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Abstract: Cod. hebr. 17 contains an opulently decorated copy of Sefer Misvot
Qatan (SeMaQ) and is a typical 14%-century Ashkenazic manuscript from the
German area of Europe. This is shown by the workmanship of the parchment, the
structure of the quires and the script that was used. The text also contains refe-
rences to the German origin of the manuscript. The separate listing of the com-
mandment ‘To bind tefillin on the head’ emphasises the practice among German
Jews of saying two blessings while putting on their tefillin.

This manuscript is a commissioned work written and decorated by a profes-
sional scribe. Although he strived to give the book a homogeneous appearance
overall, there is a radical change of page layout from fol. 227r onwards. By adding
new columns, the existing comments became more visible. Consequently, SeMaQ
now resembles a commentary volume inspired by Latin manuscripts. This change
‘modernised’ the book and improved its function, taking into account that the
existing aesthetic concept had to be abandoned.

1 The Small Book of Commandments by Yishaq
ben Yosef of Corbeil

1.1 Its origin, circulation, purpose and contents

Three years before he died, R. Yishaq ben Yosef of Corbeil (d. in 1280) wrote the
halakhic work 791 >1my (‘Amude Gola, or Pillars of Exile). This book is an abridged
and simplified version of the 7173 mx» 790 (Sefer Misvot Gadol), i.e. the Great Book
of Commandments written by Moshe ben Ya‘aqov of Coucy, which in turn was
influenced by Maimonides’ Mishne Tora. Over the course of time, R. Yishaq’s
work came to be known as p"n0 (SeMaQ), an acronym standing for jop mzn 190

1 Emanuel 2006, 198.
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(Sefer Misvot Qatan, the Small Book of Commandments), to distinguish it from the
book written by Moshe of Coucy.? Unlike earlier works of this kind, SeMaQ does
not contain a list of all 613 commandments found in Judaism, but only lists those
that need to be followed in the Jewish diaspora. Since the commandments on sac-
rifices and cleanliness relating to worship at the Temple are no longer mentioned,
SeMaQ only contains between 220 and 330 positive and negative commandments,
depending on which copy of the manuscript one refers to.

Nowadays, around 230 manuscripts and fragments of SeMaQ can be found
in libraries, archives and private collections around the world. In view of all the
copies made of it, it has rightly been called a ‘mediaeval best-seller’.> The wide
success of his work was exactly what Yishaq of Corbeil had intended as he delibe-
rately promoted SeMaQ. In writing such a book, he wanted to improve his fellow
Jews’ knowledge of Halakha and strengthen their devout belief in God. Like
R. Moshe of Coucy, R. Yishaq of Corbeil was also influenced by the haside ash-
kenaz, i.e. the pietists who were active in Germany at the time. This is particularly
clear in his notions of remorse and repentance, but can also be seen in his views
on how Jews ought to behave towards Gentiles.” R. Yishaq created a conservative
work that was cleansed of elements that contrasted starkly with his notions of
Halakha as a body of practical religious laws, or as Haym Soloveitchik writes:

[...] eliminating all dialectic and any Maimonidean traces, Rabbi Isaac penned the definitive
handbook of French halakhic practice.’®

Unlike its predecessor the Great Book of Commandments or Maimonides’ Mishne
Tora, SeMaQ was not intended for a learned audience, but for a broader range of
‘middle-class’ readers that had developed in the 13™ century — people who had
received enough education to be able to understand simple halakhic texts, but
who had not had the opportunity to study the Talmud and tosafot (mediaeval
explanations and critical commentaries on the Talmud) in any great detail.® The
inclusion of Aggada texts and moral anecdotes was meant to capture the atten-
tion of less learned readers. In his open letter to the French and German commu-

2 Ishall largely refer to the more popular term SeMaQ in this paper, seeing as the title ‘Amude
Gola is hardly used in practice, cf. Soloveitchik 2005, 41, n. 12.

3 AsJudah D. Galinsky said in a lecture entitled ‘The Pillars of Exile (Semak) of R. Isaac of Cor-
beil — a Medieval Best Seller’ held at the Institute for Advanced Studies, Hebrew University, in
February 2011.

4 Kanarfogel 1997, 209.

5 Soloveitchik 1998, 75.

6 Galinsky 2009, minute 1:33:00 to 1:40:10.
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nities, which is a standard part of many SeMaQ manuscripts these days, we learn
what intentions R. Yishaq pursued with his work and about the unique way in
which he went about promoting his book:”

Every leader of a synagogue in every town and city is commanded to make a written copy
of these misvot [...] and anyone who wishes to make a copy of it or learn from it is to be lent
it [...].

