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Elodie Attia

RAPHAEL DA PRATO’S MANUSCRIPTS KEPT IN MOSCOW

Raphael Salomon (or Salomon Raphael) 
ben Jacob ha-Kohen da Prato was one of the 
Italian scholars and rabbis in activity in the first 
half the 16th century. Although he is almost un-
known, he is of special interest for Hebrew Pa-
laeographical Studies because he copied twenty-
three manuscripts, containing more than 3,000 
folios, sometime between 1518 and 1541. Given 
that a half of his manuscripts are not explicitly 
dated or localized, these dates are approximate 
and any precisions are only hypotheses 1. 

According to his name, the scribe was a 
member of the Da Prato family, established in 
banking activities in Northern Italy (especially 
in Prato, Pisa, Florence) at the beginning of the 
15th century. The leader of this family was known 
as «Salomon da Prato», connected to the Da Pi-
sa family in Florence during the same century 2. 

In a manuscript of the founding consti-

tution of a gemilut hasadim society in Ferrara 
dated from 1515, a member called «Welomo Ra-
fa’el Kohen mi-Prato» appears as one of the si-
gnatories 3. He can be identified with our scribe 
who calls himself «Welomo Rafa’el ha-Kohen» in 
various colophons and manuscripts he copied 4. 
Other colophons indicate that Raphael was also 
in activity in the city of Ferrara near 1530 5.

According to the diary of David Reuveni, 
Raphael da Prato could probably be the pri-
vate teacher met in 1524-1525 6 at the house of 
Yehiel Nissim da Pisa (1497?-1571), leader of 
one of the most famous Jewish banking families 
in Northern Italy 7. A Hebrew manuscript con-
firms Raphael’s link to Yehiel at this period: the 
MS Florence, Marciana Laurenziana, Plut. 88, 
51 has been copied for Yehiel Nissim da Pisa in 
1525. Raphael called him clearly in the colophon 
«my master» (גבירי) 8. 

1 This paper has been presented at the VIIIth 

EAJS Congress, Moscow, 23rd-27th July 2006. The 
whole of these manuscripts have been studied in a 
PhD, prepared under supervision of Prof. Judith 
Olszowy-Schlanger and defended in April 2008 at 
EPHE - Paris, 4th section. See E. Attia, Les manu-
scrits de Raphaël de Prato. Une bibliothèque privée 
juive italienne du XVIe siècle, Berlin-Torino, (for-
thcoming 2010).

2 See, U. Cassuto, Gli ebrei a Firenze, Firenze 
1918, p. 125. Other documents on Da Prato family 
should be studied soon, see E. attia, op. cit., Intro-
duction.

3 See, D. RudeRman, The founding of a Gemi-
lut hasadim in Ferrara in 1515, «AJS Review» 1 
(1976), pp. 233-267, and especially p. 266. 

4 See for example, in MS Paris, BNF, Hébr. 369, 
colophon fol. 111v, line 21:נאום הצעיר והקטן שבעדת  
יכונה נקרא שלומה רפאל  זרע אהרן  -Dis»ישראל בשם 
course of the insignificant member of Israel’s com-
munity, who has the name of the Aaron’s family, the 
one who is called Salomon Raphael».

5 For example, in MS Cambridge, CUL, Add. 
506-4, fol. 134r; see S. Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts at 
Cambridge University Library, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, Cambridge, 1997, pp. 205-206.

6 We follow A.Z. Aescoly, 1940 [1993], p. 240 (in 

hebrew) who corrected partly Kaufmann assump-
tion (see cit., 1893, p. 89 et p. 92). See details in E. 
Attia, op. cit., Introduction.

