 1983; Zunz 1859, pp. 76–79.

Daily Prayer Book According to the Italian Rite
[Italy], copied by Samson ben Elijah Halfan,  
[ca. 1500]
Parchment, 197 leaves, 125 × 88 mm (4.9 × 3.5 in.),  
old parchment binding made from part of a  
discarded ketubbah
Braginsky Collection 49
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80 manuscripts and printed books 

1522

Perush Rashi al ha-Torah ve-al 

Hamesh Megillot

After the expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian 
Peninsula at the end of the fifteenth century, Italy 
became the world center of Hebrew printing. Of 
particular importance was the activity of the Vene-
tian press of Daniel Bomberg (before 1483–1553), 
a Christian printer from Antwerp. Bomberg estab-
lished his press in 1516; it was active until 1549. He 
published standard editions of the Biblia Rabbinica 
(the Hebrew Bible with translations and commentar-
ies), and of the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds. 
Bomberg’s editions display an attention to textual 
criticism that would remain the standard for genera-
tions. His was also one of the first printing offices 
in which Jewish and non-Jewish specialists worked 
together closely, an example that would soon be fol-
lowed.

The Bomberg edition of Rashi’s commentary on the 
Pentateuch, Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, 
Ecclesiastes, and Esther is one of a relatively small 
number of Bomberg editions in the Braginsky Col-
lection. The commentaries of the Bible and Talmud 
commentator Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes 
(acronym Rashi; 1040–1105) have become so popular 
that the biblical and Talmudic texts are hardly ever 
studied without them. Bomberg also included them 
in his complete editions of these texts, but apparent-
ly there was a market for a separate edition as well.

At the end of the Braginsky copy, in a cursive 
Ashkenazic hand of the second half of the sixteenth 
century, David of Fla [?] copied from “a wonderful 
book” a small part of the introduction to the early 

fourteenth-century mystic Moses ben Eleazar’s 
commentary to Shi’ur Komah (Measure of the Body 
[of God]). This text belongs to the “Unique Cherub 
Circle,” an Ashkenazic school of mystics and esoter-
ics. As established by Daniel Abrams and Benjamin 
Richler, only one other manuscript containing a 
similar text is known, copied in 1583 by Elijah Loanz 
(Zurich, Zentralbibliothek, MS Heid. 102; see cat. 
no. 27). At the end David admits to having copied this 
text, “which I do not understand,” because he did 
not want to tear the book apart or burn it, perhaps 
on account of its controversial content. [es]

selected literature
Dan 1999; Haberman 1978, no. 71; Printing the Talmud 2005, s.v.; 
Scholem 1948, pp. 212–214; Van der Heide 2007, pp. 84–85; Vinograd 
1993, Venice 71.

Perush Rashi al ha-Torah ve-al Hamesh Megillot 
(Rashi’s Commentary on the Pentateuch and the 
Five Scrolls)
Venice, printed by Daniel Bomberg, 1522
Paper, quarto, 140 leaves, 236 × 176 mm (9.3 × 6.9 in.), 
old linen binding
Braginsky Collection 303
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80 manuscripts and printed books 

1522

Perush Rashi al ha-Torah ve-al 

Hamesh Megillot

After the expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian 
Peninsula at the end of the fifteenth century, Italy 
became the world center of Hebrew printing. Of 
particular importance was the activity of the Vene-
tian press of Daniel Bomberg (before 1483–1553), 
a Christian printer from Antwerp. Bomberg estab-
lished his press in 1516; it was active until 1549. He 
published standard editions of the Biblia Rabbinica 
(the Hebrew Bible with translations and commentar-
ies), and of the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds. 
Bomberg’s editions display an attention to textual 
criticism that would remain the standard for genera-
tions. His was also one of the first printing offices 
in which Jewish and non-Jewish specialists worked 
together closely, an example that would soon be fol-
lowed.

The Bomberg edition of Rashi’s commentary on the 
Pentateuch, Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, 
Ecclesiastes, and Esther is one of a relatively small 
number of Bomberg editions in the Braginsky Col-
lection. The commentaries of the Bible and Talmud 
commentator Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes 
(acronym Rashi; 1040–1105) have become so popular 
that the biblical and Talmudic texts are hardly ever 
studied without them. Bomberg also included them 
in his complete editions of these texts, but apparent-
ly there was a market for a separate edition as well.

At the end of the Braginsky copy, in a cursive 
Ashkenazic hand of the second half of the sixteenth 
century, David of Fla [?] copied from “a wonderful 
book” a small part of the introduction to the early 

fourteenth-century mystic Moses ben Eleazar’s 
commentary to Shi’ur Komah (Measure of the Body 
[of God]). This text belongs to the “Unique Cherub 
Circle,” an Ashkenazic school of mystics and esoter-
ics. As established by Daniel Abrams and Benjamin 
Richler, only one other manuscript containing a 
similar text is known, copied in 1583 by Elijah Loanz 
(Zurich, Zentralbibliothek, MS Heid. 102; see cat. 
no. 27). At the end David admits to having copied this 
text, “which I do not understand,” because he did 
not want to tear the book apart or burn it, perhaps 
on account of its controversial content. [es]
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1526

Prague Haggadah

Prague was the first city north of the Alps where 
Hebrew books were printed, starting with a daily 
prayer book in 1512. Nine other editions preceded 
the famous illustrated Prague Haggadah, completed 
on 30 December 1526. Printed by Gershom Katz and 
his brother Grunim, its woodcuts may have been the 
creation of Hayyim Schwarz. Today only a few com-
plete copies of the Prague Haggadah remain.

Printed with varying sizes of Ashkenazic Hebrew 
type, the Haggadah includes many ornamental 
woodcut initial words. In addition, it contains over 
sixty woodcut illustrations and three pages with 
decorative borders combined with smaller illustra-
tions. The opening page, folio 1v, is the first of the 
three special pages. It has a border that displays the 
style and taste of non-Hebrew printing in Prague 
of the period. The illustration of a Jew searching for 
leaven in his home on the night preceding Passover 
shows a figure in contemporary dress with a candle 
in his right hand and a feather and a bowl in his left 
to collect the leaven. Similar images are found in me-
dieval Ashkenazic manuscripts and in hundreds of 
later printed and handwritten illustrated Haggadot.

The text on what is perhaps the most interesting 
page in the Haggadah, folio 25r, reads: “Pour out 
your fury on the nations that do not know you, upon 
the kingdoms that do not invoke your name” (Psalms 
79:6). The verse has the messianic connotation that 
one day the enemies of the Jews will be judged. In 
fifteenth-century Ashkenaz the custom developed 
of opening the door during the reading of this text 

at the seder, to welcome symbolically the prophet 
Elijah, harbinger of the coming of the Messiah. 
This new practice led to the inclusion of images of 
the arriving prophet, shown here in a depiction at 
the lower left. Right and left of the initial word are 
Adam and Eve; below them are Samson with the 
Gates of Gaza and Judith with the severed head of 
 Holofernes. Included at the bottom is the coat of 
arms of  Bohemia supported, as was common, by 
two wild men, symbols of great strength in heraldic 
 images. [es]
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1526

Prague Haggadah

Prague was the first city north of the Alps where 
Hebrew books were printed, starting with a daily 
prayer book in 1512. Nine other editions preceded 
the famous illustrated Prague Haggadah, completed 
on 30 December 1526. Printed by Gershom Katz and 
his brother Grunim, its woodcuts may have been the 
creation of Hayyim Schwarz. Today only a few com-
plete copies of the Prague Haggadah remain.

Printed with varying sizes of Ashkenazic Hebrew 
type, the Haggadah includes many ornamental 
woodcut initial words. In addition, it contains over 
sixty woodcut illustrations and three pages with 
decorative borders combined with smaller illustra-
tions. The opening page, folio 1v, is the first of the 
three special pages. It has a border that displays the 
style and taste of non-Hebrew printing in Prague 
of the period. The illustration of a Jew searching for 
leaven in his home on the night preceding Passover 
shows a figure in contemporary dress with a candle 
in his right hand and a feather and a bowl in his left 
to collect the leaven. Similar images are found in me-
dieval Ashkenazic manuscripts and in hundreds of 
later printed and handwritten illustrated Haggadot.

The text on what is perhaps the most interesting 
page in the Haggadah, folio 25r, reads: “Pour out 
your fury on the nations that do not know you, upon 
the kingdoms that do not invoke your name” (Psalms 
79:6). The verse has the messianic connotation that 
one day the enemies of the Jews will be judged. In 
fifteenth-century Ashkenaz the custom developed 
of opening the door during the reading of this text 

at the seder, to welcome symbolically the prophet 
Elijah, harbinger of the coming of the Messiah. 
This new practice led to the inclusion of images of 
the arriving prophet, shown here in a depiction at 
the lower left. Right and left of the initial word are 
Adam and Eve; below them are Samson with the 
Gates of Gaza and Judith with the severed head of 
 Holofernes. Included at the bottom is the coat of 
arms of  Bohemia supported, as was common, by 
two wild men, symbols of great strength in heraldic 
 images. [es]
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1553–1555

Documents Concerning the Condemnation 

and Burning of the Talmud

Throughout its history the Catholic Church has tak-
en great interest in defining and identifying heretics 
and their followers. This interest increased after the 
invention of printing, which enabled a much wider 
dissemination of presumed heretical ideas. Jews 
were under particular scrutiny, for obvious religious 
and historical reasons. On 9 September 1553, after 
Pope Julius III had decreed that all copies of the 
Talmud in Rome be gathered, thousands of these 
and other Jewish books were set afire in the Campo 
dei Fiori. These public events were part of a strategy 
that developed in the 1540s and 1550s and resulted 
in the banning and burning of larger groups of 
Jewish and non-Jewish heretical books. An essential 
role in this process was played by Cardinal Giovanni 
Pietro Carafa (1476–1559), who became Pope Paul IV 
in 1555.

On 12 September 1553 another papal decree was 
issued, demanding that all copies of the Talmud 
throughout the Catholic world be gathered and 
destroyed. In Venice – then the world center of 
Hebrew printing, largely through the efforts of 
Daniel Bomberg – the order was interpreted to 
include other Jewish books as well. On Saturday, 
21 October 1553 all books gathered were burned in 
Piazza San Marco.

This collection of eleven documents in Italian, 
which relate to this dark period in the history of 
the Hebrew book, was probably part of a file that 
belonged to a Venetian Inquisitor. They constitute a 
more or less chronological account of the events in 

Venice. Reproduced here is a summary of six papal 
briefs from 1518–1537 regarding the licenses to print 
Hebrew books in Venice granted by Popes Leo X, 
Clement VII, and Paul III to Daniel Bomberg. Other 
documents include: orders to converted former Jews 
to inspect Hebrew texts for heretical content; copies 
of the relevant papal decrees; and reports on the 
events in Rome and Venice. [es]
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1560

Mantua Haggadah

One of the highlights in the history of the illus-
trated Haggadah is this edition of 1560, printed in 
the Duchy of Mantua on the press of the Christian 
printer Giacomo Rufinelli under the supervision of 
the shammes of one of the synagogues of Mantua, 
Isaac ben Samuel Bassan. While it relies heavily on 
the Prague Haggadah of 1526 (cat. no. 24), it contains 
some important innovations. Renaissance-style 
woodcut borders with floral and architectural ele-
ments as well as numerous putti, often playing musi-
cal instruments, were added to most of the pages, 
usually to the left or right of the printed text or 
above it. In addition, a number of illustrations were 
added. The Haggadah became very popular; a reprint 
appeared in Mantua in 1568.

As in the Prague Haggadah, the most striking page 
in the Mantua Haggadah (folio 25r) illustrates the 
text “Pour out your fury on the nations that do not 
know you, upon the kingdoms that do not invoke 
your name” (Psalms 79:6). Compared to the Prague 
Haggadah, the scene is expanded, showing both the 
Messiah and the prophet Elijah, who is blowing a 
shofar. The scene is in accordance with the words 
of Zechariah 9:9: “Lo, your king is coming to you. He 
is victorious triumphant, yet humble, riding on an 
ass, on a donkey foaled by a she-ass.” The warrior 
depicted at the end of the passage probably symbol-
izes the evil nations mentioned in the text. Similar 
images of the Messiah appear in many Haggadah 
manuscripts of the fifteenth century. The choice to 
give it such prominence here may be explained by 
its messianic content, a comment perhaps on the 

Italian Jews’ plight in the years directly following the 
prohibition of the printing of the Talmud in 1553.

An earlier opening in the Haggadah, folios 22v-23r, 
shows two of the symbolic foods eaten during the 
seder, bitter herbs and matzah, on the right, and a 
seder meal, on the left. At the bottom of the left-
hand page a decanter and a goblet illustrate the 
instructions to pour the third and fourth glasses of 
wine. [es]

selected literature
Vinograd 1993, Mantua 68; Yaari 1961, no. 18; Yerushalmi 1971,  
plates 22–28; Yudlov 1997, no. 20.

Mantua Haggadah
Mantua, printed by Isaac ben Samuel Bassan on 
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modern half-leather binding.
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1560

Mantua Haggadah

One of the highlights in the history of the illus-
trated Haggadah is this edition of 1560, printed in 
the Duchy of Mantua on the press of the Christian 
printer Giacomo Rufinelli under the supervision of 
the shammes of one of the synagogues of Mantua, 
Isaac ben Samuel Bassan. While it relies heavily on 
the Prague Haggadah of 1526 (cat. no. 24), it contains 
some important innovations. Renaissance-style 
woodcut borders with floral and architectural ele-
ments as well as numerous putti, often playing musi-
cal instruments, were added to most of the pages, 
usually to the left or right of the printed text or 
above it. In addition, a number of illustrations were 
added. The Haggadah became very popular; a reprint 
appeared in Mantua in 1568.

As in the Prague Haggadah, the most striking page 
in the Mantua Haggadah (folio 25r) illustrates the 
text “Pour out your fury on the nations that do not 
know you, upon the kingdoms that do not invoke 
your name” (Psalms 79:6). Compared to the Prague 
Haggadah, the scene is expanded, showing both the 
Messiah and the prophet Elijah, who is blowing a 
shofar. The scene is in accordance with the words 
of Zechariah 9:9: “Lo, your king is coming to you. He 
is victorious triumphant, yet humble, riding on an 
ass, on a donkey foaled by a she-ass.” The warrior 
depicted at the end of the passage probably symbol-
izes the evil nations mentioned in the text. Similar 
images of the Messiah appear in many Haggadah 
manuscripts of the fifteenth century. The choice to 
give it such prominence here may be explained by 
its messianic content, a comment perhaps on the 

Italian Jews’ plight in the years directly following the 
prohibition of the printing of the Talmud in 1553.

An earlier opening in the Haggadah, folios 22v-23r, 
shows two of the symbolic foods eaten during the 
seder, bitter herbs and matzah, on the right, and a 
seder meal, on the left. At the bottom of the left-
hand page a decanter and a goblet illustrate the 
instructions to pour the third and fourth glasses of 
wine. [es]
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1567

Mahzor According to the Ashkenazic Rite

This printed book is rich in its many layers of infor-
mation. The mahzor contains the standard prayers 
and special liturgical hymns for the entire year ac-
cording to the custom of Western Ashkenazic Jews. 
At the head of each liturgical hymn, a short note 
summarizes its poetic features and offers a capsule 
of the theme of the poem. The main prayer text is 
accompanied by a commentary and by a compila-
tion of rules and customs relating to the rituals to be 
followed throughout the year. The latter is headed 
Ma’agelei Tzedek, the title by which the entire 
 mahzor is subsequently called.

The volume contains many comments written in an 
Ashkenazic hand of the seventeenth century. The 
annotations correct errors in the printed text, add 
explanations, and complete omissions.

Other handwritten additions are found throughout 
the book. The most important of these is the one on 
the inside of the back cover written in Hanau and 
dated 1697. It was written by Samuel Zanwel ben 
Aaron Benjamin Wolf, an exile from Worms. Samuel 
was the son-in-law of Juspa, Shammes of Worms, 
whose autograph work is described in cat. no. 28. 
The note describes the funeral, in 1636, of Elijah 
Loanz, the Ba’al Shem of Worms. Born in 1564, Loanz 
was rabbi in several German cities, and the author 
of Bible commentaries and kabbalistic works. He 
gained fame as a dispenser of amulets and incan-
tations, hence his title, Ba’al Shem, the Master of 
the Divine Name. Loanz also assisted the Christian 
printers of Hebrew books in Basle, and may have 

had  contacts with Johannes Buxtorf, the famous 
Christian Hebraist there. The other handwritten en-
tries in the mahzor concern the genealogy of Loanz’s 
family and serve as a primary source for his biogra-
phy. This volume, associated with the important Jew-
ish community of Worms, may have been used there 
as a communal prayer book. [ms]
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Seventeenth Century

Sefer Likkutei Yosef

One of the oldest and most important Jewish com-
munities in Europe was in Worms. It was the site 
of the rabbinic and scholarly activities of many 
great Jewish leaders, first and foremost among 
them Rashi. The scholarship and ancient traditions 
characteristic of the Jewish community in Worms 
are reflected in the minhagim (customs) that Juspa, 
the author of this volume, and others recorded and 
preserved. These customs reflect Jewish life in the 
synagogue and the home throughout the entire 
year. In minute detail and with close attention to 
all manifestations of religious behavior, both public 
and private, the ways of everyday life are revealed 
in Juspa’s works.

Juspa was born in Fulda in 1604 and died in Worms 
in 1678. He was a student of Elijah Loanz, the Ba’al 
Shem of Worms (cat. no. 27). As shammes, Juspa 
served the Worms community in many capacities, 
including those of scribe, notary, trustee, mohel, 
and cantor. He was a talented writer and compiler; 
he paid special attention to the music of the syna-
gogue and also composed poems. Juspa’s works are 
a mine of information on the Jewry of Worms and 
beyond. He wrote the Wormser Minhagbuch and 
Ma’aseh Nissim, in which he retold stories of Worms 
Jewry as recounted by the elders of the  community. 
In addition he authored Sefer Likkutei Yosef, 
 displayed here.

Previously in the Schocken Library in Jerusalem, 
this autograph manuscript contains later ownership 
entries, including testimony that the manuscript 

served as a pledge that was redeemed in 1782 by 
Rabbi Michael Scheyer. The original text includes 
commentaries on the prayer book, the Grace after 
Meals, the Passover Haggadah, and the Sayings of 
the Fathers, interspersed with records of prayer-
related customs and autobiographical remarks. The 
comments on minhagim were incorporated into the 
printed edition of the Wormser Minhagbuch, but the 
bulk of the manuscript remains unpublished. This 
carefully written codex therefore serves as a primary 
source for the religious history of one of the most 
significant Jewish communities in Europe. [ms]
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Before 1611

Melekhet Shelomo

The Mishnah, after the Bible, is the most fundamen-
tal pillar of Jewish tradition. It represents the Oral 
 Torah in its primary formulation. It was the subject of 
many commentaries, few of which surpass in depth 
and breadth the work of Solomon Adeni.

Adeni (b. 1567) was four years old when he was 
taken by his parents from his native Yemen to the 
Land of Israel. He lived in Safed, Jerusalem, and ul-
timately settled in Hebron. Adeni studied with the 
 Talmudist Rabbi Bezalel Ashkenazi and the mystic 
Rabbi  Hayyim Vital. Adeni suffered many personal 
tragedies, living in abject poverty and earning only 
a meager living teaching small children.

Adeni labored on this Mishnah commentary for thir-
ty years. He wrote it originally in the margins of the 
printed Mishnah edition he owned. The comments 
were so crowded that, after a while, the author had 
difficulty deciphering his own handwriting. A patron 
presented him with reams of paper to enable him to 
transcribe his notes into a coherent work. The manu-
script on display here is one section of this book, 
which covers the first order of the Mishnah, Zera’im, 
which deals with blessings, prayers, and agriculture-
related laws. Corrections, additions, and erasures 
by the author are clearly visible in the manuscript. 
Another part of the book, on the sixth order of the 
Mishnah, Tohorot, is dated 1611 (New York, The Li-
brary of The Jewish Theological Seminary, MS Rab 33).

Rabbi Solomon Adeni’s contributions to the study 
of the Mishnah are manifold. He endeavored to 

 establish the correct text and vocalization of the 
Mishnah and preserved traditions concerning the 
text that otherwise would have been lost. He ap-
parently had access to libraries of manuscripts of 
medieval rabbinic works in the Talmudic academies 
of Jerusalem, Safed, and Hebron, and incorporated 
excerpts from them into his commentary. Further-
more, he included exhaustive discussions of his 
own on many passages.

Far from European centers of Jewish learning, Adeni 
was able to create a work of lasting importance. 
Although not published until the end of the nine-
teenth century, the Melekhet Shelomo is found 
today in many standard editions of the Mishnah and 
is being studied diligently by new generations of 
students. [ms]
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1615

Tefillah le-Moshe

During the Middle Ages Spain was the Jewish world’s 
center of kabbalistic thought and practice. The 
classic kabbalistic text of the late thirteenth cen-
tury, the Zohar (Book of Splendor), was written in 
Spain, where more controversial movements, such 
as Abraham Abulafia’s school of ecstatic kabbalah 
developed as well (see cat. no. 9). After the expulsion 
of the Jews from the Iberian peninsula at the end of 
the fifteenth century, the small city of Safed, Upper 
Galilee, soon became the new center of the kab-
balistic movement; it was from there that Kabbalah 
conquered both the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds.

The leading figures in Safed were Moses ben Jacob 
Cordovero (1522–1570) and his pupil Isaac ben 
Solomon Luria (1534–1572). One of the most impor-
tant concepts among the kabbalists of Safed was 
that of mystical prayer. For them prayer was not, as 
Gershom Scholem wrote, “merely the institutional-
ized acknowledgment and praise of God as Creator 
and King by the religious community.” Rather, “the 
individual’s prayers . . . are under certain conditions 
the vehicle of the soul’s mystical ascent to God.” The 
central concept in this doctrine was that of kavva-
nah (mystical intention; plural, kavvanot). Tefillah 
le-Moshe contains kavvanot for weekdays and the 
Shabbat. Its text was published in Przemysl in 1862, 
based in part, perhaps, on this manuscript.

The round Hebrew cursive, semi-cursive, and square 
scripts used in the manuscript are enhanced by a 
variety of pen-work foliage designs. On the title 
page the scribe wrote “copied by the young and 

 insignificant, worm and not a man, AR”I, in the city 
of Modena.” Ari is the Hebrew word for “lion,” but 
should be understood here as an abbreviation of 
the copyist’s name; it is also the nickname of Isaac 
Luria (see cat. no. 33). It is tempting to identify this 
copyist with the well-known writer Judah Aryeh 
(Leone) Modena (1571–1648), who was at the height 
of his activity in 1615. Although Leone Modena’s 
hand resembles that of the scribe of the Braginsky 
manuscript, the paleographical evidence for such 
an attribution is unconvincing, as was confirmed 
by Benjamin Richler. [es]
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Before 1646

Midrash Hemdat Yamim

“Of him great deeds and wonders and miraculous 
and amazing acts are related that he did for Israel 
and against the mighty and cruel kings that torment-
ed and did evil with Israel in his days, for in his days 
they exiled the Jews in San’a.” Reference is made 
here by the well-known traveler Jacob Saphir of Vilna 
(1822–1855) to the greatest of Yemenite Jewish poets, 
Shalom Shabazi. Little reliable information about 
Shabazi’s life is available. What is known comes from 
his own works, some 550 poems and a few other 
texts. Among these is his homiletical commentary on 
the Pentateuch, of which this Braginsky manuscript 
is an early example. Many legends about the nation-
al poet existed among the Jews of Yemen. During his 
lifetime the political situation for the Jews of Yemen 
was one of great turmoil, persecution, and messianic 
anticipation. Shabazi invested his poetry, written in 
a popular, relatively accessible style, with feelings of 
hope and redemption.

Shlomo Zucker, in an unpublished description kept 
with the manuscript, identified the Braginsky manu-
script of Shabazi’s commentary as an autograph of 
the author on the basis of careful comparison with 
a number of signed manuscripts, notably two manu-
scripts in the National Library of Israel, a Mishneh 
Torah fragment (Heb. Ms. 8° 6570) and a Tikhlal of 1677 
(Yah. Heb. 152). The text of the manuscript, contain-
ing the commentary on Genesis 37–Deuteronomy 31, 
differs from other known versions of the commen-
tary, some of them autographs as well. This indicates 
that Shabazi, like so many other Jewish authors, con-
sidered his commentary a work in progress rather 

than a final composition. During his lifetime he must 
have made copies of different versions of his work. 
The dating of the Braginsky manuscript is based on 
a statement by Shabazi in a later version of the com-
mentary, published in Jerusalem in 1983 on the basis 
of a manuscript from 1672, in which he noted that 
he finished an earlier version of the commentary in 
1646. The Braginsky volume, from which the begin-
ning of Exodus 21 is shown here, may well be the 
earliest version of the commentary. [es]
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Circa 1670–1671

Evronot

In October 1582 Pope Gregory XIII changed the cal-
endar of the Catholic church. Heightened awareness 
of calendars caused by this action, and the resultant 
feelings of superiority by Jews regarding their own, 
stimulated the production of separate books on the 
calculation of the Jewish calendar in the Ashkenazic 
world. Sifrei Evronot, or Books of Intercalations, ex-
ist, among others, in illustrated Ashkenazic manu-
scripts of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
The understanding of the relationship between the 
texts and images of these owes a great deal to a re-
cent study on the topic by Elisheva Carlebach.

A common image in Sifrei Evronot manuscripts is 
that of a man on a ladder, or near it, who reaches 
to heaven to obtain the secrets of the calendar. The 
man, who often holds an hourglass in his hand, is 
the biblical Issachar, one of Jacob’s sons. His pres-
ence may be explained by I Chronicles 12:33, where 
reference is made to “the Issacharites, men who 
knew how to interpret the signs of the times.” The 
Braginsky manuscript is the only known example 
that contains two images of Issachar. His appear-
ance in each is different, but in both he holds an 
hourglass in his hand and stands on a ladder that 
rests on an unusual structure that contains letters of 
the Hebrew alphabet between its columns. Whereas 
the text facing the first image refers to Issachar, that 
facing the second contains no mention of him or any 
other figure. The first image incorporates another 
common element found in Sifrei Evronot illustra-
tions, the moon with a human face, here, again, 
in two variant forms.

The manuscript begins with a panel containing only 
the word tzivvah (He [God] commanded). The page 
contains a portal, intended as a gateway to the 
celestial spheres, but which is also typical of the 
architectural motifs commonly used on title pages 
to signify a symbolic entry into the text. By writing 
on the construction of the calendar, scribes believed 
they fulfilled a religious commandment. 

In this manuscript, there are numerous other deco-
rative elements, but only one additional illustra-
tion; it portrays Moses seated at a table holding the 
Tablets of the Law. Depictions of Moses appear in 
other Sifrei Evronot manuscripts as well. The three 
illustrations in the Braginsky manuscript are all flat 
line drawings, filled in with watercolor. [es]
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Between Circa 1673 and 1683

Daily Prayer Book According to  

the Sephardic Rite

In the kabbalistic school of Safed the mystical 
aspect of prayer, as “the vehicle of the soul’s 
mystical ascent to God” (see cat. no. 30), is of great 
importance. To this end special daily prayer books 
were composed; these contain not only the statu-
tory prayers, but also prayers with mystical content. 
The authorship of these prayer books is generally 
attributed to Isaac ben Solomon Luria (1534–1572). 
The “Lurianic” prayer book is known as Siddur ha-Ari, 
the daily prayer book of the Ari. Ari literally means 
“lion,” but is also the acronym of Luria’s nickname: 
Ha-Elohi R. Yitzhak (The Divine Rabbi Isaac). In the 
Braginsky prayer book, kabbalistic commentaries 
and kavvanot (mystical intentions) were included 
(see cat. no. 30).