And if a delegate [from another community] needs to stay in town for a while in order to
copy the misvot, they should pay him six small Turnose a day and provide him with board
and lodging as well [...].2

R. Yishaq specifically addressed women in his open letter as well as men:

Accuracy when reading and studying them [the misvot] is just as useful for them [i.e.
women)] as study is for men. [...].°

R. Yishaq’s wishes regarding the circulation of SeMaQ were largely taken into account,
particularly in Ashkenaz. In the German-speaking part of Europe, it was R. Me’ir of
Rothenburg (d. in 1293) who helped disseminate the work. He told his students to
write down everything that was ‘true and enduring, correct and valid’ in this book.*

It was R. Yishaq’s wish that the texts in SeMaQ should be read and memo-
rised every day. This objective also influenced the way he structured the book.
R. Yishaq writes the following about this point:

Since our teachings are being forgotten in this day and age and I fear that most people today
are unfamiliar with the explanations of the misvot imposed upon us, I have written down
the misvot that are imposed upon us nowadays [in the form of] seven pillars corresponding
to the seven days of the week. And I ask each and every person to read a pillar a day so they
can profit from it [...]."*

There are further sub-divisions within the individual chapters, which vary from
one chapter to the next. Various principles are used parallel to each other when
it comes to ordering the subject matter: a distinction is generally made between
all the commandments by putting the positive ones at the beginning of a chapter
or passage, for example. This principle is not adhered to consistently, however.

7 Urbach 1980, 572-573.

8 Yishaq ben Yosef of Corbeil 1935. On the CD Responsa Project, Bar Ilan, 2007.
9 ibid.

10 Urbach 1980, 573 and Yishaq ben Yosef of Corbeil 1509, fol. 1v.

11 Yishaq ben Yosef of Corbeil Responsa Project, 2007.
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It was not just logical criteria that were paramount in structuring SeMaQ, but
associations and feelings as well, albeit to a lesser extent. This can be seen in the
way the author divided his work into meaningful units — not only do the seven
chapters correspond to the days of the week, but they also represent the first six
commandments of the Decalogue:

Sunday - [First Commandment: ‘I am the Lord, thy God’]*?

Misvot on the heart

Misvot on the ears

Misvot on the eyes, including misvot on making clothes (emphasised)

Monday - Second Commandment: ‘Thou shalt have no other gods before me’
Misvot on the human body [as a whole]

Tuesday — Third Commandment: ‘Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image’
Misvot on the mouth (which include prohibiting magical spells, which are mostly
said out loud)

Wednesday — Fourth Commandment: ‘Remember the Shabbat day, to keep it holy’
Misvot on the hands

Thursday - Fifth Commandment: ‘Honour thy father and thy mother’
Misvot on food (since one is morally obliged to feed one’s parents) and the rule on
complying with the principles of law

Friday — Sixth Commandment: ‘Thou shalt not kill’
Misvot on money (since most murders occur because of money)

Saturday - (Shabbat)
[Misvot on Shabbat and sexuality]*

The structure of SeMaQ is rather difficult for readers to follow today. The com-
mandments are not arranged as a list of topics based on subject areas, but on the
human body and activities associated with its parts. The prohibitions concerning
idolatry are not only found in the second chapter, for instance, which is about the

12 Surtitles were not added to this chapter, but one may assume that the First Commandment is
meant here on the basis of section 1 and the names of the other chapters.
13 Atitle at the top is also missing in this case.



The Small Book of Commandments =— 425

human body as a whole, but appear throughout the work in the various chapters
and sections of it relating to the specific part of the body being dealt with. In the
first chapter, the following prohibitions are listed among the misvot on the heart:
‘Not to fear the words of false prophets’ and ‘Not to love an instigator [who calls
on people to believe in other gods]’. In the section on misvot on the ears, it then
says one should not listen to anything an instigator says, nor should one listen to
anyone who prophesies in the name of an idol. In the section on the command-
ments on the eyes, there is a negative commandment about merely looking at
graven images. In the section on the commandments on the human body in the
second chapter, there is a ‘positive’ commandment that calls upon the reader to
destroy any altars, memorials and instruments relating to idolatry. The negative
commandments include setting up idols to worship, worshipping them and pro-
fiting from idolatry. The chapter ends with a prohibition on redeeming an instiga-
tor. In the third chapter, the commandments on the mouth include one that says
not to prophesy in the name of an idol or speak in an instigator’s favour. What’s
more, anyone who does speak out for an instigator should be contradicted. In the
fourth chapter, which lists commandments on the hands, the reader is told not to
make and erect or set up any statues or images.