7 See D. Kaufmann, La famille de Yehiel de Pise, 
«Revue des Etudes Juives (REJ)» 26 (1893), pp. 
83-110; Notes sur l’histoire de la famille De Pise, 
«REJ» 29, 1894, pp. 142-147; La famille De Pise, 
«REJ» 30, 1895, pp. 220-239; La famille De Pise, 
«REJ» 31, 1895, pp. 62-73; Abraham ben Isaac de 
Pise, «REJ» 32, 1896, pp. 130-134; 34, 1897, pp. 
309-311. See also U. Cassuto, Gli ebrei a Firenze 
nell’età del Rinascimento, Firenze 1918, pp. 
340-346. U. Cassuto, La famiglia da Pisa et an-
cora sulla famiglia da Pisa, «Rivista Israelitica» 
5-6 (1908), pp. 227-238; 4-5 (1909), pp. 160-170; 
6 (1909), pp. 223-232; 1 (1910), 9-19; 2-3 (1910), 
pp. 72-86 et 146-150; 10 (1913), pp. 48-59; M. 
LUZZATI, La casa dell’ebreo, Pisa 1985, passim. 
For the thought of Yehiel da Pisa, see R. Bonfil, 
Rabbis and Jewish Communities in Renaissance 
Italy, Oxford 1990, p. 285 ff. See also A. Guetta, 
Religious Life and the Jewish Erudition in Pisa: 
Yechiel Nissim Da Pisa and the Crisis of Aristo-
telism, «Journal des Etudes de la Cabale» 2, Paris 
1999, pp. 1-20.

8 See MS Florence, Bibl. Marciana Laurenziana, 
Plut. 88, 51, fol. 79v:
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\ זלה״ה  הכהן  יעקוב  בכמ״ר  יצ״ו  הכהן  שלמה  רפאל  הצעיר   אני 
 מפראטו כתבתי הלוחות האלה עם פירושם לגבירי הנעלה \ כמר יחיאל
יזכהו ה׳  \ מפיסא  זצ״ל  העניו כמה ר שמואל  בן החסיד  יזיי״א   נסים 
להגות בם הוא וכול זרעו אחריו וחפץ היײ \ בידו יצלח אכי״ר.

«I, the insignificant Raphael Salomon Ha-Ko-
hen, son of R. Jacob Ha-Kohen da Prato, wrote 
these Tables with their commentaries for my master, 
the great and honorable R. Yehiel Nissim, son of the 
pious Samuel, da Pisa. Let God him study them, him 
and all his descendants after him. The will of God 
shall prosper in his hand <Is. LIII, 10>. Amen.»

9 On relationship between Da Prato, Yehiel da 
Pisa and Moses Basola, see E. attia, La bibliothèque 
du cabaliste italien Mordekhay Dato: nouvelles 
preuves, «REJ» 168 /3-4 (juillet-décembre 2009).

10 See C. siRat, M. Beit-aRie, M. GlatzeR, Ma-
nuscrits médiévaux en caractères hébraïques por-
tant des indications de date jusqu’à 1540. Biblio-
thèques de France et d’Israël, Paris - Jerusalem 
1986, tome III, notice 91, MS Paris, BNF, hébr. 369.

11 See for example R. Bonfil, Le biblioteche de-
gli ebrei d’Italia nell’epoca del Rinascimento, in G. 
tamani - A. ViVian (cur.), Manoscritti, Frammenti 
e libri ebraici nell’Italia dei Secoli XV-XVI, Atti del 
Congresso internazionale dell’AISG S. Miniato 7-8-

9 novembre 1988, Rome 1991, pp. 137-150. Also Z. 
BaRuChson, Books and Readers. The Reading In-
terests of Italian Jews at the Close of the Renais-
sance, Bar Ilan University, Ramat Gan 1993 (in He-
brew). Also: La culture livresque des Juifs d’Italie 
à la fin de la Renaissance, CNRS Ed., Paris 2001.

12 See J.-P. RothsChild, Les listes de livres, reflet 
de la culture des juifs d’Italie du nord au XVe et XVIe 
siècle ?, in G. tamani, A. ViVian (cur.), Manoscritti, 
Frammenti e libri ebraici nell’Italia dei Secoli XV-XVI, 
Atti del Congresso internazionale dell’AISG S. Mi-
niato 7-8-9 novembre 1988, Rome 1991, pp. 163-193.

13 See C. siRat, Hebrew Manuscripts of the 
Middle Ages, edited and translated by Nicholas de 
Lange, Cambridge 2002, Introduction, part VI.

14 See A. neuBaueR, Catalogue of the Hebrew Man-
uscripts in the Bodleian Library, Oxford 1886-1906, 
n. 2192, col. 756-757. M. Beit-aRie, Catalogue of the 
Hebrew Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, Supple-
ment of Addenda and Corrigenda to Vol. I, Oxford 
1986, n. 2192, col. 409. The folios from 1 to 89 corre-
sponds to two others palaeographical unities from the 
18th century (1750 and 1774). The three where bound-
ed together as a whole in the Bodleian Library.