Luria’s prayer book went through redactions by Meir 
ben Judah Leib Poppers (ca. 1624–1662) and Hayyim 
ben Abraham Ha-Kohen (ca. 1585–1655). Shlomo 
Zucker, in a description kept with the manuscript, 
established that the text of the Braginsky manu-
script underwent yet another redaction by a student 
of Hayyim Ha-Kohen, Nathan Nata Hannover (d. 
1683), or by one of Nathan’s followers. Hannover 
lived and worked in Broda from circa 1673 until his 
violent death there at the hands of anti-Habsburg 
rebels, on 14 July 1683. It is likely that the manuscript 
was copied during Hannover’s stay in Broda.

The manuscript begins with an unfinished title page 
that contains a decorative floral border in red, 
yellow, and green, but without any text. It is signed 
“Samuel ha-Kohen, cantor in Broda,” who is either 

the copyist or perhaps the person for whom the 
book was written. Throughout the manuscript the 
scribe included initial words with letters in alternat-
ing colors, occasionally using silver paint.

The manuscript was part of the collection of 
Naphtali Herz van Biema (1836–1901), an Amsterdam 
collector, whose books were auctioned in 1904. As 
his wife was a member of the Amsterdam Lehren 
family, many of his books had previously belonged 
to members of that family of prominent orthodox 
philanthropists and bibliophiles. [es]
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1709

Mahzor ke-Minhag Ashkenazim

Ever since the beginning of printing, deluxe copies 
of Hebrew books have been issued on parchment. 
In the case of some incunable editions, such as the 
1482 Bologna Pentateuch, more parchment than 
paper copies remain. After the invention of printing 
the reader’s “idea” of a book may have continued 
to be that of a handwritten volume on parchment. 
The durability of parchment relative to paper, and 
the fact that parchment was venerated as the car-
rier of Torah scrolls may also have played a role in 
the selection of this material. In the course of the 
sixteenth century printing on parchment became 
a bibliophilistic eccentricity, similar to the printing 
of  “secondary deluxe” copies on tinted, mostly blue 
paper.

After the popularity of parchment copies decreased 
somewhat during the seventeenth century, the 
most important Jewish bibliophile of the premodern 
Jewish world, David ben Abraham Oppenheim (or 
Oppenheimer; 1664–1736) of Prague, breathed new 
life into the phenomenon. He ordered special copies 
of Hebrew books from printing houses in the most 
important centers of Hebrew printing, including 
Sulzbach, Bavaria. There is a connection between 
the famous Oppenheimer family of Viennese Court 
Jews, to which David Oppenheim also belonged, 
and the originally Viennese printer Aaron ben Uri 
Lipmann Fränkel. Mendel Oppenheimer (1657–1721) 
and Samson Wertheimer (1658–1724) of Vienna 
facilitated the production of this, Fränkel’s second 
Sulzbach edition of the mahzor, as they ordered and 
paid for thirteen copies on parchment, for 100 thaler 

each. The Braginsky copy, one of these thirteen, has 
an ownership entry of Josel Wertheimer (ca. 1626–
1713) on both title pages.

The mahzor contains many woodcut initial let-
ters and initial word panels, as well as two series 
of woodcut illustrations of the signs of the zodiac. 
Already in medieval mahzorim these often accom-
panied the prayers for dew and for rain, recited 
during the Musaf service on the first day of Passover 
(here in volume one) and the Musaf service on the 
eighth day of Sukkot (Shemini Atzeret; volume two). 
On  folios 281v and 282r of the second volume Virgo, 
Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, and Aquarius 
appear. [es]
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1716

Sefer Sod Adonai im Sharvit ha-Zahav

In 1712 an accomplished Moravian scribe in Vienna, 
Aryeh ben Judah Leib of Trebitsch, started what 
would soon become a second flowering of Hebrew 
manuscript decoration in Central and Northern 
Europe. Between 1712 and 1714 he copied a daily 
prayer book that is now in The Library of The Jewish 
Theological Seminary in New York (MS 9340). At the 
bottom of a dedication page he signed his name: 
“The young Aryeh Judah Leib Sofer, son of the late 
Elhanan Katz, of blessed memory, who passed 
away on Friday, 28 Iyyar in the year 5468 [1708] in 
Jerusalem.” Today some dozen manuscripts of his 
are known, among which at least five are daily 
prayer books.

Aryeh ben Judah Leib is the first recorded scribe to 
have written his manuscripts “with Amsterdam 
letters.” Title pages of books printed outside of 
Amsterdam in the late seventeenth and early eigh-
teenth centuries often contained a statement that 
the books were printed with Amsterdam letters, as 
an indication of quality. Aryeh ben Judah Leib trans-
posed this custom to manuscripts. As a number of 
his manuscripts contain images that were printed 
on parchment, he may have been involved in the 
printing industry, although there was no Hebrew 
printing in Vienna at the time.

On the basis of certain scribal features unique to 
him, this mohel book can be attributed to Aryeh ben 
Judah Leib with certainty. Its title page appropriately 
depicts a circumcision in a synagogue. The image 
inspired by the apocryphal book of Tobit on folio 2r, 

however, is highly unusual. It depicts Tobias, the son 
of Tobit, who is traveling with his guardian angel 
Raphael and a small dog. On his shoulder he carries 
a fish whose heart, liver, and gall he needs to cure 
his father’s blindness. Although quite well known in 
Christian art, the inclusion of this theme in a Hebrew 
circumcision book, or even in a Jewish object of art, 
is unexpected. The idea that Raphael was the guard-
ian angel of children, prevalent especially among 
Catholics, seems likely to have been borrowed as 
an apt symbol of filial protection for this circumci-
sion book. It seems likely that Aryeh ben Judah Leib 
took this image from an unknown Christian, perhaps 
printed, source. [es]
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Perek Shirah

Perek Shirah is an anonymous song of praise to the 
Creator. Known since the first half of the tenth cen-
tury, it consists of hymnal sayings by all creatures: 
the natural and supernatural orders, inanimate 
nature, the heavens and their hosts, and worlds of 
plants and animals. The sayings are mostly biblical 
verses, usually from the Psalms. There is hardly any 
connection between the texts and the creatures 
singing praise. On account of its unusual content, 
many rabbis disapproved of the work, but this did 
not prevent it from becoming popular. More than 
a hundred manuscripts, as well as some hundred 
printed editions, survive from the late Middle Ages 
on. Often published as a separate volume, the text 
appeared in daily prayer books as well.

Perek Shirah was illustrated by almost all important 
artists of the eighteenth-century Central European 
School, including Meshullam Zimmel ben Moses, the 
scribe-artist of this manuscript. Although Meshul-
lam Zimmel is known to have worked in Prague, 
as well as in his native Polna (Bohemia), most of 
his manuscripts were executed in Vienna. He was 
most likely a copper engraver by profession, which 
explains his unparalleled drawing skills. To date six-
teen signed manuscripts by Meshullam Zimmel, pro-
duced between 1714 and 1756, are known to exist. 
Another dozen manuscripts, including this unsigned 
manuscript, can be attributed to him with certainty. 
Among his works are two other manuscripts of 
Perek Shirah, both in private hands.

As stated on the title page, the present manuscript 
was written, or “engraved upon the plates” as the 
Hebrew text reads literally, for Hertz ben Leib 
Darmstadt of Frankfurt am Main. The manuscript 
contains an architectural title page and eight initial 
word panels executed in the same ink as the text. 
Folios 19 and 20 were added later in black ink. A 
small initial word panel appears on folio 19r. The 
initial word panel on folio 8r, illustrating the song 
of creeping animals, depicts ten frogs set within 
abundant foliage, while the one on folio 15r illus-
trates the song of domestic animals, represented by 
a horse, a cow, a sheep, and two species of goat. [es]
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Circa 1720

Harrison Miscellany

The most striking aspect of the Harrison Miscellany 
is its cycle of sixty full-page illustrations from the 
book of Genesis. Such cycles are otherwise unknown 
in post-medieval Hebrew manuscripts. The fine-qual-
ity illustrations, executed in gouache, are the work 
of a highly skilled artist, probably trained in Ven-
ice. Surrounded by a floral border, each miniature 
bears a Hebrew inscription, usually a biblical verse, 
identifying the scene. Facing each of the images 
are Hebrew prayers, poems, and sayings, unrelated 
to the illustration. The left-to-right sequence of the 
paintings indicates they were executed separately 
from the text, probably by a non-Jewish artist. An 
unidentified monogram, MC, appears in many of the 
scenes.

The text consists of prayers, blessings, and poems 
for a wedding ceremony, following the custom of 
the Jews of Corfu. Additional poems are by a variety 
of poets, some by writers of the Hebrew Golden Age 
in medieval Spain, others by local authors, includ-
ing Rabbi Eliezer de Mordo. The de Mordos were a 
prominent Jewish family in Corfu whose members 
included physicians, rabbis, and community leaders. 
The family played an important role in the defense 
of Corfu, then under Venetian rule, against Ottoman 
invaders. At least two people by the name Eliezer de 
Mordo graduated as physicians at the university of 
Padua, in 1699 and 1765, respectively. It seems likely 
that Rabbi Eliezer de Mordo, whose poems appear 
in the Harrison Miscellany, is the physician who 
 received his medical diploma in 1699.

Although the illustrations and the texts do not relate 
directly to one another, the depictions of the wed-
ding scenes based on biblical stories, as well as the 
frequent representations of women, suggest that 
this extraordinary manuscript may have been com-
missioned as a bridal gift, perhaps from a member 
of the de Mordo family to his bride. Cecil Roth made 
this manuscript famous by including numerous re-
productions of its biblical scenes in the Encyclopae-
dia Judaica, which he edited. The manuscript, named 
after its former owner, was identified previously 
as Italian, probably from the seventeenth century. 
 Later research proved conclusively that it was 
written in Corfu in the first half of the eighteenth 
 century. [ms]
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Tehillim

Although Moses Judah Leib ben Wolf Broda is the 
artist responsible for perhaps the most famous 
decorated Hebrew manuscript of the eighteenth 
century – the Von Geldern Haggadah of 1723, which 
may have been a source of inspiration for the 
Haggadah described in Heinrich Heine’s Der Rabbi 
von Bacherach – hardly anything is known about his 
life. He was born in the Moravian town of Trebitsch 
(now Trebic, Czech Republic), where the first scribe 
of the eighteenth-century school, Aryeh ben Judah 
Leib, originated as well. Including the Braginksy 
psalter a total of seven manuscripts by Moses Judah 
Leib are known, produced between 1713 and 1723.

The manuscript has an architectural title page with 
Moses and Aaron standing in arches. The psalms 
are subdivided according to the days of the week 
on which they are to be read and, with the excep-
tion of the psalms for Friday, these daily sections 
have decorated monochrome or multicolored initial 
word panels. Following the first word of Psalms 1, 
ashre, on folio 6r, is a depiction of King David sit-
ting outside on the terrace of a palace. He plays the 
harp while looking at an open volume, possibly his 
psalms. Moses Judah Leib was perhaps the most ac-
complished painter among his contemporaries. Two 
of his most famous Haggadot, the Second Cincinnati 
Haggadah (Cincinnati, Klau Library, Hebrew Union 
College, MS 444,1) and the Von Geldern Haggadah 
(private collection), contain full-page seder scenes 
that stand out as highlights of eighteenth-century 
Jewish pictorial art.

The binding of the manuscript has the emblem of 
the De Pinto family of Amsterdam tooled in gold on 
the front and back covers. The De Pinto family fled 
Antwerp for Rotterdam in 1646, to return to Judaism 
officially and to profit from Holland’s international 
trade network. In the catalogue of the auction at 
which this manuscript was acquired for the Braginsky 
Collection, mention is made of a De Pinto family 
legend in which the artist was invited to Amsterdam 
to come and write the psalms for the family. This 
may indicate that one of the most accomplished 
eighteenth-century scribe-artists attracted an inter-
national clientele. [es]
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1725

Herlingen Haggadah

Aaron ben Benjamin Wolf Herlingen was born in 
Gewitsch, Moravia, around 1700, and worked in 
Pressburg (now Bratislava), Vienna, and perhaps 
elsewhere (see cat. no. 47). A 1736 census in Press-
burg listing Herlingen as “The Moravian Aaron of 
Gewitsch, official in the Imperial Library in Vienna: 
one wife, one assistant, one handmaid,” proves that 
he held the position of library scribe there.

Today over forty manuscripts signed by Herlingen 
are extant, while approximately a dozen more are 
attributed to him. The Braginsky Collection contains 
one attributed and three signed works; this Hagga-
dah of 1725; a book of Psalms from 1737 (Braginsky 
Collection 63, not in this catalogue); a sheet with 
Latin micrography dated 1751 (cat. no. 48); and an 
unsigned Grace after Meals from 1751 (cat. no. 47).

This Haggadah has sixty painted illustrations and 
three decorated initial word panels. The title page 
portrays Moses and Aaron, who flank the arch that 
frames the title. The scene below, with the three sib-
lings Moses, Aaron, and also Miriam, wearing a point-
ed hat, combines an image of Miriam’s well with the 
falling of the manna. The Hebrew text between the 
panels is from the Babylonian Talmud (Sota 11b); 
it recounts that the Israelites were delivered from 
Egypt as a reward for the righteous women who 
lived in that generation. It is possible that the Hagga-
dah was produced for a woman named Miriam.

On folio 3v the five Talmudic sages of Bene-Berak 
are shown seated at a table. The text recounts that 

they discussed the Exodus from Egypt through the 
night until their students came to tell them that the 
time for the Morning Prayer had arrived. In the Hag-
gadot from Amsterdam printed in 1695 and 1712 the 
illustration accompanying this text was modeled 
after a biblical scene depicting the banquet Joseph 
gave for his brothers, in which more than five figures 
are present. The handwritten eighteenth-century 
copies based on these printed editions usually por-
tray anywhere from six to over a dozen men in this 
scene. This Haggadah is one of the few exceptions in 
which only the five sages mentioned in the text are 
depicted. [es]
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Stern 2007, p. 74.

Passover Haggadah, with Yiddish instructions and 
translations of concluding songs
Vienna, copied and decorated by Aaron Wolf 
Herlingen of Gewitsch, 1725
Parchment, 22 leaves, 268 × 162 mm (10.6 × 6.4 in.), 
silver-tooled red-dyed parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 284
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Herlingen Haggadah

Aaron ben Benjamin Wolf Herlingen was born in 
Gewitsch, Moravia, around 1700, and worked in 
Pressburg (now Bratislava), Vienna, and perhaps 
elsewhere (see cat. no. 47). A 1736 census in Press-
burg listing Herlingen as “The Moravian Aaron of 
Gewitsch, official in the Imperial Library in Vienna: 
one wife, one assistant, one handmaid,” proves that 
he held the position of library scribe there.

Today over forty manuscripts signed by Herlingen 
are extant, while approximately a dozen more are 
attributed to him. The Braginsky Collection contains 
one attributed and three signed works; this Hagga-
dah of 1725; a book of Psalms from 1737 (Braginsky 
Collection 63, not in this catalogue); a sheet with 
Latin micrography dated 1751 (cat. no. 48); and an 
unsigned Grace after Meals from 1751 (cat. no. 47).

This Haggadah has sixty painted illustrations and 
three decorated initial word panels. The title page 
portrays Moses and Aaron, who flank the arch that 
frames the title. The scene below, with the three sib-
lings Moses, Aaron, and also Miriam, wearing a point-
ed hat, combines an image of Miriam’s well with the 
falling of the manna. The Hebrew text between the 
panels is from the Babylonian Talmud (Sota 11b); 
it recounts that the Israelites were delivered from 
Egypt as a reward for the righteous women who 
lived in that generation. It is possible that the Hagga-
dah was produced for a woman named Miriam.

On folio 3v the five Talmudic sages of Bene-Berak 
are shown seated at a table. The text recounts that 

they discussed the Exodus from Egypt through the 
night until their students came to tell them that the 
time for the Morning Prayer had arrived. In the Hag-
gadot from Amsterdam printed in 1695 and 1712 the 
illustration accompanying this text was modeled 
after a biblical scene depicting the banquet Joseph 
gave for his brothers, in which more than five figures 
are present. The handwritten eighteenth-century 
copies based on these printed editions usually por-
tray anywhere from six to over a dozen men in this 
scene. This Haggadah is one of the few exceptions in 
which only the five sages mentioned in the text are 
depicted. [es]

selected literature
Christie’s New York 2006, lot 424; Sabar 2007; Schrijver 1996;  
Stern 2007, p. 74.

Passover Haggadah, with Yiddish instructions and 
translations of concluding songs
Vienna, copied and decorated by Aaron Wolf 
Herlingen of Gewitsch, 1725
Parchment, 22 leaves, 268 × 162 mm (10.6 × 6.4 in.), 
silver-tooled red-dyed parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 284
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De Pinto Psalter

In 1728 Meir Cohen Belinfante copied this decorated 
psalter for Aaron de Joseph de Pinto, member of a 
prominent Portuguese-Jewish family in Amsterdam 
(see cat no. 38). The manuscript was copied from a 
printed edition by the Amsterdam printer of Hebrew 
and Spanish books, David de Castro Tartas, who was 
active between 1662 and 1698. Although Tartas print-
ed two editions of the Psalms, in 1670 and 1682, only 
the 1670 duodecimo edition contained the introduc-
tion to the cantillation of the Psalms by Solomon de 
Oliveyra that was included here as well.

At the end of the manuscript, there is a text by the 
corrector, Isaac Saruk, who praised the precision of 
the manuscript and wrote a poem in honor of the 
patron. The poem includes an acrostic of the name 
Aaron, as well as a highlighted section with the 
Hebrew name Pinto, as the syllables “pin” and “to” 
appear at the end and the beginning of two conse-
cutive words.

The manuscript has a decorated title page, one illus-
trated initial word panel, and two devices that imi-
tate printed ornamental elements. All decorations, 
including the title page, were executed in brown ink 
similar to that of the text ink. The illustrated title 
page is signed by its artist: “Is.[hack] Siprut fec.[it], 
1727.” Depicted on this page are David, the psalmist, 
and Aaron, clearly a reference to the first name of 
the patron. The name of the patron’s father, Joseph, 
explains the choice of bottom scene, in which the 
biblical Joseph is portrayed, most probably before 
his parents and brothers,  pointing to the sheaves 

and stars of his dreams (Genesis 37:1–11). Also includ-
ed are the crowns of the Torah (commonly associat-
ed with Moses, who does not, however, appear here), 
of priesthood (Aaron), and of kingship (David), taken 
from the Talmudic Sayings of the  Fathers, 4:17.

Although copied when a school of manuscript deco-
ration in central and northern Europe flourished in 
the eighteenth century, this psalter is not typical of 
the manuscripts it produced. The pen-work deco-
ration in the De Pinto Psalter, instead, reflects an 
autonomous calligraphic tradition found in some 
Amsterdam Sephardic, often polemical, manuscripts 
in Spanish and Hebrew of the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries, as does the monumental 
 Sephardic square script. [es]

selected literature
Fuks 1987, p. 359, no. 456.

Sefer Tehillim (Book of Psalms)
Amsterdam, copied by Meir Cohen Belinfante, 
decorated by Isaac Siprut, 1728
Parchment, 138 leaves, 122 × 95 mm (4.8 × 3.7 in.),  
later parchment binding with silver clasps
Braginsky Collection 62
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Tefillot Yom Kippur Katan

In biblical times Rosh Hodesh, the first day of the 
lunar month, was a day on which work was not al-
lowed and important events took place. The prohibi-
tion against work was lifted in Talmudic times; since 
then Rosh Hodesh has been considered a minor 
festival.

At the end of the sixteenth century a custom de-
veloped among the mystics of Safed, in the Land of 
 Israel, to fast on the day preceding Rosh Hodesh. 
A new liturgy was developed, based on penitential 
prayers for Yom Kippur. This fast was called Yom 
Kippur Katan, or the Minor Day of Atonement. In 
the course of the seventeenth century the custom 
spread to Italy and on to Northern Europe.

Manuscripts for Yom Kippur Katan, in vogue in the 
eighteenth century, included few illustrations. The 
Braginsky manuscript has only a baroque architec-
tural title page with depictions of Moses and Aaron. 
The name of the owner was intended to be added 
to the empty shield at the top. The city of Pressburg 
and name of the scribe, Judah Leib ben Meir of 
Glogau (Silesia, Western Poland), are noted. No other 
manuscripts by him are known.

The script in this manuscript is similar to that of 
the famous scribe-artist Aaron Wolf Herlingen of 
Gewitsch. Moreover, the title page is strongly remi-
niscent of his works. If Judah Leib’s signature were 
not present, this manuscript almost certainly would 
have been attributed to Herlingen. It is possible that 
Judah Leib bought an illustrated title page from 

Herlingen that was devoid of text. This would ex-
plain the presence of the empty shield and the fact 
that the title page is bound into the manuscript as 
a separate leaf. Another explanation may be con-
sidered as well. In a 1736 census mention is made of 
an unknown assistant living in Herlingen’s house in 
Pressburg (see cat. no. 39). Perhaps Judah Leib was 
Herlingen’s assistant. If this is true, existing attribu-
tions of unsigned works to Herlingen based only 
on images that appear in the manuscripts should 
be carefully reconsidered, as this evidence may be 
insufficient. [es]

selected literature
Elbogen 1931, pp. 124–125.

Tefillot Yom Kippur Katan (Prayers for the Minor Day 
of Atonement), with Yiddish translation
Pressburg, copied (and decorated?) by Judah Leib 
ben Meir of Glogau, 1730
Parchment, 24 leaves, 145 × 90 mm (5.7 × 3.5 in.), 
elaborately gold-tooled red-dyed parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 235
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Nathan ben Simson of Mezeritsch Haggadah

Nathan ben Simson of Mezeritsch (now Velke 
Mezirici, Czech Republic) is known to have produced 
at least twenty-five illustrated manuscripts, with 
dates ranging from 1723 to 1739. His output includes 
Haggadot, Grace after Meals, Tikkunei Shabbat (mys-
tical prayers for the Sabbath), Tefillot Yom Kippur 
Katan (prayers for the Minor Day of Atonement), 
books for the counting of the Omer, and Psalms.

Most of the manuscripts of Nathan ben Simson of 
Mezeritsch do not mention a place of production; 
this Haggadah is no exception. One must take into 
account that the addition of a place to an individu-
al’s name can indicate that that person was no lon-
ger living there. Although it is not known if personal 
or political reasons motivated his movements, it is 
obvious that he traveled. He may well have spent a 
number of years in Rotterdam, or have visited that 
city regularly; at least four of his manuscripts can 
be linked to Rotterdam patrons. A 1730 Haggadah in 
the National Library of Israel in Jerusalem (Heb. Ms. 
8°2237) was copied for Alexander Segal of Hanover, 
whereas a 1723 Tefillot Yom Kippur Katan in a pri-
vate collection was ordered by a Dusseldorf patron, 
 Zalman ben Jospe.

The Haggadah in the Braginsky Collection contains 
a decorated title page, a cycle depicting ceremo-
nial rituals performed during the seder, nine text 
illustrations, one decorated initial word panel, three 
historiated initial letters, and two pages with a 
cycle of illustrations for the concluding hymn Had 
Gadya (23r–v). These illustrations were an invention 

of the scribes of the eighteenth century and do not 
occur in printed Haggadot of the period, such as the 
Amsterdam Haggadot of 1695 and 1712, which other-
wise were sources of inspiration for most of the 
handwritten, illustrated eighteenth-century Hagga-
dot. Whereas most of his colleagues were draughts-
men, Nathan ben Simson was a talented painter. As 
such, his work is strongly reminiscent of another 
Moravian artist of the period, Moses ben Judah 
Leib Wolf Broda, the scribe-artist of the famous Von 
 Geldern Haggadah (also see cat. no. 38). [es]

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York, 2004c, lot 50; Van Voolen 1994, pp. 68–69.

Passover Haggadah with Yiddish translation of 
Had Gadya
[Central or Northern Europe], copied and decorated 
by Nathan ben Simson of Mezeritsch, 1730
Parchment, 23 leaves (lacking two leaves, after 19 
and after 20), 320 × 204 mm (12.6 × 8 in.), gold-tooled 
dark red leather binding with gold-tooled green 
leather inlay
Braginsky Collection 262
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Between Circa 1733 and Circa 1775

Seder Tefillot

Jews have always appreciated attractive handwrit-
ten and printed books. They have collected books 
and valued important provenances, autographs by 
significant authors, and volumes with handwritten 
notes by previous owners. Special bindings, how-
ever, have rarely been a major interest for Jewish 
bibliophiles. Many splendid Hebrew books have 
common, utilitarian bindings. It should be noted 
that there are great medieval bindings on Hebrew 
books, and that in seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century Amsterdam, for example, preeminent local 
bookbinders were hired to bind Jewish books, espe-
cially Bibles and prayer books. Yet, special bindings 
on Hebrew books are rare; many Hebrew books in 
public collections that have exceptional bindings 
were bound by non-Jewish owners.

This limited interest in bookbindings in the Jewish 
world, in comparison to the Christian one, may be 
explained in part by the particular status of books 
within the two religions. In Christianity, to quote 
Rowan Watson, “as objects of awe, the book joined 
the cross and crucifix as a major element in the ico-
nography of the Roman empire’s new state religion.  
. . .  The image of the codex was used to represent the 
word of God, the source of salvation for the individ-
ual and for society as a whole.” In Judaism, however, 
the outer shape of the book in its bound codex form 
was never part of the “iconography of the religion.” 
This place was reserved for the Torah scroll.

The tooled binding of this otherwise unrecorded, 
printed, daily prayer book features chains and a ring 
to carry the book, most likely by attaching it to a 
belt. Such books were popular from the Middle Ages 
through the late sixteenth century; their suspen-
sion from a belt allowed them to be read at any 
time. Such a binding on a Jewish prayer book of the 
second half of the eighteenth century is apparently 
a unique occurrence. [es]

selected literature
Christie’s Amsterdam 1990, lot 368; Watson 2007, p. 481.

Seder Tefillot (Order of Prayers)
Frankfurt an der Oder, printed by Michael 
Gottschalk, 1733 or 1743
Paper, octavo, 364 leaves, bound with: Seder Tehillim 
u-Ma’amadot (Psalms and Selected Daily Readings). 
Zolkiew, printed by David Menahem Man, 1763. 
Paper, octavo, 8 leaves, until Psalms 18; unidentified 
edition of Psalms, [most probably Frankfurt an der 
Oder]. Paper, octavo, 120 leaves; Tekhines (Daily 
Prayers in Yiddish). Paper, octavo, 20 leaves
170 × 102 mm (6.7 × 4 in.), old red-dyed parchment 
binding with mounted silver center, corner pieces, 
and clasp, with carrying chains
Braginsky Collection 130
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Griselini Bible

Venice was the world center of Hebrew printing 
from the second decade of the sixteenth until the 
first decades of the seventeenth centuries. With the 
rise of Hebrew presses in Amsterdam and a number 
of German and Eastern European cities in the course 
of the seventeenth century, the role of Venice was 
weakened considerably. An output of more than 
550 editions between 1641 and 1740 indicates, how-
ever, that Venice remained a center of considerable 
importance. One of the most significant dynasties 
of Venetian Hebrew printers was that of Braga-
din. It was founded in 1550 by the nobleman Alvise 
 Bragadin, who played an important if involuntary 
role in the banning of the Talmud in Venice in 1553 
(see cat. no. 25).

This Hebrew Bible of 1739 was printed in the Bragadin 
printing office at the request of the physician Isaac 
Foa, whose name is given on the first title page. The 
edition is especially famous for its four engraved 
frontispieces. They were cut by Francesco Griselini 
(1717–1787), who was born into a family of silk weav-
ers and merchants; later in life he achieved consider-
able repute as a scholar of natural history. While he 
produced numerous engravings for non-Jewish print-
ers, in the Jewish world he is known for his engraved 
borders for megillot (cat. no. 85).