SeMaQ was not designed to be used as a reference work, however; its struc-
ture is not a thematic one, but more of an ‘organic’, ‘corporeal’ one in nature. This
kind of order may have served mediaeval readers as a sort of aide mémoire since
the way in which the commandments have been associated with the human body
makes them easier to visualise and recall. This type of imagery can be invoked
even if you don’t happen to have a copy of the actual book at hand and only hear
someone talking about the commandments.

1.2 The creation of different versions of SeMaQ

The brevity of the commandments and the absence of any named sources and
explanations did not always make SeMaQ easy to follow. Very early on (possibly
while R. Yishaq was still alive), a student of his called Peres ben Eliyahu of Corbeil
(d. between 1297 and 1299)* consequently added some explanatory glosses to
the work. These soon came to be regarded as an integral part of SeMaQ and are
included in all but one of the manuscripts and printed editions of it that have
survived. The oldest dated manuscript of SeMaQ is part of what is known as the
North French Hebrew Miscellany (London, British Library, Add. 11639, fols 546v—

14 Richler 1979/80, 58.
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640r) and was created in 1279/80 while R. Yishaq was still alive. This particular
manuscript does not contain any notes by R. Peres whatsoever and has conside-
rably fewer commandments in it than later editions of the work do. R. Yishaqg’s
open letter, which was added to many editions of SeMaQ, is not included in it
either. However, this version of the North French Hebrew Miscellany corresponds
to many of the later codices in terms of its structure.

Minor differences started appearing in the manuscripts very early on and are
not only due to copyists’ mistakes. These early inconsistencies may, in fact, have
something to do with the way in which SeMaQ was transmitted. In his open letter,
R. Yishaq explicitly warned the reader not to teach directly from his book without
taking a critical look at the texts in question first.”® These words of caution reveal
that he assumed his work was also going to be used for the purpose of oral ins-
truction. It is also possible that his student R. Peres taught a group of his own
students using the book and added comments on the text, thus creating slightly
different copies of it as his teaching evolved.

As Israel Ta-Shema has pointed out, in the Middle Ages, Hebrew books were
not regarded as finished products by their authors, but were merely felt to repre-
sent the interim state of their findings and opinions at the time of writing.*®

I have noticed that the first chapter of SeMaQ hardly varies at all from one
copy to the next. It may have been that this first part was thought to be com-
pletely finished and was therefore used as an ‘authorised’ booklet by itself, as it
were, whereas the subsequent parts, which the students of Jewish scholars were
already familiar with, were still in the process of being finalised.

The rare dated manuscripts of SeMaQ from the 13% century that have managed
to survive along with the manuscripts included in the North French Hebrew Mis-
cellany were much longer than the latter. Different versions of SeMaQ started
to appear quite early and were copied independently of one another during the
14% century, producing even more variations on the theme. While the version of
SeMaQ that is included in the North French Hebrew Miscellany and most other
manuscripts ends with a negative commandment on sexuality (7wx %y X237 x5w
777, ‘not to have intercourse with a woman during menstruation’), additional pro-
hibitions concerning sexuality and the sexual partners one may not have were
added to some manuscripts. The contents added to SeMaQ caused the work to
grow in size, but this expansion did not take place linearly over the course of
time; rather, it seems that various exemplars of it with differing contents were
made at a very early stage — differences in the order in which the positive and

15 Spiegel 2005, 45.
16 Ta-Shema 1993, 17. See Beit-Arié 1993, 50-51 as well.
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negative commandments were written are apparent in copies of SeMaQ from as
early as the 13 century. One such example is a manuscript now kept at the Royal
Library in Copenhagen (Det Kongelige Bibliotek), which must have been produ-
ced at the turn of the 13" century judging from its codicological features.'”

One of the characteristic features that many SeMaQ manuscripts have is that
they contain comments and notes. These also differ widely from copy to copy.
When the Jerusalem-born scholar R. Hayyim Yosef David Azulai undertook a
journey through Europe in the 18" century, he had the opportunity to look at
various SeMaQ manuscripts while he was travelling. He noticed that the Ash-
kenazic manuscripts in particular contained glosses that were unique, having no
equivalent in any of the other manuscripts.”® A manuscript known as the Zurich
SeMaQ (7™n3n p“non) contains a particularly large number of comments. This
work was compiled in Zurich in the first half of the 14% century, and around 15
copies of it still exist today. R. Moshe of Zurich quoted from the Talmudim in it,
added whole passages of text from Sefer Misvot Gadol by Moshe of Coucy, drew
on mediaeval authorities like R. Yishaq ben Ya‘aqov Alfasi (1013-1103) and Rashi
(R. Shlomo ben Yishaq, 1040-1105), and also drew on more recent works such
as those by Mordekhai ben Hillel ha-Cohen (1240?-1298), the Tashbes by Shims-
hon ben Sadoq and the halakhic compendium Sefer Kol Bo (which literally means
‘everything [is] in it”), written at the turn of the 13® century. The commandments
listed in many manuscripts of the Zurich SeMaQ also vary slightly in terms of their
order. For example, own wp? (‘Sanctifying God’s name’) and awa pa7» (‘Cleaving
to the name of God’), both of which usually appear in chapter 2, precede it here
and even take up a prominent position in the first chapter.*

