
PREFACE

Medieval Spain was extremely fertile ground for cultural exchange

between ethnic groups, religions, and countries. Each of the king-

doms of the Iberian Peninsula—Al-Andalus, the Crown of Aragon,

Navarre, Castile, and Portugal—had Muslim, Christian, and Jewish

inhabitants. The peninsula’s unique political situation engendered

encounters between these different cultures, and the results can be

found in abundance in literature, philosophy, and science. In this

setting, Jewish art, which by nature is eclectic and yet has its own

forms and messages, developed a unique character. It absorbed attrib-

utes of Islamic and Christian art, which fused with Jewish artistic

tradition and Jewish written tradition translated into visual messages.

This variegated culture was further enriched by influences from

France, with which the countries had political relations. Its horizons

were also widened by international trade, as can be seen, for exam-

ple, in its echoes of Italian style.

All of these aspects—Islamic and Christian art, Jewish tradition,

and external influences—come to the fore in the decoration of Hebrew

Bibles produced in Spain in the Middle Ages. This book, first pub-

lished in Hebrew in 2001, is an attempt to compile the history of

the illuminated Bibles of Spain and define the characteristics of the

various schools of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries

in different parts of the Iberian Peninsula. Still, it should not be

viewed as a comprehensive survey or a complete catalogue of the

illuminated Bibles of Spain. Rather than striving to review or cata-

logue a maximal number of books, the discussion centers on the

manner in which the encounter between the cultures contributed to

the development of the art of the Hebrew book.

A note should be added regarding the transliteration of Hebrew

names and terms. Where English versions of Hebrew names exist,

they are used throughout the text. Where transliteration was neces-

sary, I used a system that is easily readable, on the one hand, but

makes clear distinctions between similar sounds, on the other. The

letter chet is therefore transliterated as ch, instead of h, to distinguish

it from he; khaf is transliterated as kh to distinguish it from chet; kuf

is transliterated as q to distinguish it from k, which stands for kaf;
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the letter tsade is transliterated as ts, since this is phonetically the

closest sound.

For the translation of primary sources, I relied on academic trans-

lations whenever available. References to the latter are given in the

footnotes. In cases where the translations diverge from the Hebrew

original, they have been modified. In some cases, translations have

been altered also for the sake of consistent terminology, especially

in texts that discuss the Temple implements.

The following chapters spring from a lecture delivered in February

1997 at the annual conference of the College Art Association in New

York, in a session devoted to the subject “Spain before Spain”—

that is, before the merger of the Crown of Aragon and Castile at

the end of the fifteenth century. I would like to thank Pamela Patton,

who organized the session, and Elizabeth Valdez del Alamo, who

moderated the discussion, for their comments and ideas. I am also

indebted to John Williams, whose extensive knowledge of the arts

in Spain served as a constant source of inspiration, especially in the

two years that I spent as a research associate at the University of

Pittsburgh.

I was greatly assisted by the Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew

Manuscripts and the Codicological Data-Base of the Hebrew

Paleography Project of the Jewish National and University Library

in Jerusalem. The acquisition of the pictorial material was funded

with the aid of research grants put at my disposal by the Faculty of

Humanities and Social Sciences of Ben-Gurion University of the

Negev. The translation of the book into English was made possible

by a grant from the Memorial Foundation of Jewish Culture.

Many people contributed directly or indirectly to the discussion

that appears in this book, among them Malachi Beit-Arié, Michel

Garel, Dalia-Ruth Halperin, Harvey Hames, Boaz Huss, Bianca

Kühnel, Sara Lipton, Rachel Milstein, Yael Okun, David Raizman,

Elisabeth Revel-Neher, Kurt Schubert, and Shalom Tsabar. Haim

Finkelstein has to be thanked for his help in designing the maps,

and Yuval Kogman for the English version of the maps and diagrams.

Thanks are also due to the librarians who helped me with my

research and provided the pictures: Michel Garel and François Avril,

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris; Doris Nicholson, Bodleian

Library, Oxford; Stephen Reif, Cambridge University Library; Stuart

O’Seanoir, Trinity College Library, Dublin; Ilana Tahan, British

Library, London; Nice Ugelotti, Biblioteca Palatina, Parma; Maria
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Luisa Cabral, Biblioteca Nacional, Lisbon; Mayer Rabinowitz and

Sharon Liberman Mintz, Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary

of America, New York; the staff of librarians in the John Rylands

University Library, Manchester; Raphael Weiser, Silke Schäfer, and

Rivka Plesser, Jewish National and University Library, Jerusalem;

Ulf Haxen and Eva-Maria Jansson, Kongelige Bibliotek, Copenhagen;

Ernesto Milano, Biblioteca Estense, Modena; R. David Sassoon,

Jerusalem; Pilar Moreno Garcia, University Library, Madrid; Laurel

Wolfson, Hebrew Union College, Cincinnati.

The Hebrew text was translated by Judith Davidson, Jerusalem,

to whom I am grateful, especially for her patience with repeated

revisions. The English version contains numerous updates, mostly of

bibliographic nature, and others resulting from further insights. Chapter

Six is the result of more substantial changes and includes material

that appeared in a paper published in 2002 in the Art Bulletin, about

a year after the Hebrew version. Many thanks go to the staff of Brill

Academic Publishers in Leiden, Julian Deahl, Marcella Mulder, and

Ingrid Heijckers.

A warm place in my heart is reserved for two dear friends who

made a special contribution to this work. Ursula Schubert first intro-

duced me to the world of illuminated Hebrew manuscripts many

years ago. Meir Ayali, to whose memory the book is dedicated, was

the founder and editor of the Heillal Ben-Hayyim Library at Hakibbutz

Hame’uchad Publishing House, which produced the Hebrew version

of this book; he gave me unceasing encouragement and support

throughout the many years of our friendship. Both are no longer

with us, and I deeply regret that they did not live to see the pub-

lication of this book.

Beer-Sheva, September 2003
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