The first frontispiece, depicting the Sacrifice of Isaac, 
is particularly elaborate. Eleven images illustrate 
events from this biblical story, starting at the top 
right with God’s order to Abraham to take his only 
son, and culminating in the large central scene of 

the intervention of the angel of God. The three other 
frontispieces, to the Former Prophets, Latter Proph-
ets, and to the Hagiographa, are less elaborate. They 
depict: Joshua and Samuel crowning King David; 
Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah; and King David reciting 
the Psalms.

The biblical text is accompanied by Italian glosses, 
mostly translations of presumably difficult pas-
sages. The editors clearly had scholarly pretensions, 
claiming that this edition was based on, among 
 others, the well-known early study of the  Masoretic 
text Or Torah (Light of the Torah) by Menahem 
 Lonzano (1550–before 1624). [es]

selected literature
Christie’s East 1998, lot 96; Vinograd 1993, Venice 1757; [Zedner] 1867, 
p. 101.

Hebrew Bible with Italian glosses
Venice, printed by the workshop of Bragadini 
for Isaac Foa, 1739
Paper, folio, 1 + 24 + 1 + 348 (+ 1 additional leaf 
between 223 and 224) leaves, 282 × 200 mm  
(11.1 × 7.9 in.), re-backed contemporary mottled 
blind-tooled brown leather binding
Braginsky Collection 150
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Braginsky Leipnik Haggadah

Until it appeared for auction in New York in 2007 
and was subsequently acquired for the Braginsky 
Collection, this Passover Haggadah had resided in 
private hands and was not known in scholarly lit-
erature. Other works of Joseph ben David of Leipnik 
are well known; a number of his works appeared in 
facsimile editions in the 1980s. Joseph ben David’s 
manuscripts are among the most sought after in 
the  Judaica market.

Although he is often considered the most influen-
tial scribe-artist of the eighteenth century, Joseph 
ben David was not the most productive one. Six-
teen manuscripts signed by him are known. Copied 
between 1731 and 1740, all but one were illustrated 
by him as well. Fifteen of these are Passover Hagga-
dot. He had already left his native Leipnik (Moravia; 
now Lipnik Nad Becvou, Czech Republic) for Frank-
furt am Main by 1731. He then went to Darmstadt, 
where he produced manuscripts in 1732, 1733, and 
1734, and settled in Altona not later than 1737. The 
names of some of his patrons are known through his 
colophons. He probably earned his living primarily 
as a teacher. In fact, he never refers to himself as 
“the Torah scribe,” as did some of his colleagues who 
were professional scribes. His name does not appear 
in the archives of the Hamburg or Altona Jewish 
communities.

The illustrations of Joseph ben David were innova-
tive; he introduced new themes and a completely 
different palette. The iconographic program of 
the Braginsky Haggadah is similar to his other 

 manuscripts of the same period and largely depen-
dent on the printed Amsterdam Haggadot of 1695 
and 1712. The colorful title page with the figures of 
Moses and Aaron is strongly reminiscent of a Hag-
gadah recently discovered in the library of Blickling 
Hall in Norfolk, England, and of a number of other 
Haggadot from his hand. Its design is inspired by 
printed architectural title pages. Recurring ele-
ments in most of Joseph ben David’s Haggadot are 
the  illustrations of the Pascal lamb, the matzah, and 
the bitter herbs. These illustrations were usually 
based on models older than the Amsterdam printed 
 editions. [es]

selected literature
Baranovic New York 2007, lot 73; Fishof 1999; Schrijver 1987;  
Schrijver 2002; Schrijver 2004.

Passover Haggadah, with commentaries
Altona, copied and decorated by Joseph ben David 
of Leipnik, 1739
Parchment, 44 leaves, 285 × 200 (11.2 × 7.9 in.), 
elaborately gold-tooled morocco binding
Braginsky Collection 317
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Braginsky Leipnik Haggadah

Until it appeared for auction in New York in 2007 
and was subsequently acquired for the Braginsky 
Collection, this Passover Haggadah had resided in 
private hands and was not known in scholarly lit-
erature. Other works of Joseph ben David of Leipnik 
are well known; a number of his works appeared in 
facsimile editions in the 1980s. Joseph ben David’s 
manuscripts are among the most sought after in 
the  Judaica market.

Although he is often considered the most influen-
tial scribe-artist of the eighteenth century, Joseph 
ben David was not the most productive one. Six-
teen manuscripts signed by him are known. Copied 
between 1731 and 1740, all but one were illustrated 
by him as well. Fifteen of these are Passover Hagga-
dot. He had already left his native Leipnik (Moravia; 
now Lipnik Nad Becvou, Czech Republic) for Frank-
furt am Main by 1731. He then went to Darmstadt, 
where he produced manuscripts in 1732, 1733, and 
1734, and settled in Altona not later than 1737. The 
names of some of his patrons are known through his 
colophons. He probably earned his living primarily 
as a teacher. In fact, he never refers to himself as 
“the Torah scribe,” as did some of his colleagues who 
were professional scribes. His name does not appear 
in the archives of the Hamburg or Altona Jewish 
communities.

The illustrations of Joseph ben David were innova-
tive; he introduced new themes and a completely 
different palette. The iconographic program of 
the Braginsky Haggadah is similar to his other 

 manuscripts of the same period and largely depen-
dent on the printed Amsterdam Haggadot of 1695 
and 1712. The colorful title page with the figures of 
Moses and Aaron is strongly reminiscent of a Hag-
gadah recently discovered in the library of Blickling 
Hall in Norfolk, England, and of a number of other 
Haggadot from his hand. Its design is inspired by 
printed architectural title pages. Recurring ele-
ments in most of Joseph ben David’s Haggadot are 
the  illustrations of the Pascal lamb, the matzah, and 
the bitter herbs. These illustrations were usually 
based on models older than the Amsterdam printed 
 editions. [es]

selected literature
Baranovic New York 2007, lot 73; Fishof 1999; Schrijver 1987;  
Schrijver 2002; Schrijver 2004.

Passover Haggadah, with commentaries
Altona, copied and decorated by Joseph ben David 
of Leipnik, 1739
Parchment, 44 leaves, 285 × 200 (11.2 × 7.9 in.), 
elaborately gold-tooled morocco binding
Braginsky Collection 317
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Seder Tikkun ha-Mohel

Uri Fayvesh ben Isaac Segal is an important repre-
sentative of the eighteenth-century Hamburg/
Altona school of Hebrew manuscript production. 
Five manuscripts by him were discussed in 1999 by 
Iris Fishof. She included this manuscript from the 
Braginsky Collection, to which she did not have 
access. Two more signed examples have since been 
identified: a circumcision manual from 1756 in a 
private collection and a manuscript of Naphtali Herz 
Wessely’s Hokhmat Shelomo (Wisdom of Solomon) 
from 1757 in the Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana in 
Amsterdam (Hs. Ros. 543). At minimum another five 
unsigned manuscripts may also be attributed to 
him.

Uri Fayvesh’s colorful manuscripts usually contain 
painted rather than drawn images. The Braginsky 
manuscript has a simple decorated title page with 
the name of an owner, Joseph ben Samuel, and an 
unidentified coat of arms. Between the liturgy for 
the circumcision ceremony and the Grace after 
Meals a basket with flowers is used as a space-filling 
device. There are two red and two more elaborate 
multicolored ornamental initial words. The first, 
ve-kharot on folio 3r, has the outlines of the letters 
filled with delicate floral designs, while the second, 
ha-Rahaman on folio 16v, has letters that were 
executed to look like pleated fabrics. These “pleated 
letters” were inspired by printed woodcut letters.

The first of two text illustrations, on folio 10r, depicts 
a circumcision in a synagogue. The mohel is raising 
the knife, while the sandak (the one who holds the 

infant) is sitting on the Chair of Elijah. It is hard to 
discern whether the infant is, in fact, on the sandak’s 
knees, as the raised knife seems to suggest. The 
second text illustration, on folio 18r, is more original 
and illustrates the blessing over wine. A man, 
standing in a vineyard next to nine wine casks, holds 
a glass of wine in his right hand and a corked bottle 
in his left. Three more bottles are on a table to the 
right. This is not the only instance in which Uri 
Fayvesh displays an interest in the production and 
consumption of wine. In a circumcision book by him 
from 1741, in the Klau Library of Hebrew Union 
College in Cincinnati (MS. 599), a nude infant is 
shown sitting on a wine cask. [es]

selected literature
Fishof 1999.

Seder Tikkun ha-Mohel (Order of Prayer for the 
Circumciser)
Hamburg, copied and decorated by Uri Fayvesh ben 
Isaac Segal, 1750
Parchment, 20 leaves, 115 × 80 mm (4.5 × 3.1 in.), 
blind-tooled black leather binding with silver clasps
Braginsky Collection 52
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Seder Birkat ha-Mazon

In addition to Birkat ha-Mazon (Grace after Meals) 
this manuscript contains Birkhot ha-Nehenin (Bless-
ings over Enjoyments), Shalosh Mitzvot Nashim 
(Three Commandments for Women), and a Seder 
Keri’at Shema al ha-Mittah (Reading of the Shema 
before retiring at night). This combination of bless-
ings and prayers was common during the eighteenth 
century. The inclusion of the three commandments 
incumbent upon women,  hallah (the obligation to 
separate dough), niddah (the obligation to immerse 
in a ritual bath), and  hadlakah (the obligation to 
kindle Shabbat and Festival lights), indicates that 
the book was done for a woman, perhaps as a wed-
ding present.

The manuscript contains an architectural title page 
with Moses and Aaron, twenty-two smaller, color 
illustrations for the various blessings, which often 
rely on Christian iconographic sources, and three 
decorated initial word panels. Seen here are seven 
miniatures belonging to the Birkhot ha-Nehenin: 
the blessing over spices (alluded to by the image 
of a pharmacy), blessings upon seeing lightning, 
upon hearing thunder, upon seeing a rainbow, upon 
seeing a king, upon seeing different-looking people 
(depicted here as a dark-skinned man and a dwarf), 
and upon seeing the ocean.

In Hebrew the name of the town appearing on the 
title page reads: Tzilem Adam, a name often used to 
refer to the eastern Austrian town of Deutschkreutz. 
The Hebrew word for “cross” is tzelem, which can 
also mean “image.” This is the same Hebrew word 

used in Genesis 1:27: “in the image of God He created 
him,” where the word refers to Adam. In the Braginsky 
manuscript the problematic geographical name 
Deutschkreutz is translated with words that can be 
understood as “Image of Man.” The Hebrew name is 
also misspelled, to further distance any identifica-
tion with the Christian symbol.

Although the manuscript is not signed, it may be at-
tributed to the well-known scribe-artist Aaron Wolf 
Herlingen (see cat. nos. 39 and 48). This attribution 
rests on an analysis of certain scribal and artistic 
characteristics of this manuscript and on the simi-
larity between this work and a number of signed 
manuscripts by him with similar content and deco-
ration. This would prove that Aaron Wolf Herlingen 
worked not only in Vienna and Pressburg, but also 
in Deutschkreutz. [es]

selected literature
Sabar 2007; Schrijver 1996.

Seder Birkat ha-Mazon (Grace after Meals) and other 
prayers and blessings
Deutschkreutz, [copied and decorated by Aaron Wolf 
Herlingen?], 1751
Parchment, 24 leaves, 95 × 52 mm (3.7 × 2 in.),  
blind-tooled red-dyed parchment binding
Braginsky Collection 217
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Septem Psalmi Poenitentiales, & Ps. 138

This calligram, a decorative form created from a 
written text, depicts King David playing a harp. It 
comprises the Latin texts of what is known as the 
Seven Penitential Psalms (6, 31, 37, 50, 101, 129, and 
142) and of Psalm 138. The grouping of these psalms 
is in the Roman Catholic, not Jewish, tradition. The 
seven psalms are sung during the days of Lent, the 
forty days before Easter. The artist used microgra-
phy, a technique in which text is written in miniscule 
letters. In order to produce a clear image he first 
painted the figure of David using faint gray washes 
for modeling and then varied the intensity of the 
ink used for the text. The calligram is signed “Aaron 
Wolf, Kayserl. Königl. Bibliothec-Schreiber in Wienn. 
Anno 1751” (Aaron Wolf, Imperial and Royal Library 
Scribe in Vienna. Year 1751) in the framing element 
at the bottom. This is the well-known Jewish scribe-
artist Aaron Wolf Herlingen, the creator of a Hagga-
dah from 1725 in the Braginsky Collection (cat. no. 39; 
also see cat. nos. 47 and 41). He also signed his name 
“Aaron Wolf 1751,” at the end of the last line of the 
calligram here. Herlingen was a gifted calligrapher 
and one of two Jewish scribes of the eighteenth 
century who wrote not only Hebrew, but also Latin. 
Among his most interesting works are five calli-
graphic single-sheet manuscripts of sizes smaller 
than a modern letter-size sheet of paper on which he 
combined the texts of the Five Scrolls in five differ-
ent Semitic and European languages and types of 
script. Two unsigned illustrated micrographic Esther 
scrolls are also attributed to him.

Herlingen wrote this calligram for Prince Joseph II 
(1741–1790), the son of Empress Maria Theresa and 
Emperor Francis I. The Latin dedicatory inscription 
at the bottom compares the young prince’s lineage 
to that of King David, who is traditionally believed 
to be the author of the book of Psalms. Other cal-
ligraphic works by Herlingen and by his contempo-
rary Meshullam Zimmel of Polna, who also worked 
in Vienna, were dedicated to the Imperial family as 
well. It is not known how these works were present-
ed, if at all. [es]

selected literature
Sabar 2007; Schrijver 1996; Sotheby’s New York 2007, lot 193;  
Stern 2007, p. 74.

Septem Psalmi Poenitentiales, & Ps. 138 
(Seven Penitential Psalms and Psalm 138)
Vienna, copied by Aaron Wolf Herlingen, 1751
Parchment, single leaf, 185 × 121 mm (7.3 × 4.8 in.)
Braginsky Collection 316
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Second Half of the Eighteenth Century

Kitzur Hekhalot ha-Kedushah

The name of the Gaon of Vilna conjures up an almost 
mythical figure of brilliance and saintliness. After 
Maimonides, it is Rabbi Elijah ben Solomon of Vilna 
(1720–1797) who epitomizes the highest achieve-
ments in learning and piety in post-Talmudic rab-
binic Judaism. A man of great fame in his own life 
time, he left few manuscripts behind. Shortly after 
his death, writings attributed to him began to circu-
late. The rabbinic court of Vilna found it necessary to 
issue a statement declaring that any work that was 
to be published under the name of the Gaon had to 
be authenticated by the court. Indeed, today only 
four manuscripts are known as being genuinely in 
the hand of the Gaon. The work displayed here is one 
of them. Two other leaves are treasures of the Na-
tional Library in Jerusalem; a third is reproduced in a 
biography of Rabbi Elijah. In addition, his autograph 
notes appear throughout a printed edition of the 
Palestinian Talmud, Seder Zera’im, Amsterdam, 1701.

The text of this manuscript contains comments by 
the Vilna Gaon on a passage of the Zohar, the clas-
sic work of Jewish mysticism. The Gaon’s fame rests 
mainly on his contributions to Talmudic and rabbinic 
literature; it is less well known that he was also a 
great scholar of Kabbalah. The comments seen here 
were printed in the nineteenth century by one of 
the highly respected experts on the Gaon’s kab-
balistic writings. In that publication, the beginning 
and end of the present text are clearly and explicitly 
marked as having been printed from an autograph 
manuscript (mi-guf ketav yad kodsho). Indeed, the 
marginal notes and the corrections in the Braginsky 

Collection copy appear exactly as in the printed edi-
tion, indicated by parentheses and square brackets. 
All other aspects of the manuscript, including even 
the dimensions of the paper, are identical with those 
of the other documented autographs. [ms]

selected literature
Avivi 1993, pp. 12–13, 19; Etkes 2002; Jerusalem Talmud 2007; Landau 
1978, pp. 410–415; Printing the Talmud 2005, pp. 274–277; Sefer Yahel 
Or 1882, pp. 72–74; Selected Manuscripts 1985, p. 27, no. 53b.

Elijah ben Solomon Zalman, Kitzur Hekhalot 
ha-Kedushah (Abridgment of [the treatise on] 
the Holiness of Celestial Palaces)
[Vilna, autograph of author, second half of the 
eighteenth century]
Paper, 5 leaves, 160 × 100 mm (6.3 × 3.9 in.),  
modern leather binding with silver ornaments 
Braginsky Collection 104
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1752

Massekhet Purim

The central event of the festival of Purim is the read-
ing of the biblical book of Esther from a scroll at 
night and on the morning of the festival. Other prac-
tices associated with the holiday include dressing in 
costume, participating in satirical plays or paro-
dies, sending gifts of food to friends and neighbors 
(shlakhmones in Yiddish), giving charity to the poor, 
and partaking in a festive meal. The celebration reen-
acts the rejoicing of Jews saved from destruction in 
Persia, mentioned at the end of the book of Esther.

This manuscript contains the text of the medieval 
Massekhet Purim, a Purim parody by the Provençal 
scholar Kalonymus ben Kalonymus. Born in 1286 in 
Arles, he was living in Rome when he wrote this work 
in the early 1320s. Although it is not known when he 
died, it must have been after 1328, when he was back 
in the Provençe. Massekhet Purim, which humor-
ously imitates the style and idiom of the Talmud, 
deals with eating, drinking, and drunkenness during 
Purim.

The illustrations in the Braginsky manuscript include 
harlequins, a street musician, and seven playing 
cards arranged as a trompe l’oeil. This illustration 
is in keeping with the introductory text of chap-
ter four, “Each person is obligated to play dice and 
cards during Purim.” Only a few other examples of a 
trompe l’oeil in Hebrew manuscripts are known.

There was particular interest in Kalonymus’s 
Massekhet Purim in the Netherlands in the eigh-
teenth century, when Purim parodies and special 

Purim plays were popular. The scarce historical doc-
uments available indicate that the Ashkenazic Jews 
of Amsterdam were active revelers who immersed 
themselves in carnivalesque festivities, including 
masquerades and pageants in which music was 
played and torches were carried. These celebrations, 
which extended outside the borders of the Jewish 
quarter, often continued after the festival. Conse-
quently, in addition to fearing the desecration of 
the Sabbath, which often occurred, the Ashkenazic 
authorities were concerned about the effect these 
public festivities had on their relationships with 
the non-Jewish authorities. In 1767 the Amsterdam 
Ashkenazim even issued a statement that when 
Purim occurred on a Sunday Jews had to respect 
the  Sunday rest and could not celebrate outside 
the  Jewish quarter. [es]

selected literature
Berg 1992; Printing the Talmud 2005, pp. 298–299, no. 66; Sotheby’s 
New York 2004c, lot 49.

Kalonymus ben Kalonymus (1286–after 1328), 
Massekhet Purim (Tractate Purim)
Amsterdam, 1752
Paper, 13 leaves, 133 × 85 mm (5.2 × 3.3 in.),  
gold-tooled red morocco binding
Braginsky Collection 282
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Sefirat ha-Omer

The Counting of the Omer takes place during the 
forty-nine days from the second day of Passover un-
til the beginning of Shavuot. It marks the offering of 
the first sheaf (“omer” in Hebrew) of the new harvest 
on the second day of Passover in the Temple period. 
In the synagogue the counting is usually recited 
at the end of the evening prayer. In the eighteenth 
century special Omer calendars in many different 
designs were popular.

Barukh ben Shemariah of Brest-Litovsk, Lithuania, 
included his name in the information provided on 
the title page. He is known to have produced four 
other manuscripts in Amsterdam: two unsigned 
Omer booklets from 1794 (Jerusalem, Israel Museum, 
180/29, and a private collection), another from 1799 
(Brussels, Musée juif de Belgique), and a signed 
single-sheet micrographic Song of Songs dated 1794 
(New Haven, Yale University, Beinecke Library, Heb. 
+93:11). The name of the patron of the Braginsky 
Collection manuscript, Aaron ben Abraham Prinz of 
Alkmaar (the Netherlands), appears on the title page. 
He and his wife, Reina Kobrin, purchased the manu-
script together, and gave it to his nephew, Abraham 
ben Aaron Prinz, whom they raised.

Some of this information also appears on folio 2r, 
a page embellished with micrography, a technique 
popular during the Middle Ages, but uncommon in 
later Hebrew codices (cat. nos. 54 and 66). Filling the 
page, the biblical Samson depicted as a loincloth-
clad Atlas, carries a globe above his head. According 
to a midrash, Samson, whose body was gigantic, had 

superhuman strength. For reasons unknown, Sam-
son is referred to in the chronogram at the end of 
the inscription under the crown at the lower left.

Forty-nine small quatrefoils, each with the  number 
of the day being counted that night, are followed 
on folio 18r by the text of Psalms 67, penned in 
the shape of the menorah. The seven verses of the 
psalm are written on the seven branches of the 
 candelabrum. The forty-nine words of the psalm 
correspond to the forty-nine days of the Omer; every 
day represents another word. One of the three large 
abbreviations of well-known ethical verses – “Atlas” 
(“‘[God] is good to Israel,’ selah”; Psalms 73:1) – was 
perhaps the inspiration for the image of Samson. 
[es]

selected literature
Elbogen 1931, p. 88; Juhasz 2002.

Sefirat ha-Omer (Counting of the Omer), and other 
prayers
Amsterdam, copied and decorated by Barukh ben 
Shemariah, 1795
Parchment, 43 leaves, 106 × 76 mm (4.2 × 3 in.), 
gold-tooled red leather binding
Braginsky Collection 28
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Hijman Binger Haggadah

Hijman (Hayyim ben Mordecai) Binger (1756–1830) 
is best known for a decorated daily prayer book, 
now in the Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana (Hs. Ros. 681) 
in  Amsterdam, which he executed in cooperation 
with his sons, Marcus and Anthonie, in 1820. He also 
copied numerous single-leaf manuscripts of contem-
porary poetry, mostly for family occasions, which are 
now housed in various collections worldwide. Binger 
began his career as a bookkeeper, but later worked 
primarily in a clothing rental business; he also may 
have been active in international trading. In 1827 he 
inherited a lending library from his brother, Meijer 
Binger, to which he devoted most of his time.

Both the above-mentioned prayer book and the 
 Hijman Binger Haggadah typify Hebrew manuscript 
decoration in Central and Northern Europe at the 
end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nine-
teenth centuries. The previous flowering of Hebrew 
manuscript ornamentation and illustration started 
to decline around the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury. With few exceptions, notably a number of late-
eighteenth and early-nineteenth century examples 
from Hungary (such as cat. no. 54), the Bouton Hag-
gadah (cat. no. 56) and the Charlotte von Rothschild 
Haggadah (cat. no. 55), most later works randomly 
copied iconographic and stylistic elements from the 
vast tradition of the preceding centuries. As a result, 
the later manuscripts lack the internal consistency 
and relative unity of style of the earlier examples. 
In light of similarities between the illustrations in 
the Hijman Binger Haggadah and those in some of 
the later Haggadot executed by Joseph ben David 

of Leipnik, for example, the Rosenthaliana Leipnik 
Haggadah of 1738 and a Leipnik Haggadah from 1739 
(cat. no. 45), it is likely that a Haggadah by this art-
ist served as Binger’s primary model. The inclusion 
of a Hebrew map of the Holy Land, printed in the 
Amsterdam Haggadah of 1695, though not unique to 
eighteenth-century manuscripts, may well be con-
sidered a rarity. [es]

selected literature
Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana 1994, pp. 92–93; Schrijver 1993, pp. 98–102; 
Sotheby’s London 1994, lot 66; Sotheby’s Tel Aviv 2001, lot 18.

Passover Haggadah, with commentaries
Amsterdam, copied and decorated by Hijman Binger, 
1796
Parchment, 52 leaves + one folded map of the Holy 
Land, 304 × 197 mm (12 × 7.8 in.), gold-tooled red 
morocco binding with silver-gilt clasps
Braginsky Collection 285
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Pithei Niddah

Although Rabbi Bezalel Ranschburg (1762–1820) 
never served officially in a rabbinic position, he was 
still highly regarded as one of the leading rabbinic 
scholars of his age in Prague and beyond. Prague, a 
center of Jewish learning, was also the home of the 
famous Rabbi Ezekiel Landau, an older contempo-
rary and friend of Ranschburg. The rabbinic learning 
of Ranschburg is manifest in his commentaries on 
two difficult Talmud tractates, Horayot and Niddah, 
the manuscript displayed here. In his introductions 
to these works, Ranschburg wrote that he chose 
them because of their difficulty and because they 
were not among the regular staples of the yeshi-
vas. His glosses were printed on the pages of the 
standard Talmud editions; he was also the author of 
responsa and other commentaries, now lost. In addi-
tion, Ranschburg possessed a remarkable library of 
Hebrew books.

In order to be printed in the Kingdom of Austria 
in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
 Hebrew books required the permission of the royal 
censor. The censor in Prague in Ranschburg’s time 
was Carolus Fischer (1755–1844), whose name ap-
pears on many books printed there. Fischer, of 
Christian birth, was extremely well-versed in Hebrew 
language and literature. He was an enlightened 
person who defended Talmudic and rabbinic writ-
ings against their Christian detractors. An extensive 
Hebrew correspondence, consisting of about fifty 
letters between him and Ranschburg, is extant. In 
the censorial approval of Ranschburg’s commen-
tary to Horayot, Horah Gever (Prague, 1802), Fischer 

described Ranschburg as a rabbi well known to him 
and famous for his learning. Fischer’s signed approv-
al in Latin (1815) appears in the present manuscript. 
For reasons unknown, however, this work was not 
printed at that time. It was first published from this 
manuscript in 1957. [ms]

selected literature
Buxbaum 1980, pp. 25–52; Cermanová 2007.

Bezalel Ranschburg (1762–1820), Pithei Niddah 
(Gates of Impurity)
Prague, autograph of the author, 1806
Paper, 339 leaves, 294 × 230 mm (11.6 × 9 in.),  
modern leather binding
Braginsky Collection 112
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Seder Tefillot u-Virkhot ha-Mohel

The place of production of this illustrated prayer 
book for the ritual circumciser is not entirely clear. 
An inscription on the title page states that it was 
a gift from Mendel Rosenbaum to his brother-in-
law Joseph Elsas of Nyitra, Hungary (now Nitra in 
Slovakia). The otherwise unknown scribe signed 
his name on folio 3v as Leib Zahr Sofer (scribe) of 
L”B  (Lackenbach, Hungary, now eastern Austria). 
Although it cannot be known with certainty where 
the scribe copied the manuscript, Nyitra is the likeli-
est option for two reasons. First, it is not likely that 
the scribe would have signed his name with his city 
of birth if he were still residing there. Second, the 
manuscript is reminiscent of the work of the most 
important Hungarian scribe of the early nineteenth 
century, Mordecai ben Josl, also known as Marcus 
Donath, who worked in Nyitra. Donath is known to 
have produced around a dozen manuscripts, as well 
as an engraved megillah.

The artistic school of Nyitra is known for its use of 
Hebrew micrography. Using this technique, Moses 
is depicted here as a calligram, holding the Tablets 
of the Law and pointing to the five volumes of the 
Pentateuch. The text above reads: “Now Moses was 
a very humble man, more so than any other man on 
the earth” (Numbers 12:3), whereas the text below, 
inspired by Proverbs 7:1–2 (with mistakes) reads: 
“My son, keep my commandments and live; the com-
mandments of the Lord he created in an enlighten-
ing manner,” includes a chronogram. The letters 
marked with a dot have a total numerical value of 
576, i.e. the Jewish year 5576 (1816). Within the frame 

in the right-hand bottom corner is a paraphrase of 
Exodus 34:29, “And behold, the skin of his face was 
radiant,” to which is added in the left-hand corner 
“because of the 613 commandments contained in it.” 
Among the texts used for the calligram is that of the 
Ten Commandments. [es]

selected literature
Christie’s New York 2006, lot 542; Naményi 1941; Scheiber 1973/74; 
Scheiber 1979.