In 1509, the first printed edition appeared in Constantinople bearing the title
Sefer ‘Amude Gola, and in 1556 another edition was published in Cremona, which

17 Copenhagen, Det Kongelige Bibliotek, Hebr. Add. 6.

18 Azulai, Hayyim Yosef David 1843, 204.

19 They form the sixth and seventh commandment respectively in the work. I know of the
following examples that are in this order: Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preuflischer Kulturbesitz)
Ms. or. quart. 3; London, British Library Add. 18684; Parma, Biblioteca Palatina Cod. Parm. 3158;
Oxford, Bodleian Library Opp. 341 and Opp. Add. fol. 40. Besides these, the Hamburg SeMaQ
manuscript known as Cod. hebr. 89 also follows this order. In my essay (Kaufmann 2011, 53),
I have denied the claim that Cod. hebr. 89 is a Zurich SeMaQ. A careful look at the manuscript
has shown that it may actually be a defective copy of one. Since the edges of the book have been
trimmed very closely, one can hardly tell if the glosses that R. Moses of Zurich once added are
all there. A few remnants of his glosses are faintly visible at the edges of some of the leaves, but
that is all. If the date stated in the bill of divorce (1343) can be believed, this manuscript could
possibly be the oldest surviving copy of the Zurich SeMaQ of its kind. A closer examination of it
is definitely called for if that is the case.
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contained individual glosses written by R. Moshe of Zurich. SeMaQ started to lose
some of its influence when the Shulkhan Aruch was printed, however (Venice,
1565). Admittedly, the Cremona edition was reprinted again and again, but even
so, it did not circulate as widely as SeMaQ had done in the Middle Ages.

1.3 The current state of research

The version of SeMaQ that Yishaq of Corbeil originally wrote has been used as a
primary source of knowledge on the history of mediaeval Jewish mentality and
law ever since the 19 century. Moritz Glidemann found clues in SeMaQ about the
life and ethical thinking of mediaeval Jews, for example.*°

Even now, SeMaQ is still an important source of information to researchers
interested in the history of Halakha and the mystical world of the Ashkenazic com-
munity. Ephraim Kanarfogel has demonstrated that SeMaQ was influenced by the
pietistic thinking of the haside ashkenaz.** The Zurich SeMaQ, which was printed
for the very first time in 1973,%% caught the attention of academic researchers soon
after and came to be cited in papers on the subject of voluntary martyrdom in
Ashkenaz written by Haym Soloveitchik,? David Malkiel** and Abraham Gross.?
These studies would hardly have been undertaken if Ephraim Urbach’s book on
the Tosafists had not appeared in 1955 and then become a standard reference
work. He presented SeMaQ in its contemporary intellectual context and provi-
ded an outline of its contents and purpose.?® Since Urbach’s book only covers the
Tosafist period up to the end of the 13" century, the subsequent development of
SeMaQ manuscripts only received marginal treatment.””

Israel Ta-Shema, who wrote the article about Yishaq of Corbeil in the Ency-
clopaedia Judaica,”® was a scholar who was highly familiar with SeMaQ, a fact
that is also apparent in his introduction to the new edition of »'non %P (Qissur

20 Giidemann 1880, 80-91.

21 Kanarfogel 1997 and Kanarfogel 2000, 81-92.

22 Har-Shoshanim-Rosenberg 1980-1988.

23 Soloveitchik 1987 and Soloveitchik 2004.

24 Malkiel 2001.

25 Gross 2004.

26 Urbach 1980, 571-575.

27 Urbach 1980 574-575; see Ta-Shema 2004, 17 on this point.
28 Ta-Shema 2007.
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Sefer Misvot Gadol).”” However, he did not write anything that specifically focused
on SeMaQ.