In any cases, Raphael da Prato was a rab-
bi and a Jewish scholar in one of the highest in-
tellectual milieu of that time 9.

As we said, Da Prato copied no less than 
twenty-three manuscripts. Credit should go to 
C. Sirat and M. Beit-Arié who first listed them 
in the Manuscrits Datés 10. Four of these manu-
scripts are now preserved in the Russian Natio-
nal Library – the former Lenin Library, and all 
of them are part of the Günzburg collection (no. 
72, 41, 280 and 508). These manuscripts shed 
new light on the nature of Jewish private librari-
es during the Renaissance. A number of impor-
tant studies have been carried out on the lists 
of manuscripts drawn up for various purposes 
(for selling, for inheritance, for the Inquisition 
in the second half of the sixteenth century in 
Mantova) 11. In his important article «Les listes 
de livres, reflet de la culture des juifs d’Italie du 
nord au XVe et XVIe siècle ?», J.-P. Rothschild 
reviewed the sources and these studies and pro-
posed new directions for the reconstruction of 
the average Jewish library in the Late Middle 
Ages 12. He concluded that a broadening of the 
documentation is necessary, including the chro-
nology. He also observed, following Bonfil’s sug-

gestion, that works on library lists should com-
plement the historian’s approach, paying more 
attention to citations, allusions, influences, and 
on the reading interests of the authors of that 
time. This paper will be limited to only one Da 
Prato’s manuscript, taking to account these con-
siderations.

The majority of Da Prato’s manuscripts 
are collections of texts. These manuscripts have 
not yet received all the attention they merit, and 
had never been treated as potential new sources 
for the historical investigation 13. In this paper, I 
will focus on the manuscripts Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, Mich. 500 (further Mich. 500) and the 
Moscow, Russian State Library, Günzburg 41 
(further Günz. 41). First of all, I will show that 
these two manuscripts originally constituted one 
single volume. Then, I will stress the new impor-
tant insights such collection of texts can reveal.

The reconstructed original volume: A peculiar 
collection of heterogeneous texts

The original manuscript is preserved in two 
separate parts: one part is in Oxford (Bodleian Li-
brary, Mich. 500; fols. 89r-151v) 14 and the other 
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15 See B. RiChleR, «Assufot» 1 (1987), n. 54, p. 130.
16 From fol. 155 to 162.
17 From fol. 132 to 137. It appears that the last 

folios of Günzburg 41 were bound disorderedly. The 
correct order is explicit by the catchwords.

18 This sermon is quite uncomplete comparing to 

the same text copied in MS Parma, 3540, f. 1r-v (se-
cond foliotation). See attia, op. cit., notice n. 22. 
Note that f. 127r-v is missing in Mich. 500.

19 The addition of the letters ופר״ו waw peh resh 
waw gives the year [5]292.

part is in Moscow (Russian State Library, Coll. 
Günzburg 41, fols. 2r-162v). B. Richler has alrea-
dy noticed that there is a relationship between the 
two separate parts 15. This relationship has been 
confirmed by the palaeographical analysis carried 
out by myself, which ascertained that both were 
written by the same hand. Surprisingly enough, 
the analysis of the text shows that Günz. 41 is a 
copy of a book printed in Constantinople in 1515. 
The copy of the printed colophon begins on the last 
folio of Günz. 41 (fol. 161v) and continues clear-
ly in Mich. 500, (fol. 132r). The catchword of fol. 
161v corresponds to the beginning of Mich. 500. 
Most of all, after my examination of the quires and 
their watermarks, it appears that the manuscript 
was separated in the middle of a septenion (i.e. 
fourteen folios). In other words, the repartition 
of these fourteen folios is now eight folios in Günz. 
41 16 and six folios in Mich. 500 17. There is uncer-
tainty about the date of the separation. We have 
some evidence that the manuscript might have be-
en divided at an early stage: Günz. 41 bears the 
marks of censorship by Isaac of Arles, who was an 
internal censor of the Jewish community of Ferra-
ra in 1575-1579, while the Mich. 500 was censured 
only in 1600 by Luigi da Bologna. Therefore, it 
seems that Günz. 41 was already an independent 
volume by the seventies of the sixteenth century.