Seder Tefillot u-Virkhot ha-Mohel (Order of prayers 
and blessings for the circumciser)
[Nyitra (Hungary)], copied and decorated by Leib 
Zahr Sofer of Lackenbach, 1816
Parchment, 8 leaves, 170 × 106 mm (6.7 × 4.2 in),  
old gold and blind-tooled leather binding
Braginsky Collection 288
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Charlotte von Rothschild Haggadah

In his memoirs, the first modern Jewish painter, 
Moritz Daniel Oppenheim (1800–1882) wrote: “But 
the culmination of my instruction came when she 
illustrated the Haggadah for her uncle Amschel. 
I made the designs for the subjects, and she carried 
them out in the style of old missals. . . . For this she 
procured . . . from the Paris Library manuscripts with 
illuminated miniatures.” Oppenheim is referring to 
Charlotte von Rothschild (1807–1859), the niece of 
Amschel Mayer Rothschild (1773–1855), for whom 
she created the Haggadah on the occasion of his 
 seventieth birthday. She included a German dedica-
tion and wrote her initials on the back of a chair in 
the scene of a contemporary seder. While some of 
Oppenheim’s preparatory sketches are discussed in 
art-historical literature, until the manuscript’s recent 
acquisition for the Braginsky Collection researchers 
were unaware the codex was extant.

This Haggadah, the only Hebrew manuscript known 
to have been illuminated by a woman, contains ten 
full-length and eight smaller text illustrations, in 
addition to decorated and historiated initials, and 
smaller ornamental devices. Particularly interesting 
are the illustrations accompanying Ehad Mi Yode’a 
and Had Gadya. Framed within foliate designs and 
placed in a columnar arrangement within the text 
space, to the left (on pages 92 and 94) or right (96 and 
98) of the writing, a small vignette illustrates each 
of the references in the two songs. The inclusion of 
these scenes reflects the familiarity of Rothschild 
and Oppenheim with manuscripts of the eighteenth 
century, which included such cycles created in that 

period for handwritten, rather than printed, versions 
of the Haggadah. In the Charlotte von Rothschild 
Haggadah, the miniatures in Ehad Mi Yode’a and Had 
Gadya, as well as other scenes throughout the work, 
demonstrate that earlier models were not copied 
slavishly. Instead, original compositions and images 
based on previous sources were combined to create 
a masterpiece of nineteenth-century book art. [es]

selected literature
Oppenheim 1924; Weber 1999.

Passover Haggadah, with German translation
[Frankfurt?], copied by Eliezer Sussman Mezeritsch, 
decorated by Charlotte von Rothschild, 1842
Parchment, 55 leaves, with numerous blank 
 interleaved paper leaves, 208 × 190 mm (11 × 7.5 in.), 
crimson velvet binding with the Rothschild  
coats-of-arms
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Second Half of the Nineteenth Century

Bouton Haggadah

This is one of the most unusual Hebrew manuscripts 
of the post-medieval period. Every page is illumi-
nated with geometrical designs executed in lapis 
lazuli and gold; subtle, multicolored floral elements 
with separate designs surround individual lines 
of text, while delicate blue pen-work extends into 
the outer margins. Tiny sprinkles of gold embellish 
the pages. The manuscript emulates closely works 
from a school of Arabic manuscript illumination of 
Shiraz, Persia, of the period between 1560 and 1580. 
The designs also appear in later Arabic manuscripts, 
especially from Turkey and Afghanistan.

The sole illustration depicts a seder scene in which 
five men and two women, most of whom are dressed 
in orientalized clothing, sit at a table. The central 
male figure is reciting the benediction over wine. It 
is striking that the table is devoid of anything relat-
ed specifically to Passover, including the ceremonial 
foods eaten at the seder.

The Haggadah was decorated by Victor Bouton, who 
is best known as a heraldic painter. Born in Épinal in 
the Vosges region in northeast France in 1819 and ac-
tive in Paris most of his life, he was involved in poli-
tics, and imprisoned between 1851 and 1856. Recent-
ly Sharon Mintz was able to identify the artist based 
on a signed, equally sumptuous, daily prayer book, 
which is now in the Musée d’art et d’histoire du Juda-
ïsme in Paris. It was commissioned by  Edmond James 
de Rothschild (1845–1934) for his mother Betty (1805–
86). Notably, Bouton signed his name in  Hebrew 
there, followed by the Hebrew words Sofer mahir 

(skilled scribe), a common designation of profes-
sional Jewish scribes. Bouton, therefore, may also be 
identified as the scribe of both masterpieces. P. Heili 
reports that Bouton received the enormous sum of 
32,000 gold francs for a Haggadah he executed for a 
wealthy Israelite. It is likely that Heili was referring 
to the Braginsky manuscript, which may have been 
another Rothschild commission. [es]

selected literature
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Passover Haggadah, with ritual instructions in 
French
[France, copied and decorated by Victor Bouton, 
second half of the 19th century (ca. 1870?)]
Parchment, 33 leaves, 355 × 235 mm (14 × 9.3 in.), 
burgundy-red velvet binding with two metal clasps 
on leather strips
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Second Half of the Nineteenth Century

Bouton Haggadah

This is one of the most unusual Hebrew manuscripts 
of the post-medieval period. Every page is illumi-
nated with geometrical designs executed in lapis 
lazuli and gold; subtle, multicolored floral elements 
with separate designs surround individual lines 
of text, while delicate blue pen-work extends into 
the outer margins. Tiny sprinkles of gold embellish 
the pages. The manuscript emulates closely works 
from a school of Arabic manuscript illumination of 
Shiraz, Persia, of the period between 1560 and 1580. 
The designs also appear in later Arabic manuscripts, 
especially from Turkey and Afghanistan.

The sole illustration depicts a seder scene in which 
five men and two women, most of whom are dressed 
in orientalized clothing, sit at a table. The central 
male figure is reciting the benediction over wine. It 
is striking that the table is devoid of anything relat-
ed specifically to Passover, including the ceremonial 
foods eaten at the seder.

The Haggadah was decorated by Victor Bouton, who 
is best known as a heraldic painter. Born in Épinal in 
the Vosges region in northeast France in 1819 and ac-
tive in Paris most of his life, he was involved in poli-
tics, and imprisoned between 1851 and 1856. Recent-
ly Sharon Mintz was able to identify the artist based 
on a signed, equally sumptuous, daily prayer book, 
which is now in the Musée d’art et d’histoire du Juda-
ïsme in Paris. It was commissioned by  Edmond James 
de Rothschild (1845–1934) for his mother Betty (1805–
86). Notably, Bouton signed his name in  Hebrew 
there, followed by the Hebrew words Sofer mahir 

(skilled scribe), a common designation of profes-
sional Jewish scribes. Bouton, therefore, may also be 
identified as the scribe of both masterpieces. P. Heili 
reports that Bouton received the enormous sum of 
32,000 gold francs for a Haggadah he executed for a 
wealthy Israelite. It is likely that Heili was referring 
to the Braginsky manuscript, which may have been 
another Rothschild commission. [es]
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Passover Haggadah, with ritual instructions in 
French
[France, copied and decorated by Victor Bouton, 
second half of the 19th century (ca. 1870?)]
Parchment, 33 leaves, 355 × 235 mm (14 × 9.3 in.), 
burgundy-red velvet binding with two metal clasps 
on leather strips
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traces of some of its special formulaic texts can be 
found later in ketubbot of selected communities. In 
the Middle Ages, the basic formula of the Babylonian 
type  was accepted by most Jewish communities, 
including the Sephardim and the Ashkenazim; with 
some modifications it still is in use today.

In the Ashkenazic world the entire text of the ketub-
bah, including the dowry clause, was standardized 
early on. Among the Sephardim and Jews of Islam, 
however, there are significant variations in the basic 
Babylonian formula. The marriage contract contin-
ued to be a “living” document with specific features, 
including the sums and content of the dowry, and 
the increment, the disclosure of which were of great 
interest to those attending the wedding. Especially 
revealing are the detailed monetary sections, which 
were based on negotiations between the families, 
reflecting their social standing. In addition, many of 
their contracts include lengthy special stipulations, 
which never appear in Ashkenazic ketubbot.

The document is traditionally written in Aramaic, 
the Jewish language commonly in use in the Land 
of Israel and Babylonia during the Talmudic era. 
Extant ketubbot from the Middle Ages onward are 
generally drawn on one side of a piece of parch-
ment (chiefly among the Jews in Western Europe) or 
paper (usually in Eastern Europe and Islamic lands). 
Adorned with simple floral and geometric designs, 
the earliest  surviving examples of decorated ketub-
bot come from Egypt and the Land of Israel from the 
tenth to the twelfth centuries. In addition, they are 

From Textual to Visual 

Illustrated Ketubbot in the 

Braginsky Collection

Known as a ketubbah (pl. ketubbot), the Jewish mar-
riage contract is a unique item. It was created by 
rabbis as a private legal document, written to protect 
the status and property of a wife in case of divorce, 
or upon the death of her husband. Accordingly, the 
text of the contract lists the bridegroom’s financial 
and other obligations toward his bride. The ketubbah 
developed, however, into an object with a  noticeable 
physical presence at the wedding ceremony; its 
contents were read publicly, with great care given 
to every detail. As a result of its central social func-
tion, the custom in many Jewish communities, East 
and West, has been to invest money and effort in its 
appearance, and to ornament the document so that 
it attracts attention during the wedding festivities. 
The text and illustrations of ketubbot are significant 
historic and artistic documents that contain a wealth 
of information concerning Jewish individuals of the 
past, their local customs and ideas about marriage 
and family life, their artistic tastes, their beliefs and 
use of symbols, as well  as their intricate cultural rela-
tionships with neighboring societies.

Though marriage contracts were used in Jewish 
society from at least the fifth century BCE on, the 
 ketubbah proper developed in the Talmudic period. 
Different traditions regarding its formulation and 
contents developed in the Land of Israel and Babylo-
nia. While in Babylonia a standard text was adopted, 
in the Land of Israel the text varied, as revealed by 
the ketubbah fragments found in the Cairo Genizah. 
This tradition came to an end with the havoc cre-
ated by the  Crusades in the Land of Israel, although 
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Outside Italy, the main centers of European ketub-
bah decoration were in the major Sephardic commu-
nities. Leading communities that are represented in 
the Braginsky Collection are Holland (Amsterdam), 
France (Bayonne), and Gibraltar. A rare example, 
a special ketubbah for Shavuot, most likely from 
Gibraltar, commemorates the “wedding” between 
the people of Israel (“bridegroom”) and the Torah 
(“bride”) on Mount Sinai. The visual tradition 
of medieval Spain in this field was best preserved 
outside Europe, down to the modern era, by the 
Sephardim of Morocco, known as megorashim 
(exiled). Their ketubbot, such as the one from 
Essaouria, even include a supplication to God to 
redeem the exiled from Castile and allow them to 
take revenge.

Attractive and colorful ketubbot in which the human 
figure was generally avoided were produced in many 
other communities of the Islamic world and the 
East (Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Kurdistan, 
Egypt, Yemen, and the Land of Israel). Noteworthy 
among these are the highly ornamental ketubbot of 
India, sometimes depicting local wild animals, and 
British royal insignia. Closely related to the ketubbot 
of the Jews of Islam are the marriage contracts of 
two sects: the Karaite and the Samaritan, both repre-
sented in the present collection by fine examples. Al-
though their texts differ markedly from the tradition-
al Rabbinite ketubbot, and the Samaritan example is 
written in a different, ancient script, their decorative 
programs are reminiscent of the artistic norms cur-
rent among the Jews in the same cultural spheres.

The decorated ketubbot in the Braginsky Collection 
are rich artistic and social documents from many 
times and places. Their intricate and captivating 
images illuminate the Jewish past and give today’s 
viewers valuable insights into the realities and 
 ideals of bygone Jewish communities.

Shalom Sabar

the first to feature architectural elements as well 
as  micrography, designs composed of minuscule 
Hebrew letters. Both types of decoration gained 
widespread popularity in later ketubbot. Although 
the custom of commissioning illustrated ketubbot 
was not adopted by the Ashkenazic communities, 
representations of a bridal pair in medieval German-
Jewish costume can be found on a rare example dat-
ed 1391/2. In medieval Spain the custom was more 
popular. Following their expulsion from the Iberian 
Peninsula, the Sephardim introduced the use of deco-
rated ketubbot in the regions in which they settled.

The ornamented ketubbot in the Braginsky Collec-
tion reflect the height of this art form in the Jewish 
world, from the seventeenth century on. The most 
important center was Italy, where the decorated 
ketubbah reached its highest artistic achievement 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth  centuries. Afflu-
ent Italian Jewish families vied with each other over 
whose ketubbah was more elaborate; in several 
cases the authorities of the communities put a limit 
on the amount that was allowed to be spent on 
this item. The upper or lower borders of the large 
parchments upon which the contracts were written 
often were trimmed decoratively, while the texts 
frequently were set within architectural framework 
resembling Baroque structures. The painted portals 
symbolized the “building of a house in Israel,” the 
“gateway to the righteous,” and a symbolic passage-
way to sacred life (kiddushin, Hebrew for marriage, 
which translates literally as sanctification). Em-
bedded in the portals were colorful scenes, includ-
ing biblical episodes whose heroes bear the same 
names as the bridal couple, allegorical representa-
tions, the Signs of the Zodiac and the Twelve Tribes 
of Israel, the city of Jerusalem, Temple Implements, 
and a wealth of floral, geometric, and micrographic 
motifs. Unofficial coats of arms of the wedded fami-
lies were frequently incorporated into the design as 
well. As can be seen in the examples here, distinctive 
styles, motifs, and decorative schemes developed in 
the various centers, especially Venice, Mantua, Fer-
rara, Modena, Casale Monferrato, Florence, Livorno, 
Lugo, Ancona, and Rome.
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the Song of Songs, are couples who also serve as 
allegories of the senses. The frame enclosing the text 
is dominated by painted Signs of the Zodiac. Their 
counterclockwise arrangement reveals that the artist 
was Jewish. The signs are interspersed with plaques 
containing a wedding poem by the Italian poet and 
kabbalist, Rabbi Mordecai Dato (1525?–1593?). At the 
four corners are elaborate geometric designs 
 inscribed with miniscule square writing, which, 
together with inscriptions along the frame, present 
the entire book of the Song of Songs. This border was 
so admired that it was later imitated throughout the 
Veneto.

Venice, Wednesday, 14 Tishri 5409 (30 September 1648)
Bridegroom: David, son of the late Joseph Franco 
De Almeda
Bride: Dona Giuditta, daughter of Daniel Valensin
Dowry: 10,000 current (Venetian) ducati, 6 litrin and 
4 soldi the ducato, of which 9,000 in cash, and 1,000 
in moveable items and bed linen; increment: 5,000 
ducati; total obligation: 15,000 ducati.
Parchment, 710 × 482 mm (28 × 19 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 99

1648

Venice

The lavish decoration of this printed and hand 
painted ketubbah attests to the high esteem in 
which this art form was held by wealthy Sephardim 
living in the ghetto in Venice. The practice of ketub-
bah illustration was introduced in the ghetto by the 
ponentini community, exiled immigrants from the 
Iberian Peninsula, who continued this tradition from 
medieval Spain. As the exceptionally large dowry of 
this ketubbah shows, the leading pontenini families 
were extremely successful in Venice.

The text is divided into two sections: the ketubbah 
proper at the right and the conditions at the left. 
They are set within a double arch, which, according 
to Proverbs 31:31 inscribed on the central spandrel, 
is symbolic of the gates where the virtuous house-
wife was praised. This idea is strengthened by the 
tiny scene at the bottom of the central column, 
depicting the wedding of Ruth and Boaz, which took 
place at the gate (Ruth 4:11). The side columns 
feature additional wedding scenes inspired by 
Jewish texts (Genesis Rabbah 68,3 and the story of 
Rebecca at the well). The association between the 
ideals of marriage from the past with Jewish life in 
contemporary Italy is further illustrated in the six 
vignettes that surround the central area containing 
the emblem of the bridegroom’s family, De Almeda. 
Each scene refers to one of the verses of Psalms 128, 
which extols the merits of the family.

Many other miniatures and decorative features 
crowd the border. Flanking the two urns of flowers 
above the text, and accompanied by quotes from 
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wheat; Fall, as a farmer in the field; Winter, as a man 
warming his hands by a fire; and Spring, as a woman 
seated in a flourishing garden. Completing the 
decorative program, the side medallions portray 
allegorical representations of the Five Senses: Sight, 
as a woman looking in a mirror; Hearing, as a man 
playing a mandolin; Smell, as a woman smelling 
flowers; Taste, as a couple about to eat an apple; and 
Touch, as a couple holding one another’s hand. The 
tenth cartouche, at the top, intended for family 
crests, was never filled in.

selected literature  
Sotheby’s Tel Aviv 2002, lot 36

Casale [Monferrato], Friday, 3 Adar 5435  
(1 March 1675)
Groom: Moses, son of the late Isaac Katzighin 
(Chezighin; Clava)
Bride: The widow Giuditta Leonora, daughter 
of Abraham Segre
Dowry: 114 Italian doblone (excluding clothing 
and jewelry – 38 doblone); increment: 38 doblone; 
total obligation: 152 doblone
Parchment, 674 × 496 mm (26.5 × 19.5 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 49

1675

Casale [Monferrato]

The little town of Casale, now known as Casale 
Monferrato, in northwest Italy was the capital of the 
Marquisate of Monferrat when Jews first settled 
there in the 1430s. During the seventeenth century, 
when the town was ruled by Gonzaga dukes, there 
were 500 to 600 Jews in Casale. Despite its small size, 
the community erected a magnificent synagogue in 
1595, and sponsored fine ceremonial objects and 
beautiful ketubbot.

The text of this ketubbah has two sets of frames. The 
inner is shaped as a wide oval crowded with colorful 
flowers, interspersed by six, symmetrically arranged, 
gilded rosettes. At each corner around the frame are 
four medallions; the central and largest in each 
group is an allegorical depiction of one of the 
Aristotelian elements: Air, as a sailing ship; Water, as 
water drawn from a fountain; Fire, as Mount Sinai in 
flames, topped by the Tablets of the Law; and Earth, 
by a man sowing seed. Grouped in units of three 
around each element are depictions of the Signs of 
the Zodiac, beginning at the lower right corner with 
Aries, the symbol of Nisan, the first month in the 
Hebrew calendar, and continuing counterclockwise 
around the border.

The outer frame is dominated by gilt knot motifs 
that alternate with ten cartouches. The elaborate 
interlace patterns, or strapwork, a central motif in 
the decoration of Italian ketubbot, represent “love 
knots” that have no beginning and no end. The 
cartouches in the four corners depict allegories of 
the Four Seasons: Summer, as a woman harvesting 
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rising above the city wall, a popular motif in much 
later Jewish art, alluding to the trees from which 
Solomon built his Temple. The messianic hope for 
the rebuilding of the Holy City is further enhanced 
by a quote from Psalms 122:3. The entire ketubbah is 
crowded with numerous, carefully selected, multidi-
rectional micrographic inscriptions, which at times 
match the images (e.g., the fountains are accompa-
nied by verses dealing with water and the “fountains 
of salvation” – Isaiah 12:3). Other quotes are verses 
related mostly to the wedding ideals (Isaiah 55:12, 
61:10–62:7; Jeremiah 17:8; Psalms 1:3, 21:7, 45, 105:41, 
128:1–6; Proverbs 5:18; Ruth 4:11–12), as well as the 
popular epithalamium (wedding poem) Kehi kinnor 
composed by the Italian Rabbi Samuel Archivolti 
(1515–1611).

Modena, Friday, 12 Heshvan 5483 (23 October 1722)
Groom: Yishai (Jesse) Hay, son of R. Samuel Pesach
Bride: Berakha Tova, daughter of R. Isaiah Modena
Dowry: 20 litrin of pure silver; increment: 20 litrin; 
total obligation: 40 litrin
Parchment, 642 × 462 mm (25.3 × 18.2 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 94

1722

Modena

The Jewish community of Modena in north central 
Italy reached the height of its prosperity and 
cultural achievements during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries while governed by the House 
of Este. Although the authorities forced the Jews 
into a ghetto in 1638, their privileges in commerce 
and industry remained protected. At its height, more 
than a thousand Jews lived within confines of the 
ghetto; by contemporary Italian standards, this was 
a relatively large community. While the local 
yeshivas attracted many students, Modena also 
became known in the Jewish world for its excellence 
in kabbalistic studies. The efflorescence of Jewish 
culture in Modena was reflected as well in the art 
of the ketubbah.

This marriage contract reveals the efforts of the 
Jewish craftsmen of Modena to create handsome 
ketubbot that joined popular designs of Italian 
decorative arts with Jewish symbols and motifs. 
Framing the text is a complex architectural structure 
adorned with grapevines and flowers. The central 
arch is supported by sets of three receding columns 
that give an illusion of depth. Below, the balustrade 
is embellished with fountains and vases of flowers, 
motifs that are repeated above the capitals of the 
outer columns and on the corbels above them. The 
upper section features the emblems of the two 
families, topped by an image of Messianic Jerusalem, 
based on the Venice Haggadah (1609): a walled city 
with seven gates and towers. At its center, the 
Temple of Solomon is depicted as the Islamic Dome 
of the Rock. Noteworthy are the six cypress trees 
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trompe l’oeil. The undulating borders around the 
text enhance the illusionistic effect that it is written 
on a separate parchment added to the decoration.

Surmounting the marriage contract is a crowned 
shield with the Recanati family emblem flanked by 
cupids carrying symbols of love, a bow and arrow, 
and a burning torch. Another feature personalizing 
the ketubbah is the careful selection of verses along 
the border and in the large medallion beneath the 
shield. Referring to the bridegroom Joshua Recanati, 
the medallion depicts in grisaille a scene of Joshua 
commanding the sun to stand still, accompanied by 
the corresponding verses from Joshua 10:12–13 
inscribed in gilt letters along the outer ring.

Livorno, Wednesday, 13 Sivan 5506 (1 June 1746)
Groom: Joshua, son of the late Isaac Hayyim 
 Recanati (Reccanati, Recanaty)
Bride: Dona Esther Sarah, daughter of Raphael 
Recanati
Dowry: The details of the dowry and increment 
were in a separate contract drawn by the public 
notary Dr. Giovanni Batista Gamera of Florence, 
on 28 March 1746 “to their account”
Parchment, 824 × 554 mm (32.4 × 21.8 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 101

1746

Livorno

The Jewish community of Livorno was founded 
relatively late. In 1593 Grand Duke Ferdinand I of 
Tuscany issued a favorable charter known as the 
Livornina, which allowed anusim (those forced to 
abandon Judaism) who wished to return to Judaism 
to settle in Livorno and Pisa. They were guaranteed 
full religious liberty, and even the possibility of 
receiving Tuscan citizenship. Livorno became the 
largest Italian town in this period without a walled 
ghetto. The local Sephardim excelled in business and 
industry. Ketubbah decoration for members of the 
prosperous Sephardic community of Livorno 
reached its height during the eighteenth century.

A talented artist in the field of ketubbah illustration 
decorated this contract. A Baroque entryway, with a 
grand balustrade above, frames the two sections of 
the text: the ketubbah proper at the right, and the 
conditions at the left. Two massive pilasters are 
colored with patterns imitating luxurious marble. 
Unlike the decorations in the ketubbot of most other 
Italian towns, the architectural forms created by 
Livornese artists were portrayed with harmonious 
detail and the illusion of depth.

Two dramatically posed female figures stand on 
plinths in front of the pilasters. Their hands point 
toward a gold ribbon that flutters within the 
architectural frame. The ribbon is inscribed with 
Genesis 1:27–28, the first commandment to Adam 
and Eve to be fertile and multiply. Within the 
ribbon’s folds are cartouches with the twelve Signs 
of the Zodiac painted in grisaille, which create a 
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the families and their out-of-town guests were able 
to celebrate the seven days of the holiday together, 
while enjoying the wedding festivities.

Livorno, Friday, 14 Nisan 5508 (12 April 1748)
Groom: David, son of the late Benjamin Racah 
(or Raccah)
Bride: Dona Sarah, daughter of Jacob Guttieres 
Pegna (Peña)
Dowry: A house situated in the Piazza delle Erbe in 
the value of 907 piesas, 6 solidos and 10 dinaros da 
ocho reali di Spagna, plus 150 piesas in cash – total-
ing 1057 piesas, 6 solidos and 10 dinaros; increment, 
half of the total: 528 piesas, 13 solidos, and 5 dinaros. 
A civil contract with the details of the transaction 
was drawn up and signed at the office of the 
Florentine public notary Dr. Antonio Chiaochini,  
on 9 April 1748 “to their account.”
Parchment, 906 × 573 mm (35.7 × 22.6 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 68

1748

Livorno

This colorful ketubbah reflects the importance given 
to marriage contracts by the wealthy and proud 
Livornese Sephardim. The families of the bride and 
groom, as well as the witnesses, are all noted 
members of the Sephardic community. The bride-
groom, for example, is apparently related to the 
renowned contemporary Venetian rabbi Mas’u−d 
Raccah (1690–1768), author of Ma’aseh Roke’ah 
(Venice 1742), who lived in Livorno for five years 
(1731–36) before immigrating to Jerusalem. From 
there he was sent as an emissary to Tripoli where he 
served as the spiritual leader of the community.

The upper part of the large rectangular parchment, 
taken from the animal’s neck, was given a scalloped 
edge. Surrounding the text is a wide frame dominat-
ed by a vibrant interlaced pattern painted in gold. 
The central gilt decoration at the top is surrounded 
by brightly colored birds and flowers. The interlace 
design symbolizes a “love knot,” an idea borrowed 
from Italian folk culture that was often reinforced by 
biblical quotes (Song of Songs 1:13; Proverbs 31:30). 
The pair of birds perched above, a symbol of a loving 
couple, enhances this idea. A pair of putti at the top 
support a crowned shield intended for the wedded 
families’ insignia, which were never added.

Three ornamental columns divide the two parts of 
the text. The conditions, written on the left, reflect 
the high position of the Sephardic bride in terms of 
her personal status and inheritance privileges. An 
interesting custom revealed in the text concerns the 
wedding day. By taking place on the eve of Passover, 
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1753

Correggio

This ketubbah was written in the small Jewish 
community of the north Italian town of Correggio, 
in the region of Reggio Emilia. Correggio, part of the 
Duchy of Modena at the time, served the area as a 
center of agricultural and commercial activity. 
Under the ruling dukes, the local Jews enjoyed some 
prosperity. They were not forced to live in a 
 segregated quarter until 1782, long after ghettos 
had been established in many other north Italian 
communities.

The text of this ketubbah, written on a separate 
piece of parchment, was glued to the back of the 
decorative border of an earlier marriage contract. 
This is in keeping with a custom popular among 
Italian Jews, wherein attractive ketubbah borders 
were reused by descendents of the couple for whom 
they were originally produced. It is also possible that 
in a small city like Correggio, the earlier border was 
recycled because no artist was available to decorate 
a new one.

Resembling a mirror frame or other contemporary 
ornamental frames, the border is decorated with 
late Baroque architectural and decorative motifs. 
The artist used opaque water colors, gouache, and 
some gold paint, which is only partially preserved. 
Large floral patterns and scroll motifs are enhanced 
by two blue vases with burning flames, possible 
symbols of love. On a Baroque arch at the center sits 
an engaging pair of nude children, embracing and 
holding symbols of marriage and love. Underneath 
them is a blue cartouche with a partially preserved 

gilt inscription, containing the verse: “Let your 
fountain be blessed and rejoice with the wife of your 
youth” (Proverbs 5:18). Additional biblical quotes 
appear in the delicate micrographic inscriptions 
that surround the innermost frame.