Ta-Shema’s investigations of Tosafist book culture were continued by Simcha
Emanuel, who also took a close look at the decisions made by R. Yishaq and
R. Peres of Corbeil, thereby taking individual SeMaQ manuscripts into account.>
In an essay published in 2012/13, Emanuel partly addressed changes to the lan-
guage used in the work, which copyists had made as they copied SeMaQ.**

One scholar who has looked at SeMaQ and its mediaeval readership in parti-
cular detail is Judah D. Galinsky. He has focused on it repeatedly in the many talks
and lectures he has held in recent years: at the World Congress of Jewish Studies
in Jerusalem in 2009,%* at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem in 2011** and at the
Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies in 2013, for example.?*

Very few SeMaQ manuscripts have been designed in an artistic way, which
is why practically no studies of it have been conducted by art historians so far.
Sarit Shalev-Eyni’s study of Jewish book illumination in the region around Lake
Constance is an exception to this rule.? In her investigation, she shows that Jews
and Christians must have worked together closely to create Hebrew manuscripts
of artistic value. To illustrate this point, the author presents a SeMaQ manuscript
that is now kept in Vienna,*® the illuminations of which bear a close stylistic simi-
larity to book illumination in the Gothic Gradual of St Katharinental which was
produced in this Dominican nunnery in Switzerland.

2 Codex hebraicus 17

2.1 Date and place of completion

According to the information in the colophon on fol. 2791, the manuscript
was completed on 14 marheshwan 5078 (21 October 1317) for R. Yehuda, son of

29 Abridged version of SeMaG by R. Avraham bar Efrayim, Ta-Shema 2004.
30 Emanuel 2006, 198-205.

31 Emanuel 2012/2013, 444—445.

32 Galinsky 20009.

33 Galinsky 2012.

34 Freud Kandel/Ferziger 2013.

35 Shalev-Eyni 2010.

36 Vienna, Austrian National Library, Cod. Hebr. 75.
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R. Avraham, the scholar (Fig. 1).>” Although the colophon gives no indication
of where the text was written, the sample form for the divorce document, or v
(get), on fol. 218r does provide some information which helps us to localise the
manuscript: 011 7771 Yy ®n°7 ’Nn ’wn a2 180 (‘Here in Worms on the River Rhine’).
The divorce document is dated 25 av 5077 (12 August 1317).

The place names and dates mentioned in the divorce documents which are
attached to SeMaQ manuscripts should be treated with caution, however: the
date marked by the scribe in a completed copy was not necessarily the current
date, just as the place of copying was not always his home town. Divorce docu-
ments of older manuscripts were often included along with the dates and place
names stated in them. This is especially true in cases where the documents were
deliberately not modified out of respect for a person of authority. The mention
of a place name such as Corbeil or Paris is therefore of little use with regard to
localising a manuscript. Since there are only two months between the date of the
divorce document and the completion date in Cod. hebr. 17, though, it is reasona-
ble to assume that the date entered by the scribe was, in fact, the current date and
that he had close connections to the town of Worms.

2.2 Codicology and palaeography

The multiple-text manuscript contains 20 leaves and comprises four sections: a

prayer book, an anonymous commentary on the festival prayers and a table of

contents of the two subsequent works — SeMaQ by R. Yishaq ben Yosef of Corbeil

and Tashbes by Shimshon ben Sadoq.
The layout was planned from the outset, as can be seen by the quire struc-

ture, since the quires do not separate the individual texts from one another.

—  Quire 1 (fols 1-4) = binion (prayers)

—  Quires 2-23 (fols 5-181) = 22 quaternions (prayers up to fol. 5r, commentary
on a prayer on fols 5v-178v, table of contents of SeMaQ starting on fol. 179r)

—  Quire 24 (fols 182-186) = binion with a single leaf attached to the front
(table of contents of SeMaQ up to fol. 182v, table of contents of Tashbes on
fols 182v-185r)

—  Quires 25-35 (fols 187-274) = 11 quaternions (SeMaQ fols 187r-260v, Tashbes
from fol. 260v onwards)

—  Quire 36 (fols 275-280) = ternion (Tashbes up to fol. 279r, colophon on
fol. 279r).

37 For descriptions of the manuscript see Steinschneider 1878, 56-58; Wandrey 2014.
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Fig. 1: Hamburg Cod. hebr. 17, fol. 279r, colophon written in square script in the left column and
at the bottom of the page, © Allimages State and University Library Hamburg.
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The manuscript, which contains 36 quires altogether, originally consisted exclu-
sively of quaternions. Apart from the first and last quire, where the quaternions
have been reduced through wear and tear, the 24™ quire is also noteworthy. The
leaves from fols 185v to 186v are completely blank and, unlike the ends of the
other quires, no catchword has been written. This indicates that individual leaves
were removed after the work was completed.