As for the composition of the volume, it 
is complex since it contains a large number of 
texts copied at different times. I found three in-
dications of date, written by Da Prato himself, 
in fols. 102r, 127v and 132r. These dates appear 
on Mich. 500. But as we said, the fol. 132r belon-
ged to the same quires and the same text as the 
fol. 161v, and so the date on Mich. 500, fol. 132r 
must be considered as the date of Günz. 41. 

On fol. 102r, in the text itself, line 14:

אני המעתק שמעתי את זה מפי מאור הגולה אברהם הכהן 
יצ״ו בשנת רע״ח לפ״ק פשט הגאון ]...[ 

«I, the scribe, heard this from the Light of the Exile, 
Abraham Ha-Kohen, may his Rock and his Saviour 

protect him, in the year 278 [1518]. Commentary of 
the Gaon […]»

Then, the text follows with a literal commen-
tary (pewat) of Abraham Ha-Kohen. According to 
this note, the scribe was listening to a new oral 
interpretation (a supercommentary) on Rashi’s 
Commentary on the Bible by Abraham Ha-Kohen 
of Bologna, in the year 1518, and included it in his 
copy, made probably around 1532 as quoted on f. 
123r.

The title of fol. 126v indicates an extract 
of a public sermon delivered by the same Abra-
ham Ha-Kohen at the synagogue of Ferrara, on 
the first day of Wavu‘ot 1534. The change of ink 
colour suggests that the copy of the sermon is a 
later addition 18.

קצת חדושי הדרשה שדרש המאור הגדול כמהר״ר אברהם 
הכהן יצ״ו בי״ט ראשון דעצרת רצ״ד פה פירא׳]רה[

«Extracts of hidduwim of the sermon pronounced by 
our Master the very great R. Abraham Ha-Kohen, 
the first day of the festival of Wavu‘ot [6 Wiwan] 294 
[the 20th of May 1534] here in Ferrara»

The folios 128r-131v let us see various ex-
tracts without any titles . [After them, previou-
sly began the text of ms. Günz. 41, a copy of a 
printed edition of Kad ha-Qemah]. On the folio 
132r, Raphael’s personal colophon begins after 
the end of the colophon copied from the Con-
stantinople edition, and mentions the year 1532. 
Colophon, fol. 132r, lines 5-20 :

5- ואני הצעיר רפאל שלמה הכהן יצ״ו המתאוה לשמוע דבר 
 -20 ]...[ ייי דורש ומבקש ממנו להאיר במאור 6- תורתו 
תם ונשלם בליל מוצאי שבת קדש בחדש הראשון הוא חדש 
ניסן 21- בארבעה לחדש שנת ופר״ו ורבו בפרשת ריח ניחח 

אזכרתה לייי.]...[
«5- I, the insignificant Raphael Salomon Ha-Kohen, 
who longs to follow the words of the Lord, seeks and 
desires of Him to enlighten with the ligth of 6- His 
Torah […] 20- I finished by night, at the end of the 
Holy Shabbat, in the first month that is Nissan 21- 
the 4th of this month, in the year Be fruitful [292] 19 
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20 According to the Julian Calendar.
21 See above.
22 For other details, see attia, op. cit., notices n. 

9 [for Ms. Günz. 41] and 14 [for Ms. Mich. 500].
23 According to Beit-aRie, op. cit., col. 409.

and multiply [Saturday night, March, the 10th, 
1532] 20, at the parashah An aroma pleasing to God 
<parashah Xaw [Leviticus, VI, 8]>, […]»

What we see here clearly reveals that the 
scribe did not plan his manuscript as a single en-
tity. He rather copied different texts on separate 
quires at different moments of his life. A lot of 
folios remained blank and Da Prato could have 
completed them on other occasions like the Ferra-

ra sermon of 1534 21. The question of who decided 
to bind them together is a difficult one: it is not 
clear (though highly probable) that the decision 
to bind these heterogeneous texts together was ta-
ken by the scribe. In any case, it is certain that it 
was made by the same person. Indeed, this per-
sonal collection of texts reveals a coherent struc-
ture. It can be described as a piece of a library, 
which allows us to study its evolution through the 
lifetime of the scribe, from 1518 to 1534.