Emblems of wedded families flank the central motif. 
Against a red ground at the right, a peacock stands 
beneath a crescent moon. At the left, against a blue 
ground, an animal rears up behind a tree bearing 
fruits. These emblems do not belong to the 
Massarani and Pesah families, who are named in the 
text, as the border was not prepared for them. The 
emblem at the left seems to belong to the Sanguiné 
or Sanguinetti family, while the other, lesser known 
emblem, may be that of the Trieste family from 
Padua.

Correggio, Friday, 10 Second Adar 5513  
(16 March 1753)
Groom: Mordecai, son of Elia Barukh Massarani
Bride: Berakha, daughter of Solomon (Solomone) 
Pesah
Dowry: 20 litrin of pure silver; increment: 20 litrin; 
total obligation: 40 litrin of pure silver.
Parchment, 792 × 495 mm (31.2 × 19.5 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 69
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1759

Alessandria

Emanating from the small Jewish community that 
settled in the Piedmontese town of Alessandria 
(420 people in 1761), this ketubbah is an example of a 
special genre that flourished in select Italian towns: 
sumptuously decorated ketubbot enhanced by 
cutout designs. The border, however, probably was 
not produced in Alessandria but in Lugo or Ancona, 
and later reused for a local wedding; the text section 
is on a separate piece of parchment glued to the 
older border. It is clear that a skilled craftsman with 
the ability to execute intricate cutout designs 
created the border.

These designs comprise the inner rectangular frame 
that surrounds the text, featuring floral motifs that 
are interspersed with faunal pairs: perching birds, 
flying butterflies, and leaping stags (?), as well as a 
double-headed eagle at the bottom center. The 
cutout motifs are enhanced by a green textile, glued 
behind them, which provides an attractive back-
ground for the colorful designs.

The exterior frame is decorated with medallions 
and vignettes containing figurative images. Four 
vignettes depict biblical episodes, three of which 
narrate the story of Adam and Eve: the Temptation 
accompanied by a verse from Genesis 3:13; Adam 
and Eve donning fig leaves inscribed with Genesis 
3:7; and the Expulsion from Paradise with Genesis 
3:23. Despite the Christian overtones of this topic, 
it was deemed appropriate for the ketubbah. The 
fourth episode (bottom center), more pious and 
popular in Jewish tradition and art, depicts the 

Sacrifice of Isaac, and includes the words of the angel 
to Abraham (Genesis 22:12).

The side and bottom borders each contain four gilt 
roundels depicting the Signs of the Zodiac. The 
symmetrically arranged signs do not follow the 
standard astrological order, but are placed in playful 
and imaginative pairs: Leo at top right parallels Aries 
at left (mammals); Aquarius parallels Sagittarius 
(mythological figures); Virgo parallels Gemini (hu-
mans); Capricorn parallels Taurus (mammals); Scorpio 
parallels Cancer (crustaceans); Libra parallels Pisces 
(twin elements). A pair of angels at the top supports a 
heart-shaped cartouche with two emblems that, 
significantly, are not those of the present couple, but 
of the families for whom the attractive border was 
initially produced.

selected literature  
Tradition Ceremonial Objects, 1970, p. 36.

Alessandria, Friday, 1 Elul 5519 (24 August 1759); frame 
ca. 1780s
Groom: Nathan Solomon, son of Jacob Samuel le-Veit 
Montel (De Montel)
Bride: Bella Rosa, daughter of Moses le-Veit Barukh 
(De Benedetti)
Dowry: 3,000 litrin of Piedmont in cash money, 
aside from her clothing and jewelry, evaluated at 
1,000 litrin; increment: 1,000 litrin; total obligation: 
5,000 litrin
Parchment, 570 × 468 mm (22.4 × 18.4 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 96
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1763

Rome

Despite the harsh conditions of life under the rule of 
the popes, the Jewish community of Rome−the oldest 
in continuous existence in Europe−developed its own 
distinctive culture. While living in the overcrowded 
and noisy ghetto, Jews sponsored the creation of 
attractive pieces of Judaica that are admired to this 
day. One focus of local creativity was the illustrated 
ketubbah. Roman ketubbot are distinguished by their 
elegant Hebrew calligraphy, decorative designs, and 
attractive appearance. Customarily the bottoms 
taper to points because the parchment sheets were 
rolled from top to bottom and then tied with a ribbon 
attached at the end. The most popular decorative 
themes include biblical episodes, allegorical repre-
sentations, and delicate micrographic designs.

Surrounding the text of this contract is an architec-
tural frame featuring a pair of marble columns 
entwined by gold leaves and topped with Corinthian 
capitals. A large cartouche rests on the arch support-
ed by the columns. In it is a pastoral landscape in 
which stand a man and a bare-breasted woman 
joined around their necks by a chain with a heart-
shaped pendant. This visual metaphor of concordia 
maritale (harmonious marriage) was the most 
popular allegorical representation used in Roman 
ketubbot, despite the obvious Christian connotation 
of the chain, a Catholic symbol of the indissoluble 
bond of marriage. The depictions of this and other 
allegories were inspired by popular contemporary 
manuals for artists, especially Cesare Ripa’s Iconolo-
gia, whose first illustrated edition was published in 
Rome in 1603.

Enhancing the allusion to matrimonial harmony are 
family emblems of the bridal couple that appear 
next to each other in a cartouche above the central 
allegorical image. The emblem at the right, depicting 
a rampant lion climbing a palm tree, is that of the 
groom’s family, Caiatte; the emblem at the left, 
portraying a rampant lion touching a white column, 
belongs to the family of the bride, De Castro. Each 
emblem is surmounted by the “crown of good 
name,” an idea reinforced by the pair of semi-nude 
female trumpet-blowing angels personifying fama 
(fame). Additional semi-nude figures appear at the 
sides. Finally, the influence of Italian culture is 
demonstrated in the cartouche at the bottom, with 
the depiction of Cupid lying next to his bow and 
quiver.

Rome, Wednesday, 8 Elul 5523 (17 August 1763)
Groom: Moses Jacob, son of the late Solomon Caiatte
Bride: Stella, daughter of Moses mi-Castro  
(De Castro)
Dowry: 500 scudi, 10 giulli to the scudo, in cash and 
jewelry; increment: 125 scudi; total obligation: 
625 scudi.
Parchment, 840 × 468 mm (33.1 × 18.4 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 44
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1765

Massa di Carrara

Noted since Roman times for its fine marble 
 quarries, the town of Carrara and its twin, Massa, 
are located in a Tuscan valley between the sea and 
the Alps. As Jews worked in both towns, the tiny 
community that existed there from the sixteenth 
to the nineteenth century was known as Massa di 
Carrara. Its name appears in this form in Hebrew 
documents, including the present ketubbah, which, 
in all likelihood, is the only illustrated example that 
survives from this community.

The upper section of the contract is trimmed in an 
elaborate shape that is remarkably different from 
the contours created by the makers of all other 
Italian ketubbot. Luminous watercolors and gold 
paint create delicate designs. Dominating the lower 
section is a monumental double arch supported by 
three columns. They are painted in shades of blue 
and gold to imitate veins of marble. Clusters of 
flowers and fruits fill the spaces below the arches. 
The central column is embellished with an oval 
cartouche bearing a heraldic device: a crowned 
double-headed eagle. This emblem, which does not 
belong to the wedded families, is the official coat 
of arms of the Hapsburg-Lorraine dynasty that 
governed Tuscany after 1737. The artist gave the 
design Jewish meaning by labeling the crown that 
surmounts the cartouche “Crown of Torah.”

In the upper section, azure heavens are studded 
with tiny gold stars, symbols of fertility (cf. Genesis 
15:5). In the center, seated on gray clouds and 
dressed in a yellow gown with gold stars, is an 

angelic-looking young woman. This allegorical figure 
of Fama (Fame) blows a trumpet to announce the 
“good name” of the bridal couple. The fluttering red 
ribbons around her bear biblical inscriptions, allud-
ing to the couple and the wedding (Genesis 14:19, 
12:2, 24:50; Psalms 128:3). The choice of the bless-
ing on this ribbon to the Patriarch Abram before 
his name was changed to Abraham, in addition to 
laudatory verses in honor of Abram along the border 
 (Genesis 15:1, 5), was made because this form of the 
name is closer to Abramo, the Italian name of the 
groom.

Massa di Carrara, Sunday, 14 Tishri 5526  
(29 September 1765)
Groom: Abraham [Abramo], son of the late 
 Jonathan Judah Finzi
Bride: Ricca, daughter of Gedaliah Senigaglia 
(Senigallia)
Dowry: 1,800 pezze da ocho reali – of which 
1,200  pezze are in cash, 300 in gold jewelry, 
 precious stones and pearls, and 300 in clothing 
and bed linen; increment: 360 pezze; total 
 obligation: 2,160 pezze
Parchment, 720 × 521 mm (28.3 × 20.5 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 70
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Outlined in gold, the wide exterior frame is decorat-
ed by floral designs and the twelve Signs of the 
Zodiac, each set in a gilt frame and labeled in square 
Hebrew letters. The signs themselves are again 
“readymade” engravings, apparently cut from a 
popular manual or calendar, and glued onto the 
parchment. The cycle begins at the top left corner 
with Aries and proceeds clockwise.

To create his many images with intricate micro-
graphic designs, the scribe-artist employed lengthy 
texts. These included wedding poems by Italian 
rabbis, but primarily the entire books of four biblical 
scrolls: Esther, Ruth, Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes. 
Considering the joyous and festive nature of the 
event, it is obvious why he left out the fifth scroll, 
Lamentations.

selected literature 
Bialer 1980, p. 188.

Casale Monferrato, Friday, 12 Mar-Heshvan 5534  
(29 October 1773)
Groom: Joseph Barukh, son of R. Shabettai Moses 
 Zalman
Bride: Rachel, daughter of R. Yom Tov Sanguinetti
Dowry: 20 litrin of pure silver; increment: 20 litrin; 
total obligation 40 litrin of pure silver (“excluding her 
personal clothing, jewelry and scarves, which belong 
to her”)
Parchment, 695 × 590 mm (27.4 × 23.2 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 103

1773

Casale Monferrato

This attractive ketubbah, similar to the previous 
Casale contract (cat. no. 58), reflects the high 
achievements of the Piedmontese community in the 
field of Jewish art. The anonymous scribe-artist who 
designed the contract created a well-balanced and 
well-planned composition. Limited to only two 
colors, green and gold, the decorative program 
comprises delicate designs, skillfully executed in 
intricate micrography.

A massive archway, supported by two pairs of 
twisted columns, frames the text. Beneath a cartou-
che, which is inscribed with a blessing in honor of 
the bride and bridegroom, two trumpet-blowing 
putti ride on unusual one-wheeled vehicles. The 
putti are not painted; instead they are printed 
copper engravings, which were cut from an un-
known source, lightly painted over, and glued onto 
the parchment. Crowning the arch is an image of 
Messianic Jerusalem, which is markedly different 
from the standard views of the Holy City in Italian 
Jewish art. Jerusalem is formed entirely from 
beautiful micrographic script. The image illustrates 
the words recited at weddings: “I shall put Jerusalem 
above my chief joy” (Psalms 137:6). This is Messianic 
Jerusalem or Rebuilt Jerusalem, the ideal city where 
the bridal couple will reside at the end of time. This 
idea is strengthened by the twisted columns, which 
contemporaries believed to recall the shape of 
Iakhin and Bo’az, the columns named in the Bible 
that adorned the Temple of Solomon.

catalogue number 66



189



marriage contracts190catalogue number 191



marriage contracts192

The other two biblical episodes appear in the 
cartouches at the center of each of the side borders. 
At right, the scene of the Triumph of Mordecai, 
inscribed with the text of Esther 6:11, refers to the 
second name of the bridegroom, Mordecai. Depicted 
at left is another triumph – that of David over 
Goliath, accompanied by a quote from I Samuel 
18:14. As no biblical figure bears the bride’s name, 
Tova, the selected scene refers not to her, but to her 
father, David Camerino.
 
 

Ancona, Sunday, 14 Tishri 5550 (4 October 1789)
Groom: Elia Mordecai, son of the late Judah  
mi-Cerrata (Da Cerrata)
Bride: Tova, daughter of David, son of Abraham 
Obadiah Camerino of Senigallia
Dowry: 20 litrin of pure silver; increment: 20 litrin; 
total obligation: 40 litrin (detailed itemization 
in a separate document, in Italian)
Parchment, 808 × 543 mm (31.8 × 21.4 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 29

1789

Ancona

Home of one of the most important Jewish commu-
nities of Italy, the Adriatic seaport of Ancona was a 
leading center of ketubbah illustration. Distinctive 
types of richly decorated ketubbot developed 
locally. In fact, the prominent Jewish families of 
Ancona invested so much effort and money in 
commissioning sumptuous ketubbot for the 
weddings of their offspring that community 
authorities were forced to limit the amount that 
could be spent on the decoration of the contract.

This large piece of parchment is decoratively 
trimmed at the top. Its captivating border, highlight-
ed by designs in strikingly bright tones of gold and 
green, closely follows popular frames of the time. 
Within the colorful floral and ornamental patterns 
that frame the text are three vibrant biblical 
episodes. Supported by a pair of classical hybrid 
figures at top center, the main episode depicts the 
prophet Elijah ascending to heaven, riding in his 
fiery horse-drawn chariot, while his amazed disciple, 
Elisha, watches below. The identification of the 
scene is confirmed by a biblical quote from II Kings 
2:11. Typical of Italian ketubbot, the depiction of 
biblical heroes in their finest hour alludes to the 
names of the bridal couple. This scene thus refers to 
the bridegroom’s first name, as Elia is a variant of 
Elijah. This identification is reinforced by the crown 
above, alluding to the “crown of the good name” 
of the groom.
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through which the righteous may enter,” signify that 
the bridal couple is symbolically passing through 
the heavenly gate into a sanctified stage in their life. 
The standard Jewish word for marriage, kiddushim, 
literally means sanctification.

A depiction of the Sacrifice of Isaac, an allusion 
to the bridegroom whose second name is Isaac, is 
located in a cartouche at the top center. This scene, 
a symbol of faithfulness and messianic promise that 
appears on many Italian ketubbot, has been the 
most popular biblical story in Jewish art over the 
ages. The figure beneath, who is more difficult to 
identify, is perhaps the prophet Samuel, an allusion 
to the groom’s father.

 

Ancona, Wednesday, 13 Adar 5555 (4 March 1795)
Groom: Shabettai Isaac Joseph, son of Samuel 
Manoah Fiani (or Fiano)
Bride: Perla Speranza, daughter of Nathaniel Hayyim 
ha-Levi
Dowry: 20 litrin of pure silver; increment: 20 litrin; 
total obligation: 40 litrin (detailed itemization in 
a separate document, in Italian)
Parchment, 692 × 460 mm (27.2 × 18.1 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 40

1795

Ancona

This lavishly decorated ketubbah, as well as Braginsky 
Collection Ketubbah 29 (cat. no. 67) produced just 
six years earlier, represent the height of ketubbah 
illustration in Ancona. While the art of ketubbah 
decoration declined in northern Italy during the last 
decades of the eighteenth century, in central Italy, 
most prominently in the papal states of Rome and 
Ancona, it continued to flourish well into the 
nineteenth century, especially among affluent 
families. In fact, the bridegroom in this marriage 
contract is evidently the grandson of his namesake, 
the noted physician Shabettai Isaac Fiani, who 
served as rabbi and head of the rabbinical court in 
Ancona from 1752 to 1770.

In an attempt to use the entire skin of the animal, 
Ancona’s craftsmen decoratively trimmed the area 
around the animal’s neck, with the contour of the 
shoulders creating the wavy form seen here at the 
top. The ornamental border is dominated by large 
red spaces, upon which floral designs in spared-
ground technique appear. The emphasis on large 
areas of red and blue are typical of ketubbot and 
megillot from Ancona.

The text is centered under an arch supported by a 
pair of ornamental gilt columns. While arches were 
commonly used as framing devices in ketubbah 
decoration since the earliest known ketubbot from 
the Cairo Genizah, the gold letters inscribed here 
against the blue spandrels provide an additional 
meaning. The six square Hebrew letters, an acronym 
for Psalms 118:20: “This is the gate of the Lord, 
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of Ruth. Micrography, the technique of utilizing 
minute Hebrew letters to form representational or 
geometric designs, is found in the earliest extant 
decorated Hebrew manuscripts of the ninth century. 
While in other eighteenth-century Roman ketubbot 
brief sections of the Five Scrolls were sometimes 
included, inscribing the entire text of one of them, 
as was done here, was uncommon. Perhaps the book 
of Ruth was selected because the wedding took 
place in the month of Sivan, when this book is read 
in the synagogue during the Shavuot holiday. 
Another reason may be related to its contents with 
the central wedding story of Ruth and Boaz, which is 
quoted on many ketubbot, including this one. 
Moreover, the scribe planned the micography of the 
book of Ruth so that the wedding section appears 
directly above the column of the ketubbah text.

selected literature
Davidovitch 1979, pl. 3.

Rome, Wednesday, 22 Sivan 5558 (6 June 1798)
Groom: Shabbetai Moses, son of Elia Toscano
Bride: Esther, daughter of Joseph mi-Segni (Di Segni)
Dowry: 650 scudi, 10 giulli to the scudo; increment: 
162.5 scudi; total obligation: 812.5 scudi
Parchment, 740 ×458 mm (29.1 × 18 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 41

1798

Rome

This ketubbah commemorates a wedding between 
two important families of the Roman ghetto, 
Toscano and Di Segni. The members of the former 
were leading bankers who had become the wealthi-
est Jews in the ghetto in the seventeenth century. 
Their arrival from Florence in Tuscany is reflected in 
their name. In keeping with their exalted status, the 
ketubbot of the daughters of this family document 
exceptionally high dowries for this period. Although 
the wealth of the family members had declined by 
the time the present ketubbah was created, they 
continued to invest in the production of attractively 
decorated contracts. The sumptuous ketubbah of 
Rebecca Toscano, the bridegroom’s sister, which is 
preserved in the National Library, Jerusalem is 
noteworthy as well.

The ornamentation of this contract reflects the 
golden age of ketubbah decoration in Rome. Rather 
than concentrating on visual motifs, the design 
focused on elaborate Hebrew calligraphy. The work 
of a skillful scribe, the many texts that fill the page 
are written in square Hebrew letters of varying sizes. 
The decorative frame is divided into inner and outer 
borders. Panels adorned with flowers on painted 
gold fields flank the sides of the text. In the outer 
frames, crisscrossed micrographic inscriptions form 
diamond-shaped spaces, each of which contains a 
large flower.

The designs in the inner and outer frames are 
surrounded by minuscule, square Hebrew letters, 
presenting the entire four chapters of the book 
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Although the verse in the lunette above the text 
refers to the biblical couple, the scene depicts a 
contemporary man and woman standing in an 
eighteenth-century interior. The vignette allows a 
rare and intimate view into an affluent Jewish home 
on a wedding night. At the top, another unusual 
scene features a fashionably dressed man and 
woman on either side of Cupid, who unites their 
family emblems. The groom offers a flower while 
the bride proffers an apple as they exchange words 
of love from Song of Songs 2:2–3. 

selected literature
Sabar 2000, pp. 104–105.

Padua, Wednesday, 6 Tammuz 5588 (18 June 1828); 
border ca. 1750
Groom: Joseph, son of the late R. Isaac Judah Schus-
ter ha-Kohen
Bride: Giustina, daughter of Elishama Diena
Dowry: 100 shekalim of pure silver, Venetian coinage; 
increment: 25 shekalim; total obligation: 125 
shekalim. The actual amounts were recorded in a 
civil contract drawn on 18 June 1828 by the public 
notary Dr. Francesco Traversa.
Parchment, 786 × 532 mm (30.9 × 20.9 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 76

1828

Padua

This ketubbah illustrates the custom among Italian 
Jews to reuse beautiful ketubbot from the past. Its 
text, in fact, commemorates a wedding celebrated 
seventy to eighty years after the original contract 
and its border was created. Here, the entire original 
text was meticulously erased and replaced by a new 
one written in Padua 1828.

The artist who designed the border created a well- 
balanced layout in which the meaning of the 
detailed vignettes is easy to follow. Thirteen 
miniatures surround the text: five on each side, two 
below, and a central one above. The scenes depict 
the wedding story of Isaac and Rebecca, accompa-
nied by quotes from Genesis. Beginning at the upper 
right and proceeding clockwise they include: 1. The 
Sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis 22:12); 2. Abraham sending 
Eliezer to look for a wife for his son (24:4); 3. Eliezer 
praying to God before going (24:12); 4. Eliezer asking 
Rebecca for some water (24:17); 5. Rebecca handing 
the jar to Eliezer (24:18); 6. Rebecca refilling her jar 
(24:20); 7. Eliezer presenting Rebecca with gold 
jewelry (24:22); 8. Laban inviting Eliezer to enter the 
house (24:31); 9. Laban preparing the table for Eliezer 
who tells him he will not eat before being heard 
(24:33); 10. The family bidding Rebecca farewell and 
blessing her (24:60); 11. Eliezer and Rebecca returning 
(24:61); 12. The meeting of Rebecca and Isaac (24:65); 
13. Isaac bringing Rebecca to the tent of his mother 
(24:67).

It is likely that the original ketubbah was created for 
a couple whose first names were Isaac and Rebecca. 
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The external frame is filled with copper engravings 
that were cut from a contemporary printed non-
 Jewish source, which were then hand-colored, and 
glued to the parchment. Among the decoupage 
images are depictions of young couples in various 
activities. The largest one, at top center, portrays 
a pastoral scene with animals, a shepherd, a pond 
with geese, a butterfly, flowers and trees, men 
smoking pipes, and, in the center, a young man 
kneeling in front of a lovely young woman, seem-
ingly requesting her hand in marriage.

Three biblical episodes appear in the centers of the 
side and bottom borders: Jacob’s Ladder at the right, 
Delilah Cutting the Hair of Samson at the left, and 
Joseph in Prison Interpreting the Dreams of the 
Cupbearer and the Baker at the bottom. This rarely 
depicted scene of the wisdom of Joseph is a refer-
ence to Joseph Treves, the bridegroom.

Lugo, Wednesday, 14 Tishri 5602 (29 September 1841); 
border ca. 1775
Groom: Joseph, son of the late Samuel Treves
Bride: Vittoria, daughter of Joseph Nahman Modena
Dowry: 20 litrin of pure silver; increment: 20 litrin; 
total obligation: 40 litrin
Parchment, 841 × 591 mm (33.1 × 23.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 105
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1841

Lugo

The residents of the small town of Lugo, in the north 
central region of Emilia Romagna, take pride to this 
day in its former Jewish community and their 
cultural achievements, especially the exceptional 
decorated ketubbot produced there. Indeed, from 
the late seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth centu-
ries, this provincial town became one of the leading 
centers of ketubbah illustration in Italy. Local Jewish 
artists developed a technique of making intricately 
cutout borders.

This contract represents a practice distinctive to 
the Jews of Italy: the reuse of borders from earlier, 
beautifully decorated ketubbot. Unlike the example 
from Alessandria (cat. no.63), here the border 
created locally about a generation before the 
present couple reused it for their wedding in Lugo. 
As the opening word “On Wednesday” from the 
original ketubbah could not be removed without 
risk of damage to the decoration, and the second 
wedding took place on a Wednesday as well, this 
word appears twice.

The entire external border is ornamented with a 
series of small cutout triangles and circles. The three 
circles along the top are shaped as delicate roses. 
Framing the text is an arch, supported by a pair of 
twisted columns with ornamental bases and floral 
capitals that are entirely formed from tiny cutouts. 
The arch encloses large cutout cartouches inscribed 
with a blessing typical of Lugo ketubbot: “Almighty, 
Bless us and we shall live[!]”.
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Two images appear in the top corners. The one on 
the right depicts a young couple dressed in elegant 
attire; they hold each other’s right hand, a symbolic 
gesture of matrimony. The one on the left portrays a 
young, bare-breasted woman who holds a baby, 
while a second child stands next to her. The group 
personifies Caritas (Charity), a depiction popular in 
Baroque art in Italy and Holland. The two images 
symbolize the ideals of marriage and motherhood.
The large ornamental cartouche at the bottom 
contains the special conditions common among 
Western Sephardim. The calligraphic text commemo-
rates the marriage of a known Sephardic physician, 
Daniel Tzemah Aboab, who was active in his commu-
nity as the head of the local Talmud Torah and as a 
fund raiser for the Bikkur Holim Society from 1689 
to 1718.

selected literature
Sabar 1990; Sabar 1997, pp. 250–251, 277.

Amsterdam, Wednesday, 2 Nisan 5428  
(14 March 1668)
Groom: Daniel, son of the late Isaac Tzemah Aboab
Bride: Rebecca, daughter of the late Jacob Lopes
Dowry: 7,500 florins, coinage current in “the banks 
of this city,” of which 6,000 are in cash and jewelry, 
and 1,500 in bed linen; increment: 3,750 florins; 
total obligation: 11,250 florins.
Parchment, 403 × 333 mm (15.9 × 13.1 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 37

1668

Amsterdam

The anusim of Spanish and Portuguese origin who 
began settling in Amsterdam in the 1590s adopted 
many customs current at the time in the Sephardic 
Diaspora. Though ketubbah illustration was known 
in medieval Spain, the tradition was lost to the 
anusim during the century they lived as “New 
Christians” in Portugal. The practice of decorating 
marriage contracts was revived in early seventeenth-
century Amsterdam under the influence of Italian 
ketubbah artists.

In Amsterdam in the late 1640s the noted Italian 
Jewish engraver Shalom Italia created a copper 
engraving used as the border for the ketubbot of the 
Portuguese community. Italia’s border subsequently 
inspired an unidentified local engraver to create a 
modified version. The new border, of which this 
example is one of the earliest, became the most 
widespread framing device for marriage contracts of 
Dutch Sephardim. For more than two hundred years 
this border adorned Sephardic ketubbot produced in 
Hamburg, Bayonne, London, New York, and Curaçao.

The popular border consists of an arch supported by 
two columns entwined with floral wreaths. Sunrays 
and clouds appear within the arch; a pair of putti 
hold a cloth upon which is engraved the blessing 
“with a good sign.” The side borders are filled with 
large vases, flanked by small pots, containing Dutch 
tulips and other flowers in which are nestled birds 
and insects.
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Direct references to the bridal couple are found in 
the carefully selected verses that fill the borders of 
the ketubbah. Written in elegant, square Sephardic 
script, the inscriptions relate to two topics: wedding 
ideals and blessings to the bridal couple. Thus, the 
biblical verses along the right border are dedicated 
to the bridegroom, David Enriques, and extoll the 
figure of David (“David was successful in all his 
undertakings, for the Lord was with him.” [I Samuel 
18:14, and I Chronicles 12:19]), while those at left are 
for the bride, Rachel Enriques Da Costa, and high-
light her beauty and good qualities (“Many women 
have done well, but you surpass them all.” [Proverbs 
31:29, and Song of Songs 6:9]). Moreover, in a verse 
extolling Yael (Judges 5:24), the scribe ingeniously 
replaced the name of the biblical heroine with that 
of Rachel: “Most blessed of women be Rachel.”

 

Bayonne, Wednesday, 1 Tevet 5456 (7 December 1695)
Bridegroom: David, son of Daniel Coelho Enriques 
(or Henriques)
Bride: Dona Rachel, daughter of Abraham Enriques 
Da Costa
Dowry: 30,000 litrin, French coinage (livre); 
 increment: 15,000 litrin; total obligation: 
45,000 French litrin.
Parchment 645 × 617 mm (25.4 × 24.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 91

1695

Bayonne

This rare ketubbah commemorates a wedding within 
the small but prominent Jewish community of the 
town of Bayonne, located in southwestern France 
near the Atlantic coast. The community was founded 
by anusim who fled the Portuguese inquisition in 
the sixteenth century and settled in select towns in 
the south of France. At first, the merchants among 
the anusim were prohibited from dealing in retail 
trade. In 1636 several Jewish families were expelled 
from the town. The Jews of Bayonne were not 
permitted to openly and officially practice Judaism 
before 1723.