The parchment used to write the copy is so finely scraped that it is impossible
to distinguish between the hair side and the flesh side; this was a common feature
of Hebrew manuscripts produced in Ashkenaz during the last third of the 13™
century and later.?® The prick marks denoting the lineation are visible on the outer
and inner edges - a technique also found in Ashkenaz around the same period.*

The design of the book is homogenous throughout with generous margins
allowed on every page. The written space on each page measures 21.8 x 16.3 cm
and the texts are arranged in three columns with 44 lines each. The basic layout
does not even vary where further columns have been added. Several methods
have been used to prevent the text from running into the left-hand margin, with
the preferred technique being to abbreviate or lengthen certain words.

The main text is copied in Ashkenazic semi-cursive script, while the title and
the initial words are in written in square script. The entire script has a markedly
Gothic design and is reminiscent of Latin codices from the same era. The Ashkena-
zic semi-cursive script, which had emerged as early as the second half of the 12
century,*® became increasingly Gothic in appearance in Ashkenaz, and by the end
of the 13" century it practically mirrored the typography of Latin Gothic codices.*!

The catchwords occur on the last versos of the quires and are written in the
bottom left-hand corner of the page. They are highlighted by the use of small
drawings made of dashes and written in ink. Some of them take on the shape
of geometric figures such as triangles, but specific motifs such as French lilies
(fol. 194v) are rarely detectable.

2.3 SeMaQ as a component of multiple-text manuscripts

Yishaq of Corbeil’s work covers leaves 179 to 260, beginning with the tables of
contents of SeMaQ (fols 179r to 182v) and Tashbes. Since the table of contents

38 Beit-Arié 2012, 18.
39 Beit-Arié 2003, 20.
40 Sirat 2002, 197.
41 Sirat 2013, 221.
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of SeMaQ starts in the middle of the 23 quire, it is clear that the copy of Yishaq
of Corbeil’s book was planned not as a codex in its own right, but as part of a
multiple-text manuscript.

The introduction to the first printed edition published in Constantinople
in 1509 offers an explanation of why SeMaQ was merged with a prayer book so
early on: ‘When the people in France saw his [R. Yishaq of Corbeil’s] humility and
devotion, they wrote these misvot in their siddurim in order to [be able to] recite
them day after day.’*?

Copying SeMaQ into a prayer book was referred to by Colette Sirat in con-
junction with the manuscript Cod. hebr. 643 — which is kept at the French Nati-
onal Library in Paris - as a typical French phenomenon.** However, there are
also several examples in the German-speaking world where the Small Book of
Commandments has been copied together with a prayer book.**

2.4 Content

The copy of SeMaQ contained in Cod. hebr. 17 is complete and comprises 292 posi-
tive and negative commandments.*” The first misva, 172% X177 R 27w R72W MKW ¥7°2
Swin (‘To know that He who created Heaven and Earth also rules over all things’), is
written on fol. 187r, while the prohibition on fol. 259v — 771 7wR v 837 X7w (‘Not to
have intercourse with a woman in her menstrual period’) marks the end of SeMaQ.

In the colophon, the scribe explicitly points out that he copied the Small
Book of Commandments along with all its commentaries. The commentaries by
R. Peres of Corbeil are integrated into the main text right from the beginning and
are introduced by the abbreviation 2% [12] 719 1127 117 = 8757 (‘our teacher
and R. Peres [ben] Eliya’).*® The arrangement changes from fol. 227r onwards:
R. Peres’ commentaries are no longer woven into the main text, but form sepa-

42 Yishaq ben Yosef of Corbeil 1509, fol. 1r, translation by author.

43 This exceptionally richly illustrated manuscript from the early 14® century also contains a
Tashbes like the Hamburg codex, Sirat 1997, 245.

44 One example is the manuscript Vienna, Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. Hebr. 75,
dated by Sarit Shalev-Eyni to 1312-1322 and ascribed on the basis of the illuminations to the area
around Lake Constance; Shalev-Eyni 2010.

45 Although the manuscript ends with the paragraph number 290, this figure corresponds to
the number of positive and negative commandments written in the copy and also to the table of
contents.

46 For example, on fol. 192r and fol. 193r.
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rate columns.*” This leads to a radical change in the previous layout of the book,
which was uniform. The commentaries by R. Peres are written in a smaller script
and henceforth form sub-columns within the existing columns. Instead of the
previous three columns, there are now up to nine on each page, as illustrated by
fol. 234r. Whether the scribe made this change at the behest of the person who
commissioned the manuscript or because he had access to a further master copy
is unclear.

From the second chapter onwards, the manuscript shows some slight discre-
pancies compared to most other SeMaQ versions in terms of the order in which
the commandments are listed. The first misvot written in chapter two are numbers
44 to 50. The misvot ‘Mourn for Jerusalem’, ‘Mourn for relatives’, ‘Clean out the
leaven [on Passover]’, ‘Not to be alone with women [at a place]’, ‘Not to be alone
with non-Jews [at a place]’, ‘That a woman shall not nurse the child of a non-
Jewish woman’, ‘That a woman shall not deliver the child of a non-Jewish woman’
come directly after ‘To hallow God’s name’ and ‘Not to profane God’s name’,
whereas they appear at the end of the chapter in the print versions*® as well as in
the majority of other SeMaQ manuscripts. These are rabbinic decrees rather than
the biblical laws of the Tora, which was explicitly emphasised as early as 1279/80:
‘[here] end the time-bound misvot of the Tora, and the misvot of the body com-
mence, which were instituted by the rabbis.’* These categories or classifications
were not only violated in the Hamburg manuscript. The same discrepancy with
regard to the classification of the misvot is found in a number of other SeMaQ
manuscripts besides Cod. hebr. 17.°

Another difference is the commandment listed in section 148 (fol. 211v),
wx1 5w o0 man (‘To put tefillin on the head’). In the print editions and in other
manuscripts, this commandment is not listed separately, but is subsumed under
the commandment 7 v P?>5n 1wph (‘To put tefillin on the arm’).>! There are at
least three other Ashkenazic manuscripts where ‘To put tefillin on the head’ is

47 Steinschneider overlooked the commentaries by R. Peres in the text, Steinschneider 1878, 58.
48 The reference pertains to the print edition on which the version featured in the Responsa
Project at the Bar-Ilan University (http://www.responsa.co.il) is based; Yishaq ben Yosef of Cor-
beil 1935.

49 Yishaq ben Yosef of Corbeil 2003, fol. 559v.

50 I[am familiar with the following examples: London, David Sofer, Lon Sofer 7 (13"-14™ centu-
ry); London, British Library, Add. 18828 (1343); London, British Library, Add. 18685 (1301-1350);
Zurich, Braginsky Collection, Brag 115 (14"-15% century); Vatican Library, Vat. ebr. 324 (1395—
1398).

51 In Cod. hebr. 17, section 147.
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listed separately.> This presumably reflects an old rabbinic conflict regarding the
number of blessings to be recited while putting on tefillin.>* German Jews in the
Middles Ages, such as R. Me’ir of Rothenburg, observed the custom of reciting
one blessing while binding the head tefillin and a second one while binding the
arm tefillin, whilst French Jews only recited one blessing for both. According to
Shemu‘el of Evreux, who was one of Yishaq of Corbeil’s teachers, it was better
to say only one blessing to avoid the risk of sinning by reciting an unnecessary
blessing. This issue was also the subject of a response by R. Asher ben Yehi’el
(Rabbenu Asher or simply Rosh, 1250-1327) from the Rhineland, who had origi-
nally said only one blessing under the French influence, but later switched to the
practice common in Germany.>* This was thus a question which still continued to
spark rich discussions at the start of the 14" century. The fact that the command-
ment ‘To bind tefillin on the head’ is highlighted in some SeMaQ manuscripts may
have therefore served to emphasise the German custom of saying two blessings.

2.5 Book decoration

Cod. hebr. 17 is one of the rare examples of a lavishly decorated SeMaQ codex.*
Red and blue ink was employed consistently for the decorative elements. The
scribe wrote the initial words and the numbers of the individual misvot in alter-
nating red and blue ink and introduced a change of colour within some of the
initials. Fine decorative components have been added carefully in red and blue
ink, reminiscent of the fleuronnée (floreted) ornamentation common to monastic
book illustration and also used in secular codices.”®

A small error in the numbering of the individual paragraphs provides an
insight into the scribe’s method of working. There are two numbers missing on
fol. 191r (Fig. 2). At this point, the misvot on>x2a %onor» 85w (‘Not to look at idols’),
nx>xa Yonon (‘To look at sisit’) and Py Ik n? x5w (‘Not to follow whatever
unfaithfulness your eyes may see’) are written very close together and only the

52 Copenhagen, Det Kongelige Bibliotek, Hebr. Add. 6; London. British Library, Add. 18685;
Zurich, Braginsky Collection, Brag 115.

53 Cf. Amit 2008.

54 Meshullam Salman ben Aharon 1761, 41.

55 Some striking examples are Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, Cod. hebr. 643; Vienna,
Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. Heb. 75; and Oxford, Bodleian Library, Arch. Seld. A51.
56 For example, in the second part of St Gall, Kantonsbibliothek, Vadianische Sammlung,
VadSlg Ms. 302 (Rudolf von Ems: History of the World. The Stricker, Charlemagne), originated
¢. 1300 in Zurich.
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prohibition in the middle has been numbered. This error presumably occurred
due to the fact that the scribe wrote the main text first, leaving blank spaces to
add the initial words later in coloured ink. It is likely that he then added the num-
bering and finished by writing the initial words. A large blank space was left for
the initial words of the three misvot on fol. 191r, causing the text to run into the
right margin. This made it difficult to identify the start of each separate misva,
with the result that two of them were overlooked by the scribe when he added the
numbering.