The decoration of this ketubbah reflects styles and 
designs common among Western European Sep-
hardim. In most communities, aside from those in 
Holland and Italy, depictions of human figures were 
avoided, while floral motifs and diverse decorative 
designs were emphasized. These contracts were 
created primarily by Sephardic folk artists who 
executed a variety of other works for their communi-
ties, such as Esther scrolls, Passover Haggadot, and 
Omer calendars. The present example is decorated 
only with ink, creating a sharp contrast between the 
clear white background and the emphatic black ink. 
The mostly floral designs are dappled with dots and 
tiny lines that create the look of a copper engraving. 
Appearing at the top center is a large crown with 
seven knobs that alludes to the accompanying 
inscription, “A wife of noble character is her hus-
band’s crown” (Proverbs 12:4).
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Several elements in the marriage contract are charac-
teristic of Gibraltar ketubbot. The initial word of the 
wedding day, Wednesday, as was common, is enlarged 
and ornamented. The sum of the dowry and increment 
is a factor of eighteen, the number that is also the 
propitious word hai, written here in monumental 
letters amid small cursive script. Also typical of 
Gibraltar is the ornamental Latin monogram at 
bottom center. Comprising the letters S J B, it refers 
to the bridal couple’s first (Solomon, Judith) and last 
(Benoleil) initials. This feature is also found in 
Moroccan ketubbot, as are the section with Sephardic 
conditions, and the request that God take revenge for 
the expulsion of the Jews from Castile (cat. no. 76).

Gibraltar, Wednesday, 4 Tevet 5583  
(18 December 1822)
Bridegroom: Solomon, son of Judah, son of Solomon, 
son of Judah, called Benoleil
Bride: Judith, daughter of the late Abraham,  
son of Solomon, son of Judah, called Benoleil
Dowry: increment (indicated first): 600 pesos fuertes, 
Spanish coinage, and as a gift he added a piece of land 
measuring 400 cubits, and additional 600 pesos 
fuertes; dowry: 600 pesos worth of clothing, jewelry, 
and bed linen; total obligation: 1800 pesos fuertes
Parchment, 666 × 5567 mm (26.2 × 22.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 21

1822

Gibraltar

The Jewish community on the British Rock of 
Gibraltar reached its height in the nineteenth 
century, when it numbered nearly 2,000, comprising 
more than ten percent of the general civilian popula-
tion. At the time this ketubbah was produced most of 
Gibraltar’s retail trade was conducted by the local 
Sephardic community; many of its members came 
from the adjacent parts of North Africa.

Following other Sephardic communities, Gibraltar’s 
Jews excelled in the art of ketubbah decoration. 
Contracts were written on large pieces of parchment 
and ornamented in bright colors. By the second half 
of the nineteenth century Gibraltar developed its 
own characteristic and readily identifiable type of 
decoration.

The present Gibraltar contract belongs to an early 
period of local ketubbah decoration, though some of 
its features foretell later developments. The upper 
section depicts a pair of lions crouched back-to-back, 
overlaid with circles containing the abbreviated 
Ten Commandments. The composition is reminiscent 
of the top of Torah arks and indeed it is topped with 
a crown, intended as a Torah Crown. This motif, 
typical of later Gibraltar ketubbot, was often 
 modeled on the British royal crown. The crouching 
lions are flanked by vases of flowers. In the side 
borders, beneath theatrical drapery and trumpets 
suspended from ribbons, fanciful column bases are 
surmounted by urns.
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is recorded as having taken place on Mount Sinai 
on Friday, 6 Sivan 2448 (1313 BCE), the traditional 
date of the Giving of the Law.

Divided into three sections, this special text appears 
within an imposing wooden architectural setting, 
comprising three arches and a broken pediment, 
within which is a crowned Decalogue. The upper 
story employs a dynamic rhythm of decorative 
architectural elements. The entire structure resem-
bles a typical Sephardic Torah ark (ehal) from the 
synagogues of Gibraltar. Indeed the name of one of 
these synagogues, Nefutzot Yehudah, founded 1799, 
appears at the top. Certainly this sumptuous 
ketubbah was once chanted there. Many other 
features associate the contract with the Gibraltar 
community and its ketubbot. Based on this example 
it is clear that the British crown in Gibraltar’s 
ketubbot (cat. no. 74) should be interpreted also as 
a Torah Crown.

selected literature 
Local Goddesses 1994, p. 45.

[Gibraltar, ca. 1830-40s]
Bridegroom: People of Israel
Bride: The Torah
Parchment, 693 × 592 mm (27.3 × 23.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 26

Circa 1830s–40s

Gibraltar (?)

The concept of a written document for marriage 
lent itself to some popular Jewish customs, includ-
ing the creation of allegorical marriage contracts for 
Shavuot. As the holiday marks the Giving of the Law, 
mystical traditions asserted that on this day Moses, 
as the matchmaker, brought the Jewish people (the 
bridegroom) to Mount Sinai (the wedding place) to 
marry God or the Torah (the bride). To commemorate 
this mystical union, among European Sephardim 
and in some communities in Islamic lands the 
custom has been to prepare a special ketubbah for 
Shavuot and to recite it in the synagogue prior to 
the reading of the Torah on the first day of the 
holiday.

While several versions of ketubbot for Shavuot are 
known, the most popular in Sephardic communities 
has been the poetic text composed by the renowned 
mystic of Safed, Rabbi Israel Najara (1555?–1625?). 
A modified version of Najara’s text is employed in 
the present contract, in which the bridegroom, 
Israel, is introduced as “ruler of rulers … superior 
above all nations,” while the bride is “the dear and 
pleasant, a maiden of many virtues, God’s perfect 
Torah.” The father of the bride, God, provides his 
daughter with a substantial dowry, composed of 
positive and negative commandments; the bride-
groom desiring to transmit these valuable assets 
to his descendents, willingly obligates himself to 
this bond. He will never take a second wife (namely, 
another religion), and neither abandon nor neglect 
her. Their dwelling will be in the Land of Israel, as 
Heaven and Earth witness the union. The wedding 
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Arabic, they employed Latin letters. The top mono-
gram, composed of the letters F R, apparently stand 
for the bride’s first name, Freha, while the R may 
allude to her European nickname (e.g., Renée). 
The four-letter monogram at the bottom, S L B F, 
obviously refers to the bridegroom: Solomon Levi 
Ben- Susan, with the addition of F for Freha.

The ketubbah was decorated by the talented poet 
and folk artist David Nissim Elkäim, who was known 
by members of his community as “Leonardo of the 
Jews.” Elkäim, whose Latin initials D.N.E. appear at 
the bottom left, is responsible for many of the 
attractive ketubbot from Essaouria. His European-
influenced designs even feature partial human 
representations, as seen here in the face of the 
winged cherub beneath the monogram at the 
bottom.

 

Essaouria, Wednesday, 25 Sivan 5658 (15 June 1898)
Bridegroom: Solomon, son of Joshua, son of R. 
Abraham Makhluf ha-Levi Ben-Susan
Bride: Freha, daughter of Makhluf, son of Masoud, 
son of Naphtali, grandson of Judah Afriat
Dowry: 13,000 Spanish doros; increment: 5,000 doros; 
total obligation: 18,000 doros.
Parchment, 622 × 508 mm (24.5 × 20 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 86

1898

Essaouria

Morocco was one of the most important centers of 
ketubbah illustration in the lands of Islam. Although 
scant written evidence attests to the importance of 
this practice in late medieval documents, certainly 
the custom gained growing popularity following the 
Spanish Expulsion. Calling themselves megorashim 
(exiled), the Sephardim who settled in Morocco 
insisted on enhancing the physical appearance of 
their marriage contracts early on, and carefully drew 
distinctions between their contracts and those of 
the local Jews, known as toshavim (natives). Invari-
ably written on pieces of parchment, the Moroccan 
Sephardic ketubbot emphasize the elevated 
personal status of Sephardic women. Moreover, 
these ketubbot often contain a lengthy list of the 
male ancestors of the bridal couple, showing their 
roots and status, and calling on God to take revenge 
for their exile.

The Braginsky Collection contract presents the art 
of the megorashim ketubbot of the coastal city of 
Essaouria (formerly known as Mogador), an impor-
tant center of Sephardic activity at the time. The 
mercantile and cultural connections of the commu-
nity with Europe are reflected in the elaborate, 
non-Islamic, decorative framework of the contract. 
Thus, familiar European designs such as gilt architec-
tural elements and realistic flowers, reveal popular 
neoclassical origins. Moreover, in imitation of 
European status symbols, the first and last names 
of the bridal couple are alluded to in the intricate 
monogram designs appearing at center top and at 
bottom. Instead of using Hebrew letters, or even 
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superscription of Yemeni ketubbot. This text is 
invariably written in square letters, while the 
ketubbah proper is generally penned in semi-cursive 
script. Both sections are set in an attractive field of 
delicate floral motifs in bright tones of gold. A foliate 
garland frames the entire page, enclosing elongated 
branches delineated in pen and pencil, which 
contain some leaves painted yellow, while most are 
gold. A large gilt crown appears at the top center, 
which, as in ketubbot from Gibraltar (cat. no. 74), 
may signify both the British crown and the crown 
of the Torah.

Cochin, Monday, 27 First Adar 5660 (26 February 1900)
Bridegroom: Moses, son of Judah
Bride: Esther, daughter of Isaac
Dowry: Gold and silver jewelry, items of clothing 
and movable goods in the total value of 2001 Ashrafi 
(gold coinage); increment: 1000 and ½ Ashrafi; 
total obligation: 3001 and ½ Ashrafi
Paper, 647 × 482 mm (25.5 × 19 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 109

1900

Cochin

Of the three major groups of Indian Jewry, which 
include Bene Israel and Baghdadi Jews, the commu-
nity in Cochin (South India) is the smallest, with 
fewer than seventy Jews remaining in the area 
today. Many legends are told about the biblical 
origins of the Cochini Jewish community. Following 
the Indian caste system, Cochini Jews are divided 
into three smaller groups: Malabari Jews, or “black 
Jews,” merchants who believe they arrived on the 
Malabar coast during the period of King Solomon; 
Pardesi (“foreigners” in some Indian languages), or 
“white Jews,” who came to Kerala in colonial times 
from countries such Egypt, Holland, and Germany; 
and Meshuhrarim (“released” in Hebrew), merchant 
Jews’ slaves, who were converted to Judaism and 
later released.

In the past, the Cochini community excelled in many 
fields of Jewish art. Worthy of note are opulent 
Cochini synagogues, their attractive Torah arks, 
and rich Torah cases. Also outstanding is ketubbah 
decoration from Cochin, the leading center of this 
art form in India. The lavish and intricate decorative 
programs of the Cochini contracts often combine 
Eastern and Western designs in an original manner.

Typical of Indian ketubbot, the present contract is 
divided into two sections: an upper one dedicated 
to a lengthy superscription and a lower one re-
served for the ketubbah proper. The superscription, 
which always comprises the same set of blessings 
and biblical verses, has its sources in the medieval 
Cairo Genizah ketubbot; it is identical with the 
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the government of our great master, the mighty 
Emperor Nicolai the first (Czar Nicholas I, 1796–1855), 
son of Pavel, May he live forever. Amen.” The two 
sections of the text are set within frames, painted 
with gold, and surrounded by flowers. In the 
tradition of many Sephardic, Italian, and Eastern 
ketubbot, initial words are decorated and appropri-
ate biblical passages, such as that of the marriage 
between Ruth and Boaz at the city gate (Ruth 
4:11–12), are included in the inner frame. The dowry 
list is longer than the text in the first section; 
in accordance with Karaite custom, many respected 
witnesses (here 12) were invited to sign the contract.

selected literature 
Sotheby’s New York 2004a, lot 241

 

Qirq-Yer (Chufut-Kalé), Crimea Thursday, 29 Adar  
[=1 Nisan in Rabbinite calendar] 5593 (21 March 1833)
Bridegroom: Hanukkah, son of Joseph
Bride: Mataniah, daughter of Joseph ha-Levi
Dowry: Selected items: gold ring valued at 16 rubles; 
earrings at 24 rubles; gold bracelets at 30 rubles; 
necklace with pearls and rubies at 125 rubles, etc. 
In addition, the bride’s father gave her with a 
1000-plant vineyard located in a nearby village.
Paper, 770 × 546 mm (30.3 × 21.5 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 54

1833

Qirq-Yer

The Karaites, or Ba’alei Mikra (People of the Scrip-
tures), follow strictly the Written Law of the Hebrew 
Bible. While the Bible has shaped how they perform 
the commandments and conduct their religious life, 
constant contacts with Rabbinite Judaism influ-
enced their traditions. One primary example is the 
use of a ketubbah. Although it is a rabbinical 
institution, the marriage contract has been an 
essential component of the Karaite wedding 
ceremony from the early Middle Ages to this day.

The Karaite ketubbah, unlike the traditional Rabbin-
ite contract, is written entirely in Hebrew. Also, it 
invariably comprises two parts: a) shetar nissu’in 
(marriage deed), a declaration of the bridegroom’s 
intent to marry the bride, the obligations of the 
marriage bond, the bride’s acceptance, and their 
mutual commitment to the Karaite calendar “as 
stipulated on Mount Sinai,” and, b) shetar ketubbah 
(ketubbah deed), the financial obligations of the 
groom, and a detailed list of the bride’s dowry (based 
on the mohar or bride’s price, as deduced from 
Exodus 22:15–16). The former section occupies the 
upper part of the page, and the latter, the bottom. 
Karaite ketubbah decoration followed the norms 
of the Rabbinite traditions where they lived. 
Eschewing figural representations, the main designs 
comprised floral and geometric motifs.

The Karaite wedding recorded here was celebrated 
in the important community of Qirq-Yer in the 
Crimean peninsula (West Ukraine), known also by its 
Turkish name Chufut-Kalé (Jewish Fortress), under 
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of the bond, followed by the signature of the priest, 
the scribe, and other community dignitaries.

Reflecting a strict interpretation of the Second 
Commandment, the decoration of Samaritan 
contracts is limited to floral and geometric designs 
in bright colors. In the Braginsky Collection contract 
an additional motif is noteworthy: the gilt crescent 
and star motif within the lunette at the top center. 
Undoubtedly this is inspired by the Ottoman 
imperial emblem, which also appears on Judaic 
objects from Islamic lands. The contract documents 
the betrothal of an important bride, the daughter of 
the noted Samaritan high priest Isaac ben Amram 
(1855–1932); the high priest who signed her contract 
was Jacob ben Aaron (1874–1916).

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York 2004a, lot 242.

Shechem (Nablus), First Jumada (al-‘awwal) 1323 
according to the Hijra (July–August 1905)
Bridegroom: Abraham, son of Joseph Denufta 
(ha-Dinfi)
Bride: Temima, daughter of Isaac, son of ha-Levi 
Amram
Bride Price: 6001 Egyptian keritas, of which 
3000 keritas were paid before the wedding
Paper, 570 × 457 mm (22.4 × 18 in.)
Braginsky Collection Ketubbah 55

1905

Shechem

Believing themselves to be the true followers of 
ancient Israel, the Samaritans trace their origins 
to the biblical period. Their religious observances, 
which they follow strictly to this day, stem solely 
from the Pentateuch. Moses is the only recognized 
prophet; the holy place is Mount Gerizim in 
Shechem, rather than Jerusalem, which is not 
mentioned directly in the Pentateuch. Despite 
many persecutions, the Samaritans resided 
continuously in the Land of Israel. At their height 
they numbered more than a million (fourth–fifth 
century CE). Today the community, living in 
 Nablus and the town of Holon in Israel, numbers 
around 725.

Although the commandment to write a ketubbah 
is not mentioned in the Torah, the Samaritans 
adopted the rabbinic custom based on their 
interpretation of Exodus 21:9 and 22:6. The docu-
ment is commonly referred to as sefer ha-zivug 
(Book of Coupling) or mikhtav ha-devika (Letter 
[or Deed] of Bonding). It is drawn at the time of 
betrothal rather than at the wedding. The earliest 
known Samaritan contracts date from the six-
teenth century. The basic language of the docu-
ment is Samaritan Hebrew, written in Samaritan 
script, reminiscent of ancient Hebrew script. It is 
drawn on one side of a sheet of paper, which is 
often large and ornamented. The text, inscribed in 
calligraphic script, employs flowery language. It is 
divided into three sections: an introductory poetic 
formula in rhyming verses; the date and an elabo-
rate description of the participants; and the terms 
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She conceals her Jewish heritage, however, at the  
request of her uncle and guardian, Mordecai, 
a member of the king’s court.

Soon afterward, Mordecai discovers two of the king’s 
courtiers, Bigthan and Teresh, conspiring to assas-
sinate Ahasuerus. Mordecai’s role in thwarting the 
plot is recorded in the king’s chronicles. Meanwhile, 
 Mordecai incurs the wrath of Haman, the Grand 
 Vizier, by refusing to bow down to him. Consequent-
ly, Haman sets out to destroy the Jews and casts lots 
in order to determine the most auspicious date on 
which to enact his scheme. It is this lottery that lends 
the holiday of Purim (literally “lots”) its name. One 
evening, the king, unable to sleep, asks that his book 
of chronicles be read to him and discovers that he 
had never rewarded Mordecai for saving his life. At 
that very moment, Haman appears before Ahasuerus 
who asks him how a man who has served the king 
should be honored. Mistakenly believing that the 
king is referring to him, Haman responds that such 
a man should be dressed in royal attire and paraded 
publicly on the king’s horse. To Haman’s shock, he is 
instructed to honor his nemesis Mordecai and lead 
him through the streets of Shushan on horseback.

At a banquet that Esther prepares for the king and 
Haman the next day, she reveals her Jewish identity 
and points to Haman as the villain who intends to 
destroy her and the Jewish people. The king orders 
Haman hanged on the gallows that he had prepared 
for Mordecai, while the Jews are permitted to defend 
themselves against the attacks planned by Haman.

esther scrollsbraginsky collection

Esther Imagined 

The Art and History of Decorated Megillot

Esther scrolls, often elaborately illustrated and 
decorated, emerged as significant objects within the 
corpus of Jewish art from the seventeenth century 
onward. They are essential for the celebration of the 
Jewish festival of Purim, which takes place on the 
fourteenth day of the Hebrew month of Adar. Purim 
was established to commemorate the deliverance 
of the Jewish people from almost certain annihila-
tion. On this holiday, Jews gather in the synagogue 
to hear a public recitation of the biblical book of 
Esther. In order to fulfill this ritual obligation, the 
story must be read specifically from an Esther scroll, 
known in Hebrew as a megillat Ester (plural, megil-
lot Ester). The book of Esther recounts the miracu-
lous salvation of the Jews of the Persian Empire over 
their archenemy, Haman, some 2,500 years ago. The 
story unfolds as one part palace intrigue and one 
part court romance, in which revelation of hidden 
identities and sudden reversals of fortune are cen-
tral themes of the plot.

Set in the capital of Shushan (Susa) under the rule 
of the Persian King Ahasuerus the story begins with 
a royal feast, during which the king orders his 
queen, Vashti, to display herself before his guests. 
When she refuses, he sends her away. Although not 
specifically recorded in the text, rabbinic commen-
taries propose that the king had Vashti executed 
for her disobedience. Ahasuerus regrets his rash 
decision and at the behest of his advisors holds 
a beauty pageant to select a new bride. Of all the 
maidens from across the vast Persian Empire, 
Esther, a beautiful Jewish girl, is chosen as queen. 
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established the practice of including illustrations 
along the borders of the scrolls. These illustrations 
are primarily placed above and below the text, pre-
senting the reader with a visual interpretation of 
the written word. A close examination of the images 
reveals that the artists included not only representa-
tions of the Esther story but also incorporated visual 
references to the midrash, a rabbinic commentary 
on the text.

The major European centers of production were 
Italy, the Netherlands, Bohemia, Moravia, and Ger-
many. In the nineteenth century, decorated scrolls 
first appeared in North Africa, as well as in Iraq and 
Iran. Jews also commissioned cases for their scrolls, 
which not only served to protect valuable megillot 
but also added another medium for creative expres-
sion. The cases were fashioned out of a wide variety 
of materials. In addition to silver, the most frequent-
ly used material, ivory, wood, and to a lesser extent, 
gold, were employed. The richly varied artistic styles 
and ornamentation of megillot and their cases 
reflect the aesthetic traditions of their places of ori-
gin. The exceptional Braginsky Collection of Esther 
scrolls demonstrates both the broad geographic di-
versity and the centuries-long cultural and religious 
interplay in this medium of Hebrew manuscript 
decoration and illustration.

Elka Deitsch and 
Sharon Liberman Mintz

According to rabbinic dictum, it is required that 
Esther scrolls be handwritten in ink, on the skin of 
a kosher animal. The text is inscribed on several 
membranes of parchment that are sewn together 
with thread made of sinew. The scroll itself is rolled 
around a single roller and often is housed in elabo-
rately decorated cases. The rules concerning the 
writing of Esther scrolls, which are less stringent 
than those specified for the creation of Torah scrolls, 
appear in the Babylonian Talmud, primarily in 
Tractates Megillah and Soferim.

Whereas it is explicitly forbidden to embellish Torah 
scrolls, no such rabbinic prohibition exists with 
regard to the Esther scroll. The more permissive 
attitude toward the decoration of Esther scrolls is 
attributable in part to the absence of the name of 
God in the text. Accordingly, rabbinic authorities 
deemed acceptable the custom of adding illustra-
tions. Decorated scrolls are fit for ritual use on the 
festival of Purim for both public recitation in the 
synagogue and for private use at home.

While other types of decorated Hebrew codices re-
main from the Middle Ages, the earliest known dated 
and decorated Esther scroll was produced only in 
1564; it was copied by a female scribe, Estellina, 
daughter of Menahem, in the city of Venice. 
 Although the reason for the late appearance of 
decorated Esther scrolls is unknown, it is worth 
noting that even undecorated examples cannot be 
dated securely before the late fifteenth century. This 
difficulty is due to the paucity of informative scribal 
inscriptions.  The absence may reflect reluctance on 
the part of some rabbis to permit any text not part 
of the book of Esther to be incorporated into the 
scroll. Little factual information, therefore, exists 
about the production of Esther scrolls, despite their 
often elaborate illustrations.

The art of megillah decoration flourished during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Scrolls 
were most frequently embellished with floral and 
geometric ornamentation. In addition, beginning in 
the seventeenth century, artists such Shalom Italia 
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single copperplate engraving of four archways that 
was repeated along the length of the scroll.

The depiction of six birds at the opening is charac-
teristic of many of Shalom Italia’s scroll designs. 
Between trumpet-bearing angels in the Braginsky 
Collection megillah, two cartouches intended for 
family emblems and blessings were left blank. The 
artist’s printed signature, Salom Italia sculp, appears 
beneath these opening decorations. The text of the 
megillah was written within arcade frames above 
which pairs of gracefully reclining women in clas-
sical attire hold palm fronds. The palm, a symbol of 
victory, alludes to the triumph of the Persian Jews 
over their enemy Haman.

selected literature
Christie’s East 1998, lots 452, 453, and 454; Christie’s London 1997, lot 
34; Franzheim 1990, pp. 74–75; Garel 1986, pp. 107–108; Kleeblatt 1986, 
pp. 64–65; Museum Guide 1999, p. 46; Narkiss 1956, pp. 87–101 and 
88–101; Simonsohn 1977, p. 654; Sabar 1990, pp. 86–105.

Amsterdam, ca. 1641
Printed border designed by Shalom Italia
Parchment, 7 membranes, 49 text columns,  
131 × 4170 mm (5.2 × 164.2 in.)
Carved ivory roller, 282 mm (11.1 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 27

Circa 1641

Amsterdam

catalogue number 80

Shalom Italia was one of the most innovative and 
influential Jewish artists of the seventeenth century. 
As suggested by his name, he was a native of Italy 
and a nephew of the Mantuan printer, Eliezer d’Italia. 
While there has been much speculation about his 
background, Dutch archival documents reveal that 
he was born in 1618/1619, and was working in 
Amsterdam by 1641. Italia’s signed and dated work 
also demonstrates that he remained active in 
Amsterdam at least through 1648. According to 
Shlomo Simonsohn, legal documents suggest that 
by 1664 Italia had left Amsterdam and returned to 
Mantua.

While living in Amsterdam, he produced two illus-
trated ketubbot (1648) and portraits of two of the 
most prominent figures of Dutch Jewish society, 
Menasseh ben Israel (1642) and Jacob Judah Leon 
Templo (1641). His most important works, however, 
are eleven border designs created for Esther scrolls, 
eight of which are engraved. Three hand-drawn-
scrolls, including a signed megillah formerly in the 
Rothschild Collection in Frankfurt, are now in private 
collections.

Shalom Italia’s engraved Esther scrolls established a 
vocabulary for subsequent megillah design through-
out Europe. His work is exemplified by the repeated 
motifs of triumphal arches, flower-filled urns, and 
small landscape scenes. Also typical is the placement 
of a sequence of major characters in the Esther story, 
in this case Ahasuerus, Esther, Mordecai, and Haman. 
The border design was created through the use of a 
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foreign languages helped him uncover the plot of 
Bigthan and Teresh against Ahasuerus, an act that 
led to Mordecai’s eventual recognition and rise in 
government. Another striking illustration is the 
depiction of two merrymaking dwarves dancing 
and playing stringed instruments in celebration 
of the Jews’ delivery from destruction. The dwarves 
appear to be based on engravings by the artist 
Jacques Callot (1592–1635) who created a series in 
which they were featured as the central subject.

Throughout the scroll, the artist incorporated clas-
sical elements, as seen, for example, in the inclusion 
of classically inspired armor in depictions of Haman 
and the servants of the king. The decoration of the 
megillah begins with a triumphal arch reminiscent 
of Roman triumphal arches constructed for roy-
al festiv ities throughout Europe from the fifteenth 
to the nineteenth century.

selected literature
Grossfeld 1991; Hanegbi 2001.

Amsterdam, ca. 1675
Parchment, 5 membranes, 1 benediction panel  
+ 13 text columns, 276 × 2270 mm (10.9 × 89.4 in.)
Turned wooden roller, 422 mm (16.6 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 17

Circa 1675

Amsterdam

catalogue number 81 232

This profusely illustrated Dutch scroll is distinctive 
for its thirty-eight illustrations delicately drawn in 
sepia ink. The artist created a rhythmic cadence in 
this work by surmounting the first text column of 
each membrane with an arch, inside of which two 
winged putti raise a crown. The other text columns 
are surrounded on all four sides by elegant interior 
and exterior scenes, rendered with masterful use 
of perspective, which portray events relating to the 
Esther story.

Within a banderole at the bottom of each illustra-
tion the scribe penned a descriptive text. These 
explanatory words, written in semi-cursive script, 
are excerpts from the Targum Sheni, an extensive 
Aramaic paraphrase of and midrashic commentary 
on the book of Esther. Despite the inclusion of 
quotes from the Targum Sheni, few images incor-
porate visual references to its midrashic tales. The 
first illustration, a depiction of Ahasuerus seated 
on King Solomon’s throne, does, however, relate 
to an extensive narrative in the first chapter of the 
Targum Sheni that describes the splendor of this 
throne, how the rulers who conquered Jerusalem 
transferred it to Babylonia, and how it arrived later 
in Shushan.

This scroll also contains some unusual representa-
tions. One is of Mordecai standing in a room with a 
wall filled with books. He is portrayed as a scholar, 
perhaps reflecting a rabbinic tradition that informs 
us of his remarkable knowledge of seventy languag-
es. The Talmud relates that his understanding of 
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Western European milieu. Based on an example 
printed on paper bearing the watermark of C & I 
Honig (a Dutch paper manufacturer), Adri Offenberg 
has definitively localized these scrolls to Amster-
dam. He further posited that the Proops Brothers, 
prominent Amsterdam printers, most likely pub-
lished the work.