While fleuronnée ornamentation is predominantly found in the inner panels
of the initial words in Latin manuscripts, the initials in this example are surroun-
ded by floral patterns springing forth from a vine tendril decorated with palmette
motifs. Unbound by the corpus of any letters, the strands are embellished with
circular lobed leaves and sprawl forth between the words. They form forked ten-
drils and intertwine to construct tangled shapes which clamber up and down the
edges of the right-hand columns. At the top, the strands taper off in hook-shaped
twists, while the lower end is often delineated by a palmette motif with curved
leaves. The strands at the edges bear half-palmettes and create a very vibrant
quality, but overall the repertoire of shapes and motifs is relatively limited and is
repeated over and over again.

The vegetal patterns do not display any kind of geometric design and they are
completely lacking in symmetry. This disrupts the austerity of the page layout and
adds a certain degree of airiness. The ornamentation does not contain any figu-
rative or even narrative elements, and references to the text are not immediately
identifiable. Likewise, there does not appear to have been any specific system for
adding or omitting decorative elements. The decoration stops in the middle of the
25% quire (fol. 192r), and is picked up again within the 30" quire (fol. 235r). The
3274 quire only contains one final embellishment (fol. 250r) and the last ten leaves
of SeMaQ are unadorned.

The very first initial word of SeMaQ - v7°% (‘To know that...”) — appears in
slightly larger square script than the rest of the text and is ornamented in a par-
ticularly lavish way (Fig. 3). Finely drawn red-blue tendrils blaze out amidst the
letters and tower upwards to form seven pillars, presumably an allusion to the
name and content of the work, which is divided into seven ‘pillars’ (chapters)
corresponding to the seven days of the week. Interestingly, the beginning of the
other chapters is not emphasised by the use of decorative elements; they are only
recognisable by the fact that the final sentence of the preceding chapter is always
written in smaller script.
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Fig. 3: Hamburg, SUB, Cod. hebr. 17, fol. 187r.
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The fleuronnée ornamentation found in Ashkenazic manuscripts of the 14%
century was first discussed in 1987 by Gabrielle Sed-Rajna.”” She pointed out how the
ornamentation of Jewish books was influenced by the Christian cultural heritage, but
believed that the books were nevertheless decorated predominantly by Jewish artists.
According to her, the visual layout of a commentary on the Talmud dated 1372/73
(Budapest, National Széchényi Library, Ms. fol. hebr. 1) was entirely the product of the
Jewish scribe’s creativity.’® The evidence we have today suggests that Jewish books
were often illuminated in Christian workshops, however. It has been proven that a
number of different florators worked on the above-mentioned Talmud commentary,
for instance.*® In contrast to the very professionally designed floreted panels found
in other Hebrew manuscripts, we can assume that the decorations in Cod. hebr. 17
were either added by the scribe himself or at least by someone in his immediate envi-
ronment, since the limited repertoire of shapes and absence of any form of geometric
design is not typical of the style common to the professional workshops of the era.

3 Conclusion

Cod. hebr. 17 is a distinctly Ashkenazic manuscript from a German region. The way
in which the parchment is processed, the quire structure and the script are typi-
cally Ashkenazic. The reference to the city of Worms in the divorce document helps
us to narrow down the possible provenance of the manuscript. The text of SeMaQ
contains further pointers to the manuscript’s German origin: the fact that the com-
mandment ‘to bind tefillin on the head’ is listed separately reflects the practice cus-
tomary among German Jews of saying two blessings when putting on tefillin.

On account of its splendid design, the SeMaQ copy in Cod. hebr. 17 belongs
to the rare breed of SeMaQ manuscripts that are richly decorated. Another point
that is particularly striking in this copy is the sudden change in how the glosses
and commentaries by R. Peres are displayed; exactly why the scribe made this
change is unclear. The decorations were either added by the scribe himself or
by someone in his immediate environment. He was allowed a certain amount of
freedom by R. Yehuda, son of the scholar R. Avraham, who commissioned the
manuscript. The result is a prestigious manuscript which in terms of its artistic
quality can easily compete with the codices decorated in professional workshops.

57 Sed-Rajna 1987.
58 Sed-Rajna 1987, 54.
59 Fingernagel/Haidinger 2002, 17.
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