The opening panel features a minute inscription 
by the scribe Jacob of Berlin written on the step of 
the throne in the upper middle panel. The date of 
1701 is indicated by emphasizing the Hebrew letters 
aleph, samekh, and tav in the word “Esther.” This 
scroll is the earliest known example of the group of 
Amsterdam printed borders, which continued to be 
produced throughout the eighteenth century.

selected literature
Benjamin 1987, pp. 270–273; Christie’s Amsterdam 2002, lot 390.

Amsterdam, 1701
Printed border. Text copied by Jacob of Berlin
Parchment, 4 membranes, benedictions  
+ 16 text columns, 167 × 1760 mm (6.6 × 69.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 25

1701

Amsterdam

catalogue number 82

This prototypical scroll is distinctive for its detailed 
illustrations of the Purim story and for its inclusion 
of striking representations of midrash (rabbinic 
commentary). The specificity of these scenes reveals 
knowledge of both the Bible and its interpretations. 
One such illustration depicts Vashti being strangled 
by two women. The text of the book of Esther states 
only that the queen was never to appear again be-
fore the king. While the midrash specifies that she 
was executed, there is no mention of the method. 
A second midrash is depicted in the scene illustrat-
ing the manner by which Haman determined the 
date for the destruction of the Jews. Rather than 
choosing lots, as described in the Bible, Haman 
shoots arrows at a zodiac wheel. Yet another illu-
stration, the Wedding of Esther and Ahasuerus, 
employs the established Christian imagery of the 
Marriage of the Virgin.

This megillah belongs to a set of scrolls that share 
a printed border containing similar biblical scenes 
under the text columns. They differ, however, in the 
choice of subjects that appear above the text. In one 
group, landscapes are depicted, while in another, 
portrait busts of characters from the biblical story 
are portrayed.

The place of origin of all of these scrolls, which were 
widely disseminated throughout Europe, has been 
debated. The figures depicted in this scroll wear the 
clothing of wealthy Ashkenazic Jews; the flat, round 
hat known as a barrette, the sarbal (festive cloak) 
and the Judenkragen (ruffled collar) point to a 
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and it was bought by Solomon […] in the year 1652.” 
The large, square Sephardic script and generous 
dimensions of the parchment are characteristic 
features of seventeenth-century Italian scrolls; 
they demonstrate a desire to create a luxurious 
and eminently readable text.

The scroll is mounted on a large seventeenth-centu-
ry wooden roller of a type that was often employed 
for Italian megillot from this period. The handle is 
composed of convex bands, while the upper section 
features a turned and carved wooden crown topped 
by a knob.

selected literature
Roth 1967, pp. 165–184; Sotheby’s New York 1999, lot 53.

Italy, ca. 1650
Parchment, 8 membranes, 34 text columns,  
305 × 4610 mm (12 × 181.5 in.) 
Turned and carved wooden roller, 610 mm (24 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 90

Circa 1650

Italy

catalogue number 83

Occasionally it is possible to glean information 
regarding the provenance of decorated Hebrew 
manuscripts from the presence of a distinguishing 
family device. Family emblems were frequently 
depicted on the opening panel of Italian megillot 
produced during the seventeenth century. While the 
Jews of Italy were not granted formal coats of arms 
by the ruling authorities, Jewish families adopted 
heraldic devices and created their own insignias. 
Affluent Italian Jews used these informal family 
emblems on personal items as well as on Judaica 
they commissioned, such as marriage contracts, 
synagogue textiles, silver bookbindings, and Esther 
scrolls.

This otherwise undecorated Italian megillah is 
adorned with an elaborate ornamental opening 
panel featuring a heraldic device that depicts a 
rampant lion facing an elongated palm frond. The 
crest is surrounded by four birds and two winged 
insects set within a square foliate frame. The panel 
is painted in shades of orange, green, and yellow, 
a palette commonly employed in the decoration 
of Italian megillot in this period.

A cartouche placed in the upper border of the open-
ing panel contains the name Solomon Marinozzi, 
presumably the original owner of the scroll. A sec-
ond, more elaborate cartouche to the right of the 
opening panel contains a later inscription. While 
the name of the purchaser is difficult to read, the 
inscription says: “This scroll belongs to Mordecai, 
son of Solomon Marinozzi of blessed memory, 
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In addition to illustrating Esther scrolls by hand, 
artists sometimes designed decorative engraved 
borders to be printed on parchment; many were 
subsequently hand-colored. Scribes then copied 
the text of the book of Esther within the printed 
borders, producing a scroll fit for ritual use. This 
technique increased the availability of beautiful 
megillot by reducing cost and shortening the time 
needed for production. The practice of creating 
engraved borders for scrolls began in Rome in the 
late sixteenth century. Despite the technical 
difficulty and expense associated with printing on 
parchment, in the seventeenth century the tradi-
tion spread to Amsterdam and Venice, two of the 
most important centers of Hebrew printing in 
Europe. In these two cities during the eighteenth 
century there was a sizable surge in the production 
of Esther scrolls with engraved, hand-colored 
borders.

selected literature
Bodea 2002; Frojmovic 1997; Metzger 1966.

Venice, ca. 1670
Parchment, 3 membranes, 19 text columns,  
167 × 1680 mm (6.6 × 66.1 in.)
Wooden roller, 275mm (10.8 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 60

Circa 1675

Venice

catalogue number 84

This fine Venetian scroll is an example of an Italian 
megillah with an engraved and hand-colored 
border. It can be dated circa 1675, based on inscrip-
tions found on two identically engraved scrolls, 
one dated 1673 and the other 1680.

Four animals are placed around the perimeter of 
the initial floral border: a leopard, an eagle, a deer, 
and a lion. These animals are a reference to the 
passage from the Mishnah that counsels Jews to be 
“bold as a leopard, light as an eagle, swift as a deer, 
and strong as a lion to do the will of God” (Pirkei 
Avot 5:23). Although there does not appear to be 
a direct connection between this teaching and 
the story of Purim, the artist may have chosen to 
include these iconic animals as a visual reminder 
that one must perform the commandment of 
reading the megillah with alacrity. The foliate 
designs at the beginning and end of the scroll 
include an oval that was provided for the addition 
of a family emblem, which has been left blank in 
this example.

The first eighteen text columns are paired; each 
pair is flanked by a decorative panel. At the end, 
a single column is treated in the same way. Above 
each unit a polylobed frame presents a scene, or 
scenes, from the Esther story. This scroll is of a 
type known in scholarly literature as “Gaster I.” 
It is an early example of megillot that share similar 
engraved borders printed in Italy between the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.
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of the exiled Jewish people back to the walled city 
of Jerusalem. This representation of messianic 
redemption, not commonly found in decorated 
megillot, is intended to elucidate the final blessing, 
which appeals to God to bring salvation. The image 
is copied directly from a Haggadah first printed in 
Venice in 1609, and reprinted many times over the 
next two centuries.

The text of this Griselini scroll was penned by the 
accomplished scribe-artist Aryeh Leib ben Daniel 
(cat. no. 86). In his inscription, which follows the 
concluding benedictions, he informs the reader that 
he wrote this scroll in Venice in the winter of 1746.

selected literature
Kaniel 1979, p. 108; Metzger 1966, pp. 381–432; Sabar 1997/8,  
pp. 294–312.

Venice, 1746
Copied by Aryeh Leib ben Daniel, printed border 
designed by Franceso Griselini
Parchment, 5 membranes, 19 text columns  
+ benedictions, 240 × 2250 mm (9.4 × 88.6 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 13

1746

Venice

catalogue number 85

The engraved border of this scroll was designed by 
the Italian author, artist, and publisher Francesco 
Griselini (1717–1787). A man of broad intellectual 
pursuits, his interests ranged from botany and agri-
culture to cartography, politics, drama, and the arts. 
In the late 1730s and 1740s he produced several 
works of Judaica, including four frontispieces for a 
Hebrew Bible published in Venice 1739 (cat. no. 44), 
an engraved wall decoration for a Sukkah, and most 
notably, this illustrated scroll border.

The border design is composed of an arcade featur-
ing four distinctly patterned columns. The arches are 
surmounted by a balustrade that supports flower-
ing urns, blank medallions, floral scrollwork, and a 
variety of birds including a crowned double-headed 
eagle and a peacock. Scenes from the Esther narra-
tive are positioned beneath each of the nineteen 
columns of text. In these illustrations, Griselini has 
devoted particular attention to architectural set-
tings and spatial perspective. The artist’s printed sig-
nature is found in the lower left corner of each mem-
brane. This engraved border design was popular in 
Italy in the eighteenth century as demonstrated by 
two similar scrolls in the Braginsky Collection: an 
unsigned scroll of superior artistic quality (Braginsky 
Collection Megillah 11) and a small megillah with a 
related design (cat. no. 100).

One of the most striking images in this group of 
scrolls is the last illustration, placed under the final 
arch, where the concluding benedictions usually are 
written. It depicts the Messiah heralding the return 
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1. Feast of Ahasuerus (Esther 1:3)

3. (r) Messengers are dispatched (1:22); 
(l) Esther’s arrival at the palace (2:8)

5. (r) Esther is crowned (2:17); 
(l) Bigthan and Teresh are hanged (2:23)

7. (r) Scribes write the decree against the Jews 
(3:12–13); (c) Mordecai in mourning outside palace 

gate (4:1); (l) Esther is informed (4: 4)

9. (r) Esther invites the king to her banquet (5:4); 
(l) Esther’s banquet (5:5–6)

2. Feast of Vashti (1:9)

4. Hegai presents Esther with 
seven attendants (2:9)

6. (r) The king’s servants approach Mordecai (3:3); 
(l) The king’s servants report to Haman (3:4)

8. (r) Esther sends Hatakh to speak to 
Mordecai (4:5); (l) Mordecai informs Hatakh 

of Haman’s plan (4:6–7)

10. (r) Haman and friends stand before the gallows 
built to hang Mordecai (5:14); (l) Ahasuerus being 

read his chronicles (6:1)

11. Haman leads Mordecai through Shushan (6:11); 
Haman’s daughter empties a chamber pot  

on his head (midrash)

13. (r) Hanging of Haman (7:10); (l) Esther pleads 
with Ahasuerus to annul Haman’s  

decree (8:3)

15. (r) Mordecai stands before the king (8:15); 
(l) Jews defend themselves (9:2)

17. (r) Esther asks the king for an additional day for 
the Jews of Shushan to defend themselves (9:13);  

(l) Hanging of Haman’s ten sons (9:14)

19. (r) Esther and Mordecai write letters instructing 
the Jews to observe Purim (9:29); (l) Messengers 

deliver the letter to all provinces (9:30)

12. Esther’s second banquet (7:1)

14. (r) The king speaks to Esther and Mordecai (8:7); 
(l) Scribes write new decrees allowing Jews 

to defend themselves (8:9)

16. Jews battle their enemies (9:5)

18. Jews feast and exchange of gifts (9:19)

20. The Messiah and Jews approach Jerusalem
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Leib proclaimed that he employed his “beautiful 
pen” in fulfillment of the biblical verse: “This is my 
God and I will glorify Him” (Exodus 15:2). The scribe 
further indicated that he emphasized letters (yod, 
hey, vav, hey – when they appear at the beginning 
of consecutive words) to create an allusion to God’s 
name within the text. This act inserts Divine pres-
ence into a book that holds an unusual place within 
the biblical canon due to the absence of a reference 
to God. Later, Aryeh Leib’s signature in the middle 
of the inscription was effaced and replaced with 
the name of a subsequent owner, Judah Capsuto, 
who gave the scroll to Ephraim Isaac Capsuto as 
a Purim gift.

selected literature
Benjamin 1987, pp. 264–265, 445; Garel 1991, p. 196; Grossman 1996, pp. 
40, 143; Klagsbald 1981, pp. 64–66; Leibgott 2000, p. 73.

Venice, 1748
Scribe-artist: Aryeh Leib ben Daniel
Parchment, 3 membranes, 12 text columns,  
308 × 1950 mm (12.1 × 76.8 in.) + benediction sheet, 
303 × 210 mm (11.9 × 8.3 in.)
Turned wooden roller, 478 mm (18.8 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 95

1748

Venice

catalogue number 86

Aryeh Leib ben Daniel was one of the most prolific 
scribe-artists of the eighteenth century. Eight extant 
signed and dated scrolls enable the development of 
his distinctive style to be traced. The inscriptions in 
these megillot also provide us with rarely found 
biographical details. Originally from the village of 
Goraj near Zamosc, Poland, he created his earliest 
known scrolls in small towns in Eastern and Central 
Europe between 1732 and 1737.

In the early 1740s Aryeh Leib immigrated to Italy 
where his mature style, characterized by elegant 
sepia line drawings and meticulous draftsmanship, 
emerged. The full-length figures and vignettes of 
the Purim story that embellish this scroll reflect the 
influence of Shalom Italia’s engraved borders (cat. 
no. 80). Between 1744 and 1745, while living in 
Brescello in the house of Solomon Cases, a scion 
of the prominent Mantuan family of doctors and 
rabbis, Aryeh Leib wrote and decorated two scrolls. 
He produced at least six megillot in Venice where he 
was active from 1746 to 1748. In addition to these 
eight signed scrolls, there are over twenty unsigned 
scrolls in his style. He also penned the text for six 
megillot with borders engraved by Francesco 
Griselini (cat. no. 85).

A separate benediction sheet accompanies this 
scroll. The figures of Moses and Aaron are set in 
niches on either side of the central text panel, 
a composition that emulates the format used for 
the title pages of Hebrew books (cat. no. 45). In an 
inscription in the roundel flanked by lions, Aryeh 
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in those days at this season”; and “Who has kept us 
alive and has sustained us, and brought us to this 
season.”

This sheet also includes the benediction recited at 
the conclusion of the reading of the megillah that 
acknowledges God who “exacts vengeance for His 
people Israel from all their foes, the God Who 
brings salvation.” The rabbis decreed in the minor 
Talmudic tractate Soferim (14:6) that this prayer be 
followed by a declaration in which the righteous 
are praised and the wicked are condemned: 
“Blessed be Mordecai, blessed be Esther, blessed be 
all of Israel, Cursed be Haman, and may Harvonah 
be remembered favorably.” Harvonah, the king’s 
servant, a minor character in the Purim story, 
alerted Ahasuerus to Haman’s plot to hang 
Mordecai. For this small, but pivotal, contribution 
to Haman’s downfall, the rabbis included him in 
this passage.

selected literature
Sabar 1993, pp. 21–23; Shachar 1981, no. 411.

Italy, ca. 1775
Parchment, 6 membranes, benediction sheet,  
228 × 174 mm (9 × 6.9 in.) + 16 text columns, 
222 × 1370 mm (8.7 × 53.9)
Turned wooden roller, 412 mm (16.2)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 12

Circa 1775

Italy

Throughout the eighteenth century, Italy was an 
important center for the production of decorated 
megillot and ketubbot. The art of both utilized a 
similar vocabulary in which columns, archways, 
cartouches, garlands, and urns were depicted, and a 
rich palette of reds, blues, and greens was employed. 
In terms of style, this scroll resembles the illuminat-
ed ketubbot produced in Ferrara and Mantua.

This megillah is embellished with delicately hand-
painted, repeated architectural designs. The text is 
set between alternating straight and spiral marble 
columns. The Jews of Italy associated twisted col-
umns with those of the Temple of Solomon, which 
they believed were brought to Rome by Titus and 
eventually placed in the Basilica of St. Peter in the 
Vatican. Spiral columns, consequently, were used 
to decorate objects of Judaica including megillot, 
ketubbot, synagogue textiles, and title pages of 
 Hebrew books.

Accompanying this scroll is a separate sheet of 
parchment that, in addition to the benedictions, 
contains a liturgical hymn, korei megillah, recited 
by the Jews of Italy. Rabbis disagreed as to whether 
a scroll may include any extraneous text that is not 
part of the book of Esther. In some communities this 
led to the practice of creating an unattached sheet 
featuring the three benedictions traditionally 
recited prior to the reading of the megillah. These 
blessings praise God “Who sanctified us with His 
commandments and commanded us to read this 
scroll”; “Who performed miracles for our ancestors 
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mazal (sign) under which their marriage is taking 
place. In megillot, however, the Signs of the Zodiac 
are a reference to the recurrent theme within the 
story of Esther of the role that chance plays in 
determining the course of events. In the Talmud 
there is frequent discussion among the rabbis 
concerning the role of constellations in shaping 
human lives. According to the dominant rabbinic 
view expressed by Rabbi Hanina, “Israel stands 
under the stars’ influence” (Shabbat 156a). It is not 
surprising, therefore, to find zodiacal imagery 
embellishing the text of Esther scrolls, where 
the  fortunes of the Jewish people depend on the 
casting of lots.

selected literature
Christie’s New York 2006, lot 205; Fishof 2001; Mintz 2001, pp. 50–51; 
Sotheby’s Tel Aviv 2000, lot 202; Shadur 2002, p. 86; Stern 2007, pp. 
68–69.

Italy, ca. 1800
Parchment, 3 membranes, 12 text columns [missing 
first two columns], 303 × 1834 mm (11.9 × 72.2 in.)
Turned wooden roller, 548 mm (21.6 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 77

Circa 1800

Ancona or Lugo

catalogue number 88

This scroll exemplifies the style of decoration that 
flourished in the Italian towns of Ancona and Lugo 
from the eighteenth through the early nineteenth 
centuries. The artists in these towns specialized in 
a technique wherein the parchment was cut away 
to create an intricately patterned frame for the text. 
This technique was employed to adorn megillot, 
ketubbot (cat. no. 63), and a variety of Jewish wall 
hangings.

This megillah was hand-colored and embellished 
with gold paint, which has since oxidized. The use of 
expensive materials, in addition to the labor-inten-
sive process required to create the elaborate border 
design, indicate that this scroll was a luxury object 
reserved for the wealthiest of patrons. Few such 
Italian cut-out parchment scrolls remain today.

The artist has incorporated peacocks, butterflies, 
and deer into the floral design of the upper border 
and integrated the Signs of the Zodiac below many 
of the text columns. The images of Cancer (crab), 
Pisces (fish), and Libra (scales) are rendered with 
lace-like delicacy.

Zodiacal imagery is found in both decorated 
ketubbot (cat. no. 57) and megillot. While the 
zodiacal images serve a decorative purpose, they 
also have meaning that is specific to each type of 
document. The Signs of the Zodiac are employed 
in ketubbot as visual references to the salutation 
mazal tov, a wish that a newly wedded couple’s life 
together should be positively influenced by the 
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Rabbinic commentary further elucidated that the 
absence of the Divine name parallels the theme of 
the concealment of identity within the story. The 
scribe’s placement of the word “king” at the head 
of the columns serves to highlight Divine presence 
and the overall role that God played in the Purim 
narrative.

The silver case is ornamented with a fish-scale 
pattern and is surmounted by a stylized cluster of 
flowers and leaves. Similar silver floral bouquets 
embellish the tops of many Esther scroll cases from 
the Ottoman Empire and can also be found on Torah 
finials and other Judaica metalwork.

selected literature
Erlanger 2000; Fishof 2001.

Ottoman Empire, ca. 1800
Parchment, 5 membranes, 1 prefatory panel  
+ 13 text columns, 150 × 1830 mm (5.9 × 72 in.)
Silver case, 345 mm (13.6 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 26

Circa 1800

Ottoman Empire

catalogue number 89

This scroll opens with an elaborate depiction of the 
Signs of the Zodiac, a recurrent motif in decorated 
megillot. According to a midrash, when Haman 
plotted to destroy the Jewish nation, he consulted 
the zodiac to determine an auspicious time to carry 
out his scheme. He decided that the month of Adar, 
which corresponds with the sign of Pisces (fish), 
would be the best time because Haman would be 
able to devour and destroy the Jews just as big fish 
swallow small ones. God, however, was infuriated 
by Haman and thwarted his plans, stating “Fish 
sometimes swallow their prey, but they too can 
be swallowed” (Esther Rabbah 7:11).

In this image of the zodiacal wheel, which turns 
clockwise around the sun, the artist emphasized 
the role that Pisces/Adar played in the Purim story. 
He depicted the fish as larger in scale than the other 
signs, and placed them outside the circle, next to the 
signs that precede it, Capricorn and Aquarius. The 
decorative border above and below this panel ex-
tends as continuous bands throughout the megillah, 
with similar designs framing the sides of each text 
column.

This type of scroll is known as a ha-melekh scroll 
because most of the columns begin with the word 
ha-melekh (the king) as a result of a deliberate ar-
rangement of the text. In the book of Esther, this ap-
pellation refers to King Ahasuerus. Rabbis suggest-
ed, however, that emphasis be placed on the word 
ha-melekh as an allusion to God, the King of Kings, 
whose name is not mentioned explicitly in the scroll. 
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put to death. According to rabbinic dictates concern-
ing the writing of a megillah, the names of Haman’s 
sons must be inscribed to look like a “half-brick over 
a half-brick and a brick over a brick,” meaning that 
the names must be lined up in a column. This sym-
bol izes a structure that is easily weakened and will 
not endure. The rabbis applied this metaphor to 
Haman’s sons who were vanquished and destroyed 
(Soferim 13:3).

The Braginsky Collection megillah is one of three 
similar German scrolls containing distinctive images 
of Haman hanging. In the other two examples 
Haman is depicted smoking a long pipe while on 
the gallows. Inscriptions on the opening and closing 
panels of this scroll indicate that this scroll was 
owned by Berel the son of Abraham Neumark of 
Hamburg.

selected literature
Meekseper 1985, p. 514, no. 429.

Germany, ca. 1750
Parchment, 3 membranes, 1 benediction panel  
+ 10 text columns + 1 benediction panel,  
222 × 1760 mm (8.7 × 69.3 in.)
Ivory roller, 400 mm (15.7)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 24

Circa 1750

Germany

catalogue number 90

This eighteenth-century megillah, created in Lower 
Saxony, exemplifies a type of folk art found in deco-
rated Esther scrolls. The distinctive orange and 
green palette is found in other megillot from this 
region.

The entire text is written within an arcade, with 
the benedictions recited before the reading of the 
megillah placed within a monumental gateway. 
At the sides are vine-encircled columns, while above, 
two lions support a shield containing the first word 
of the blessing. The columns of the remainder of 
the text are placed within the rest of the arcade. 
In addition to animals and birds, the spandrels 
contain scenes from the story of Esther. Included 
among them are Haman leading Mordecai on a 
horse, Ahasuerus extending his scepter to Esther, 
and Ahasuerus presenting his ring to Mordecai.

The most distinctive image in this scroll depicts the 
hanging of Haman. Bound in chains, he is suspended 
from the gallows. A venomous snake, a symbol of 
evil, encircles the upright support of the gibbet. 
Below, a double-tailed lion holding a crowned shield 
gazes up at the execution. Lions were often a symbol 
of the Jewish people. Here it may allude to the 
miraculous victory of the Jews over their enemies 
recounted in the Purim story.

This illustration of the execution appears in the 
center of a column of text filled with the names of 
Haman’s ten sons. Because they also were involved 
in the plot to kill the Jewish people, they, too, were 
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and other compilations of specialized prayers 
produced during this period (cat. no. 35).

The last column of this scroll contains the blessing 
recited upon completion of the reading of the 
megillah. This is followed by the liturgical hymn 
Asher heini, arranged according to the Hebrew 
alphabet. Below, five figures from the Purim story 
stand within oval cartouches; they illustrate the 
final phrases from the Purim song Shoshanat 
Ya’akov: “Cursed be Haman who sought to destroy 
me; blessed be Mordecai the Jew. Cursed be Zeresh 
the wife of [Haman] who terrorized me; blessed be 
Esther who [interceded] on my behalf . . . and may 
Harvonah [the king’s servant] also be remembered 
favorably.” The scroll was later fitted into a hexago-
nal silver repoussé case inscribed to Rabbi Ephraim 
Fischel of Rozdol (Ukraine) 15 Adar [5]566 (5 March 
1806).

selected literature
Christie 1932, lot 214; Stern 2007, pp. 62–65.

Central Europe, 18th century
Parchment, 4 membranes, benedictions  
+ 16 text columns, 230 × 2240 (9.1 × 88.2 in.)
Silver case, repoussé, 540 mm (21.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 45

Eighteenth Century

Central Europe

catalogue number 91

This vibrant scroll is an example of the revival of 
Hebrew manuscript illumination in the eighteenth 
century, as well as the reliance of artists on existing 
printed images. Even after the advent of printing in 
the mid-fifteenth century, Hebrew scribal arts were 
still practiced, as required by rabbinic law, for the 
creation of Torah scrolls, Esther scrolls, phylacteries, 
mezuzot, and divorce documents. Beginning in the 
first decade of the eighteenth century, a group of 
scribe-artists, initially working in Vienna, created 
lavishly decorated books of prayer for personal use. 
These luxury manuscripts were produced for 
wealthy Court Jews who acted as financial agents 
for ruling members of the Hapsburg Empire.

When painting the ornamentation of books and 
scrolls, artists were inspired by printed works. The 
decorative program of this megillah is modeled on 
the engraved Amsterdam border (cat. no. 82). In the 
opening panel, Ahasuerus and Esther, enthroned 
and flanked by members of their court, are placed 
above the three benedictions, while five scenes 
from the story fill the remaining border.

The same decorative programs were used by 
eighteenth-century scribe-artists to embellish both 
illuminated codices and scrolls. The first column of 
text in this megillah opens with a large, filigreed 
initial word panel flanked by two rampant, double-
tailed lions. Not usually found in megillot, initial 
word panels of this type were common graphic 
elements in Haggadot, Grace after Meals books, 



259



258 esther scrolls

and other compilations of specialized prayers 
produced during this period (cat. no. 35).

The last column of this scroll contains the blessing 
recited upon completion of the reading of the 
megillah. This is followed by the liturgical hymn 
Asher heini, arranged according to the Hebrew 
alphabet. Below, five figures from the Purim story 
stand within oval cartouches; they illustrate the 
final phrases from the Purim song Shoshanat 
Ya’akov: “Cursed be Haman who sought to destroy 
me; blessed be Mordecai the Jew. Cursed be Zeresh 
the wife of [Haman] who terrorized me; blessed be 
Esther who [interceded] on my behalf . . . and may 
Harvonah [the king’s servant] also be remembered 
favorably.” The scroll was later fitted into a hexago-
nal silver repoussé case inscribed to Rabbi Ephraim 
Fischel of Rozdol (Ukraine) 15 Adar [5]566 (5 March 
1806).

selected literature
Christie 1932, lot 214; Stern 2007, pp. 62–65.

Central Europe, 18th century
Parchment, 4 membranes, benedictions  
+ 16 text columns, 230 × 2240 (9.1 × 88.2 in.)
Silver case, repoussé, 540 mm (21.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 45

Eighteenth Century

Central Europe

catalogue number 91 259b

This vibrant scroll is an example of the revival of 
Hebrew manuscript illumination in the eighteenth 
century, as well as the reliance of artists on existing 
printed images. Even after the advent of printing in 
the mid-fifteenth century, Hebrew scribal arts were 
still practiced, as required by rabbinic law, for the 
creation of Torah scrolls, Esther scrolls, phylacteries, 
mezuzot, and divorce documents. Beginning in the 
first decade of the eighteenth century, a group of 
scribe-artists, initially working in Vienna, created 
lavishly decorated books of prayer for personal use. 
These luxury manuscripts were produced for 
wealthy Court Jews who acted as financial agents 
for ruling members of the Hapsburg Empire.

When painting the ornamentation of books and 
scrolls, artists were inspired by printed works. The 
decorative program of this megillah is modeled on 
the engraved Amsterdam border (cat. no. 82). In the 
opening panel, Ahasuerus and Esther, enthroned 
and flanked by members of their court, are placed 
above the three benedictions, while five scenes 
from the story fill the remaining border.

The same decorative programs were used by 
eighteenth-century scribe-artists to embellish both 
illuminated codices and scrolls. The first column of 
text in this megillah opens with a large, filigreed 
initial word panel flanked by two rampant, double-
tailed lions. Not usually found in megillot, initial 
word panels of this type were common graphic 
elements in Haggadot, Grace after Meals books, 
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(The Newly Opened World Gallery), printed in 
Nuremberg in 1703. The choice of Turkish dress is 
intriguing. One answer presents itself: the artist was 
aware of the Eastern locale of the Esther story and 
costumed the characters in appropriately “exotic” 
attire. As Turkerie was popular in the eighteenth 
century, it is also possible that in keeping with 
contemporary vogue, the artist or patron chose to 
have the characters in the Esther story depicted in 
Turkish dress. The use of costume of the Turkish 
court in a Western eighteenth-century Hebrew 
manuscript is, however, unusual. Perhaps the most 
cogent reason for the combination is that the scroll 
was produced for a member of the small, affluent 
community of Turkish Jews who, after 1718, were 
permitted to live and trade freely in Vienna, while 
still remaining subjects of the Sultan of Turkey.

selected literature
Mintz 2002.

Vienna, ca. 1740
Parchment, 3 membranes, 9 text columns,  
228 × 1730 mm (9 × 68.1 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 54

Circa 1740

Vienna

260catalogue number 92

This scroll contains one of the most finely executed 
series of illustrations to be found in decorated megil-
lot. The highly accomplished, though unknown, 
artist has modeled detailed figures, scenes, and 
animals with delicate parallel and cross-hatched 
pen strokes. This creates an effect that is strikingly 
similar to the copperplate engravings of contempo-
rary printed books. Artistic and historical evidence 
indicate that this megillah was most likely produced 
in Vienna in the first half of the eighteenth century.

Positioned between a foliate border with animals 
at the top and a similar one with birds at the bottom, 
are text columns interspersed with eight elegant 
full-length characters from the Esther story. The 
figures of Ahasuerus, Vashti, Mordecai, Esther, and 
Haman are joined by two messengers, and another 
depiction of Mordecai. Below each of these figures 
is a small vignette that chronicles the Purim story. 
Scenes include the beheading of Vashti (cat. no. 82) 
and Haman weighing 10,000 pieces of silver as pay-
ment to the king for permission to annihilate the 
Jews. The decorative and stylistic techniques em-
ployed in this scroll closely parallel those used by 
the foremost Jewish scribe-artists, for example, 
Aaron Herlingen and Meshullam Zimmel, who were 
active in Vienna during the first half of the eigh-
teenth century.

It is notable that the skillfully drawn figures that 
embellish this scroll are dressed in Ottoman-court 
clothing based on figures in a volume of costume 
engravings titled Die Neu-eröffnete Welt-Galleria 
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against the Jews. This last scene is placed out of 
order, most likely due to a printing error. In other 
examples of this border these  vignettes are placed 
in varying sequences. The last three scenes placed 
above columns depict Haman falling on Esther, 
Esther in front of Haman’s house, which has been 
given to her by Ahasuerus, and Esther writing her 
 letter to the Jews.

The scroll ends with four scenes, portrayed from 
top to bottom: Jews celebrating the holiday at a 
feast; the banquet at which Esther denounces 
Haman to the king, with the gallows prepared for 
Mordecai in the background; Ahasuerus extending 
his scepter to Esther and granting Mordecai his ring 
as Haman hangs in the distance; and Mordecai, 
dressed as a contemporary eighteenth-century 
Jew, composing a letter to be sent to Jews across 
the kingdom, chronicling the preceding events.

selected literature
Sixtová 2006, p. 36.

Prague, ca. 1700
Printed border designed by Paul-Jean Franck
Parchment, 4 membranes, 15 text columns,  
318 × 2395 mm (12.5 × 94.3 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 36

Circa 1700

Prague

catalogue number 93

This Bohemian scroll is a rare example of a megillah 
with engraved borders produced outside the print-
ing centers of Amsterdam and Venice. In the few 
complete copies of this scroll, the printed signature 
of the engraver Paul-Jean Franck appears in the first 
panel. The borders of both this megillah and those 
engraved by Franceso Griselini (cat. no. 85) demon-
strate that non-Jewish artists were employed to 
 create Jewish ritual art.

The decorative program of this megillah contains 
seven scenes from the Purim story arranged verti-
cally; three appear before the opening of the text, 
while an additional four occur at the end of the 
scroll. In addition, eleven smaller vignettes and 
figures are depicted between the columns of text. 
In the upper and lower borders, scrolling foliate 
vines contain cartouches with castles and mansions 
in landscape settings, nude, half-length female 
figures, and peacocks. Although unrelated to the 
biblical text, these create a decorative border for 
the scroll.

Smaller vignettes placed on top of monumental 
spiral columns were engraved onto individual cop-
perplates printed after the larger frame was in place. 
The first scene shown here depicts the hanging of 
the traitors, Bigthan and Teresh. This is followed 
by Esther and her attendants who inform her that 
Mordecai is outside the palace gates in a state of 
mourning at the news of Haman’s edict. In the next 
vignette, Ahasuerus gives his signet ring to Haman, 
granting him the authority to proceed with his plot 
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apron of a type that was worn throughout Alsace. 
The men are depicted wearing traditional white 
ruffs, red or blue jackets with culottes, stockings, 
low-heeled shoes, and a variety of hats.

The names of Haman’s sons appear in an uncon-
ventional format. Traditionally the ten names are 
presented vertically in their own separate column, 
symbolizing a poorly built structure that will not 
last. In this megillah the names of the ten sons, 
which appear at the bottom of a column of text, 
are written in continuous horizontal lines as is the 
rest of the work. They are distinguished only by the 
slightly larger script used.

selected literature
Klagsbald 1981, pp. 68–71; Sotheby’s Jerusalem 1988, lot 262; Sotheby’s 
New York 2006, lot 186; Weyl 1979, pp. 47–51.

Alsace, second half of the 18th century
Parchment, 5 membranes, 15 text columns,  
94 × 2430 mm (3.7 × 95.7 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 7

Second Half of the Eighteenth Century

Alsace

catalogue number 94

Decorated ritual objects of the Jews of Alsace 
reflect their experience as a minority in the small, 
predominantly Christian villages that were scattered 
along the banks of the Rhine River. The character of 
Alsatian Jewish life is captured in the ornamentation 
of this megillah. The whimsical imagery includes 
peasant figures in colorful local costume and reflec-
tions of folk humor.

In this small scroll, the Hebrew text is arranged with-
in octagonal frames approximately 60 mm high. 
Each column of text is bordered above and below 
by bands of scrolling vines. Lively figures, several 
shown strolling with walking sticks in hand and oth-
ers gesturing, are interspersed with human busts, 
owls, and a gargoyle. These fanciful images appear 
to bear no specific relationship to the Esther story. 
The owls, dressed in ruffs and hats and holding wine 
goblets, however, may well be an illustration of a 
European proverb, “drunk as an owl.” Depictions of 
imbibing owls may allude to the Purim tradition of 
drinking until one can no longer tell the difference 
between villainous Haman and virtuous Mordecai.

The few known Alsatian megillot share several 
distinctive characteristics: a bright palette of yellow, 
red, and green; stocky, robust figures; and large, 
vibrant flowers. These scrolls are of interest for their 
display of distinctive local costume. In the Braginsky 
Collection megillah the women wear red or blue 
garments with yellow corselets laced in front. One 
woman wears a simple white cap with ruffled edges, 
and a solid yellow skirt covered with a plain white 
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As megillot often lack scribal inscriptions, they are 
difficult to date and localize with precision. This is 
the case here. Yet, by comparing this scroll with dec-
orated marriage contracts, which always bear the 
date and name of city in which they were written, 
it is possible to determine the most likely center of 
production of this work. The pointed horseshoe arch 
with spare-ground foliage decorating its spandrels 
is found in decorated marriage contracts created 
in Meknes as early as 1813 and continuing through 
the nineteenth century. This Esther scroll was most 
likely executed there. It differs in appearance from 
the ketubbot, however, in the use of meticulously 
written square Sephardic letters for the text. The 
careful attention to detail in the creation of lines, 
words, and letters, render each text column of this 
megillah an exquisite calligram.

selected literature
Sabar 1992, pp. 168–191.

Morocco [Meknes?], ca. 1880
Parchment, 3 membranes, 19 text columns,  
170 × 2160 mm (6.7 × 85 in.)
Turned wooden roller 355 mm (14 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 91

Circa 1880

Morocco

catalogue number 95

The artistic vocabulary of the dominant culture in 
which a particular megillah was created usually 
affected its decoration. The lack of figural representa-
tion in this scroll from North Africa is due in no small 
measure to the Islamic milieu in which it was pro-
duced. In countries under Muslim rule, depictions of 
the human form were often forbidden, or at the very 
least, discouraged. Consequently, megillot, as well 
as other decorated Hebrew manuscripts produced 
under these circumstances, rarely contain figural art.

The scroll is adorned with design motifs echoing the 
mudejar style of architecture employed throughout 
the Iberian Peninsula, beginning at the end of the 
fifteenth century. Each column of text is framed by 
a separate and delicately curved, pointed horseshoe 
arch. The arches form a long decorative arcade along 
the length of the entire megillah. The spandrels and 
columns that support the arches are filled with or-
ange and green floral and geometric patterns. These 
motifs were imported into North Africa by the Jews 
who migrated there after the expulsions of Spain 
and Portugal in 1492 and 1497. Many of North Africa’s 
relatively small Jewish communities were suddenly 
inundated by these megorashim (expelled ones) 
who quickly outnumbered the toshavim (indigenous 
residents) of these North African communities. The 
artistic traditions of the Sephardic newcomers had 
an impact on the decoration of Hebrew manuscripts. 
Their style of decoration, which lasted for hundreds 
of years, can be seen in the embellishment of numer-
ous nineteenth-century Moroccan Hebrew codices, 
scrolls, and ketubbot.
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Abraham. This enumeration is followed by a briefer 
and less distinguished lineage for Haman. The 
elaborate genealogies of Mordecai and Haman that 
appear in the Braginsky Collection megillah are not 
part of the biblical text of Esther. Rather, they are 
taken from the Targum Rishon, an Aramaic transla-
tion the origins of which date to the seventh century 
and which incorporates elements of midrash. In this 
translation the respective lineages of Mordecai and 
Haman are presented in order to establish the 
righteousness of the Jewish people and the wicked-
ness of their oppressors, as well as to emphasize 
that the salvation of the Jewish people was depen-
dent on the merit of their righteous ancestors.

selected literature
Benjamin 1987, pp. 278–279, no. 191; Grossfeld 1983, pp. 22, 28–29, 144; 
Shachar 1981, no. 417.

Baghdad, Iraq, ca. 1850
Parchment, 4 membranes, 2 prefatory panels  
+ 21 text columns, 102 × 1705mm (4 × 67.1 in.)
Turned wooden roller, 195 mm (7.7 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 75

Circa 1850

Baghdad, Iraq

catalogue number 96

This megillah, which opens with two brightly col-
ored prefatory panels, is further embellished with a 
band of enlarged ornamental text comprising the 
genealogies of Mordecai and Haman that frame the 
entire scroll. This scheme of decoration is character-
istic of megillot produced in Iraq during the nine-
teenth century.

Whereas many classical interpretations of the Purim 
story celebrate of the primacy of Esther’s role as the 
savior of the Jewish people, the decorative text on 
this megillah emphasizes the importance and 
centrality of Mordecai to the Purim narrative. While 
most Esther scrolls are devoid of a title, when one is 
present it simply states Megillat Ester. In contrast, 
the initial panel here bears an expanded title, 
Megillat Ester ha-Malkah u-Mordekhai ha-Yehudi 
(The Scroll of Esther the Queen and Mordecai the 
Jew), penned in large purple letters and surrounded 
by a frame of multihued rosettes.

The second introductory panel calls additional 
attention to Mordecai by prominently featuring 
a quotation from the text (Esther 2:5): Ish Yehudi 
hayah be-Shushan ha-Birah u-Shemo Mordekhai 
ben Yair ben Shimi ben Kish (In the fortress Shushan 
lived a Jew by the name of Mordecai, son of Jair son 
of Shimei son of Kish). The ancestry of Mordecai 
continues and is greatly expanded upon in the 
monumental orange text that runs along the entire 
length of the scroll. In the upper and lower borders, 
the scribe penned the genealogy of Mordecai, going 
back some thirty-three generations to the patriarch 
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dying, a convention of medieval origin. In this scroll, 
however, the bodies have had their limbs severed 
or have been decapitated. Also rarely depicted in 
Western art, and not part of the biblical story, is a 
scene in which Haman is shown having his beard 
pulled to humiliate him before his execution.

This scroll, which comes from the collection of the 
eminent Sassoon family, was most likely created for 
their personal use. Originating in Baghdad, members 
of the Sassoon dynasty relocated to Bombay in 1832 
and rose to financial, cultural, and religious promi-
nence in the nineteenth century. The melding of 
Jewish scribal traditions and Indian artistic design 
reflects the Sassoon family’s deep involvement in 
the cultural life of India.

selected literature
Jackson 1968; Sotheby’s Tel Aviv 1999, lot 12.

India, ca. 1900
Parchment, 15 membranes, 2 blank ruled columns  
+ 18 text columns, 202 × 7020 mm (8 × 276.4 in.)
Turned wooden roller, 400 mm (15.7 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 58

Circa 1900

India

catalogue number 97 274

This scroll combines Indian and Western traditions 
in a unique way. Twenty elaborately illustrated 
panels flank the text columns. The first image is 
distinctive in its depiction of a contemporary 
reading of the megillah. The artist rendered how 
the scroll is folded over to look like a letter during 
the public reading, in accordance with the rabbinic 
dictum. The reader is shown surrounded by men 
wearing fezes and children holding drums used as 
noisemakers to drown out the name of Haman. 
A group of five women is portrayed in a separate 
space above labeled ezrat nashim (women’s section).

The initial images relating to the text are illustra-
tions of Esther 1:10–14. In the first, Ahasuerus orders 
his seven eunuchs, dressed in military uniform, to 
bring Vashti before him. In the second, the king and 
his seven highest-ranking advisors determine the 
fate of his disobedient queen. In these two scenes, 
and throughout the work, the name of each figure 
has been inscribed by the artist. The figures are 
depicted in a mixture of contemporary, Western 
and non-Western clothing, and often are seated in 
interiors that portray a similar blend of furnishings. 
Some of the women, including Esther at times, are 
shown with a bindi on their foreheads.

The depiction of some of the episodes is notably 
different from that found in illustrated megillot 
produced in Europe. This is evident in scenes in 
which the vengeance of the Jews on their enemies 
is portrayed. In Western manuscripts the victors 
frequently were shown standing on the dead and 
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creative and lush setting, in addition to exuberant 
ornamentation, they have been localized to seven-
teenth-century Rome. They also have been associ-
ated, however, with seventeenth-century Venice, 
whose goldsmiths were renowned for their exqui-
site filigree work. Venice was a major center for the 
production of Jewish ceremonial metalwork used 
in communities throughout the Italian peninsula 
and beyond.

One of the two similar cases contains a seventeenth-
century scroll with gilt borders and restrained 
ornamentation. This may be the scroll for which the 
case was produced, and might suggest the type of 
work originally made for the Braginsky Collection 
case, which now contains a later, undecorated scroll.

selected literature
Christie’s Amsterdam 1997, lot 485; Christie’s Amsterdam 2000, lot 326.

Case: Venice or Rome, 17th century
Gold, applied filigree, 238 mm (9.4 in.)
Scroll: Italy, 18th century
Parchment, 2 membranes, 12 text columns,  
80 × 880 mm (3.1 × 34.6 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 8

Seventeenth Century

Venice or Rome

catalogue number 98

Jewish ceremonial objects crafted of gold, such as 
this elegant Esther scroll case, are exceptionally 
rare. Synagogue and personal Judaica objects were 
usually made of silver. While several gold Jewish 
marriage rings are known, only a small number of 
larger-scale gold Judaica objects are extant. It is 
likely that over the generations, gold objects of 
Judaica were melted down for the intrinsic value 
of the precious metal.

This cylindrical case is ornamented with delicate 
applied filigree. Emerging from a vase at the center 
is a large naturalistic flowering vine with scrolling 
stems and blossoms that extend across the case’s 
decorated surface. Large blossoms support or frame 
the Temple Implements (objects associated with 
the Holy Temple of Jerusalem), motifs frequently 
found on a variety of Italian Jewish ritual metalwork. 
Applied Tablets of the Law are placed on the larg-
est central floral motif, a wreath composed of small 
flowers with centers of granulation, forms that may 
suggest sunflowers. Two more floral clusters, or 
sunflower motifs, emerge from the same stem and 
support a censer and the High Priest’s mitre. Be-
neath the mitre, additional flower-filled vases frame 
a large menorah. Although the Temple Implements 
are Jewish symbols, the decoration does not relate 
specifically to the Esther story.

It is noteworthy that two almost identical Esther 
scroll cases of this type, undoubtedly created by the 
same maker, survive. Based on the employment of 
the Temple Implement motifs integrated into a 
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Esther scrolls and cases. This box matches exactly 
the dimensions of the silver case.

The silver case is engraved with the Hebrew charac-
ters alef, resh, samekh, probably the initials of the 
patron and owner. The rampant lion at the top of the 
case refers to a family crest; several Jewish families 
in Rome are known to have used similar devices. 
Because the family surname, based on the engraved 
Hebrew monogram, appears to have begun with a 
samekh, this heraldic emblem can be associated 
with the Di Segni or Scazzocchio families.

selected literature
Furman 1997, pp. 210–211; Sotheby’s New York 2000, lot 90.

Case: Rome, 1778–1780
Silverwork by Giovanni Battista Sabatini
Silver, chased, engraved, granulated and cast,  
232 mm (9.1 in.)
Scroll: Italy, mid 18th century
Parchment, 5 membranes; benedictions  
+ 41 text columns, 79 × 3010 mm (3.1 × 118.5 in.)
Box: wood, leather, gold tooled 294 × 58 × 55 mm 
(11.5 × 2.2 × 2.1 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 94

1778–1780

Rome

catalogue number 99

During the eighteenth century the art of decorated 
Esther scrolls reached its height in the ghettos of 
Italy, where wealthy families commissioned skilled 
craftsmen to create richly illuminated manuscripts 
and fine silver cases. This suite of an Esther scroll, 
case, and box is unusual in that the individual 
elements of this set of ceremonial objects, commis-
sioned by a patron in eighteenth-century Rome, 
have been preserved together. It is unusual for such 
objects to have been maintained as a unified group.

The text of the scroll, written in forty-two columns, 
is arranged so that each line is unusually short, with 
only five to six words. Each text column is set in a 
rectangular frame painted in gold over a greenish 
undercoat. The opening words of the benedictions 
and of the book of Esther are written in large 
ornamental gold script.

The hexagonal case for the Esther scroll is topped by 
a three-dimensional finial in the form of a rampant 
lion emerging from the petals of a flower. The case 
is ornamented with engraved intertwined scroll 
patterns and floral motifs, and with granulation on 
the upper and lower sections. It bears city and maker 
hallmarks for 1778–1780, which is also the approxi-
mate date of the scroll.

The box that houses the case and scroll is the 
simplest object in the suite, but it is also the rarest 
element in the group. Made of wooden panels 
covered with tooled leather, it is fastened with two 
clasps. Such original boxes rarely survive with their 
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an active trade route between Venice and various 
Greek communities thrived. Jewish involvement 
in this trade included the transportation, purchase, 
and sale of commodities such as olive oil, as well as 
participation in the exchange of Jewish ceremonial 
objects among these various centers. The latter is 
reflected in this example of an Italian Esther scroll 
housed in a case crafted by an Ioannite silversmith.

selected literature
Fromm 2008; Grafman 1999, no. 77.

Case: Ioannina, Greece, second half of the 19th 
century
Silver, filigree and partial gilt, 362 mm (14.3 in.)
Scroll: Venice?, mid 18th century
Parchment, 4 membranes, 14 text columns,  
ht. 114 mm (4.5 in.), length cannot be determined
Braginsky Collection Megillah 2

Second Half of the Nineteenth Century

Ioannina

catalogue number 100

Ioannina was home to one of the few communi-
ties of Romaniot Jews that had survived in Greece 
since Roman times. This cylindrical case of delicate 
filigree, ornamented with floral motifs, is typical of 
the later and more refined work of Iaonnite silver-
smiths. Earlier examples feature much heavier fili-
gree. In Iaonnina, non-Jewish silversmiths produced 
Judaica, including Torah finials, for local congrega-
tions and for export to other parts of Greece and 
the Balkans. These silversmiths also crafted silver 
jewelry and small objects, using filigree techniques 
and motifs similar to those found in this Esther 
scroll case.

In Ioannina, and in Jewish communities across the 
Ottoman Empire, great emphasis was placed on the 
preparation, purchase, and presentation of betroth-
al gifts and dowry items. In wealthy families, an 
Esther scroll housed in a filigree case was often 
presented as a gift to a bridegroom from his future 
in-laws. In Ioannina in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the most costly and prominent 
items in the prika (dowry or trousseau) were often 
a set of silver forks and spoons for sweets, a sewing 
machine, and an Esther scroll with its decorative 
case.

This case houses a mid-eighteenth century Italian 
Esther scroll with an engraved and vibrantly 
hand-colored border. As the illustrations are 
modeled on a border design for a megillah created 
by Francesco Griselini (cat. no. 85), the scroll was 
most likely printed in Venice. For many centuries 
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This elegant Esther scroll case is decorated with 
a profusion of floral, fruit, and vegetal ornaments, 
 interspersed with fanciful animal forms. The con-
trast of the silver against the gilt background adds 
to the dimensionality of the piece. The metalwork 
tracery in this case recalls the scrolling vegetal 
forms, lions, and birds often seen in synagogue 
Torah arks and papercut mizrah plaques in Eastern 
Europe. Jewish folk artists there were famed for 
their inventiveness and skill in the related folk arts 
of woodcarving and papercutting.

The double-headed eagle, symbol of the Austro-
 Hungarian Empire, tops a Hapsburg-style crown, 
and creates a central focus for the case’s decorative 
composition. Below this crown a shield is inscribed 
with a Hebrew verse from the book of Esther: “The 
Jews enjoyed light and gladness; happiness and 
honor” (Esther 8:16), with two flanking flags in-
scribed “and the royal crown which is set upon his 
head” (Esther 6:8). The cast three-dimensional 
lion-form clasp of the thumbpiece is an unusual 
feature of this case.

Case: Eastern Europe, 19th century
Silver, repoussé, chased, cast, and partially gilt,  
470 mm (18.5 in.)
Scroll: Eastern Europe, 19th century
Parchment, 3 membranes, 12 text columns,  
330 × 1560 mm (13 × 61.4 in.)
Braginsky Collection Megillah 86

Nineteenth Century

Eastern Europe

catalogue number 101, 102

This Esther scroll case is decorated with an unusu-
ally elaborate program of vignettes illustrating the 
Esther story. Nine detailed scenes are enclosed in 
three tiers of decorated arches. Depicted are: at the 
top, Ahasuerus seated on a majestic throne, flanked 
on the right by Ahasuerus crowning Esther, and on 
the left by Ahasuerus extending his scepter toward 
Esther; at the center, Mordecai in royal attire riding 
on the King’s horse led by Haman, flanked on the 
right by Ahasuerus being read his chronicles, and 
on the left by Mordecai refusing to bow to Haman; 
and at the bottom, Haman hanging on the gallows, 
flanked on the right and left by scenes of Jews 
dancing and feasting.

These episodes from the biblical narrative are 
rendered in skillfully worked repoussé and chasing, 
with careful attention to spatial settings and 
architectural backgrounds. A large openwork 
Hapsburg-style crown tops the case.

Case: Eastern Europe, 19th century
Silver, repoussé, chased, and cast, 405 mm (15.9 in.)
Scroll: Central or Eastern Europe, 19th century
Parchment, ht. 201 mm (7.9 in.), length cannot be 
determined
Braginsky Collection Megillah 79
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moved to another location where this different 
place designation would be meaningful. A similar, 
carved sandalwood Esther scroll case, formerly in 
the collection of the Rothschild Family, is in the 
collection of the Jüdisches Museum der Schweiz 
in Basel.

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York 2007, lot 17; Ungerleider-Mayerson 1986,  
p. 178; Zimiles 2007.

Case: Eastern Europe, carved by Ezekiel Joshua 
Maisels of Dolina, 1913
Wood, 775 mm (30.5 in.)
Scroll: Eastern Europe, 20th century
Parchment, 3 membranes, 10 text columns,  
ht. 406 mm (16 in.), length cannot be determined
Braginsky Collection Megillah 93

1913

Eastern Europe

catalogue number 103

This Esther scroll case is an exceptional work of 
woodcarving artistry. Few elaborately carved private 
Jewish ceremonial objects of wood have survived. 
Eastern European artisans and artists were famed 
for their creativity and skill in the closely related folk 
arts of papercutting and carving. Tombstones and 
synagogue arks are the best known traditional 
formats for Jewish carving. These carving traditions 
were closely related to the motifs, interlaces, and 
patterns of papercut mizrah and shivviti plaques, 
and to the artistic heritage found in the architecture, 
interior painting, and carved furnishings of Eastern 
European wooden synagogues.

This case features lavishly carved vignettes from the 
Purim story, all inscribed in Hebrew with appropri-
ate verses from the book of Esther. The decoration in 
the lower section is interspersed with carved Signs 
of the Zodiac, identified in Hebrew. Two rampant 
lions flank Esther’s crown in the midsection of the 
case. The maker carved his name below this crown 
and at the top of the case.

A double-headed eagle, a symbol of the Austro-
 Hungarian Empire, is included above one vignette. 
It is likely that Ezekiel Joshua Maisels, the artist of 
this piece, moved from Dolina, a small town in 
Western Ukraine, which was formerly part of Poland 
and later the Austro-Hungarian Empire, to a larger 
urban center. There he worked as a woodcarver and 
had access to a larger group of patrons for his work. 
As he recorded his name as “of Dolina,” it is likely 
that by the time of the creation of this piece he had 
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of blue and red, combined with a lavish use of gold, 
suggests that this scroll was produced in an envi-
ronment that combined European and Ottoman 
influences.

selected literature
Sotheby’s New York 2005, lot 190.

Case: Jerusalem?, ca. 1920
Ivory, carved, 295 mm (11.6 in.)
Scroll: Jerusalem?, ca. 1920
Parchment, 6 membranes; 35 text columns,  
ht. 98 mm (3.9 in.), length cannot be determined
Braginsky Collection Megillah 41

Circa 1920

Jerusalem?

catalogue number 104

A number of Judaica objects made in Jerusalem 
during the first decades of the twentieth century 
correspond closely to Ottoman examples from com-
munities in present-day Turkey, such as Istanbul or 
Izmir. It is unclear if this scroll and case were made 
in Jerusalem, or if they were created elsewhere in 
Ottoman workshops.

Jerusalem was under Ottoman rule through World 
War I, after which the British Mandate period be-
gan. Jerusalem was also the location of the Bezalel 
School, which combined Islamic ornament with 
Orientalist and Art Nouveau elements to create a 
nationalistic style.

This carved ivory Esther scroll case, with three grad-
uated crowns ornamenting its top section, recalls 
silver Ottoman cases and Torah staves. The elabo-
rate ivory piercing on the cylindrical shaft, reminis-
cent of architectural latticework, is an elegant fea-
ture of this piece. The overall form and decoration 
of this case suggests the refinement and exoticism 
of the Persian palatial setting of the Purim story.

The vividly painted Esther scroll features a deco-
rated opening design of stylized floral motifs 
similar to those found in manuscripts produced 
in the Islamic world. This specific megillah may be 
identified as a product of a Jerusalem-based atelier 
that produced vibrantly colored Esther and Song 
of Songs scrolls in the early twentieth century. 
The combination of traditional Islamic ornament 
with the highly saturated and Orientalist palette 
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