Contents as testimony of a personal choice of texts

The analysis of contents offers an interesting personal collection of texts: it shows an accumulation of 
fragments of different lengths and on different subjects. Here is a detailed list of the texts and their lengths 22:

[In Mich. 500]
(fols. 89r-108v) a supercommentary on Rashi by Abraham ben Moshe ha-Kohen of Bologna, 

around 1518 (20 fols), with an intermediary commentary of Moshe Basola (2 folios)
(fols 108v-109v) a zoharic extract on Jonas (1 folio)
(fols 110r-123v) an uncomplete commentary on the Haggadah by Joseph Giqatilla (13 fols)
(fols 123v-127v) an anonymous haggadic treatise on the Ten Ma’amarot (4 fols) 
(fols 127v-129v) an incomplete homily of Abraham ha-Kohen for Wavu‘ot, in 1534 (2 fols)
(fol. 129v) a short note of Yohanan of Treviso (10 lines)
(fol. 129v-130r) short notes on the Zohar (1 folio)
(fol. 130v) two Piyyutim according to Alphabeta de-Ben Sira (1 page)

[In Günz. 41]
(f. 3r-v) short notes on the Zohar (2 pages)
(ff. 5r-162v) the Kad ha-Qemah of Bahya ben Asher ben Halawa from a printed edition (the bulk 

of Günz. 41, 160 folios)
[In Mich. 500 again]
(Fol.132r) the end of the copy of printed colophon of Kad ha-Qemah (1 fol.)
(ff. 132v-136v) the Qabbalah on the Hebrew Alphabet ]זה השער בפי׳ האותיות[ by Judah Salomon 

Ha-Kohen ibn Matkah from the Midrash ha-Hokhmah (4 fols).
Other fragments and notes of one folio or less in: 
Fol. 137r: בספר ילקוט / Extracts from Sefer ha-Yalqut  (2 pages). [ff. 139-140 are blank]
Fol. 138r:  Short extracts from Sefer Abudraham are copied also from a printed book (20 lines). 

[fols 139-140 are blank]
Fols 141r-142v: a Commentary on Isaiah LII,13 to 54 by Solomon b. Astruc of Barcelona / באור  

 פרשת הנה ישכיל עבדי אל הקדוש אנשלמה אסטרוק
Fols 142v-144r: The same extract on Isaiah commented by Nahmanides /פרוש אחר מפרשת הנה 

ישכיל עבדי לרב הגדול הרמב״ן ז״ל
Fols 144r-145v: Commentary on Psalm 119 by Solomon b. Astruc de Barcelone. (3 pages) /פרוש 

מזמור קל’’ט אל הקדוש אנשלמה אשטרוק מברצלונה ז״ל
Fol. 145v: hidduwim on Humaw and Targum, from the printed edition of Bomberg Venice edition 

1527 according to Beit-Arié 23. (4 pages)
Fol. 148v: Fragments from the Zohar (2 pages)
Fol. 149v: a fragment by Moshe of Leon about a mystical explanation of the separation of the soul 

from the body, and extract of Wa‘are ha-’Orah of Joseph Gikatilla (4 pages).
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As for the length, we can observe that the 
type and length of texts vary considerably: from 
160 folios (for the Kad ha-Qemah in Günz. 41) to 
10 lines (the short note of Yohanan of Treviso in 
Mich. 500, f. 129v). The source of the copy is also 
variable. For example, it can be a printed book 
(as in the case of the Kad ha-Qemah), or an oral 
commentary listened by the scribe himself (for 
example the note of John of Treviso, fol. 129v)

Concerning the contents, we find classical 
Rashi’s surpercommentaries by two rabbis of 
that time (Abraham Ha-Kohen of Bologna and 
Moshe Basola) whom the scribe knew personal-
ly; pietistic and ethical discourses on the tenets 
of Judaism (Kad ha-Qemah, 13th century); Kab-
balah is well represented by many fragments 
(fragments of the Zohar, texts by Moshe of Leon, 
or Gikatilla, but also a kabbalistic discussion on 
the letters by Judah ben Salomon Ha-Kohen); 
Yom Kippur liturgical short poems. To conclu-
de, it appears that the collection was mainly 
composed of commentaries of the Bible and on 
the Kabbalah.

As for the order and the logical relation-
ship between the different texts, there is some-
times a clear link between two extracts copied 
one after another. There are for instance «twin» 
commentaries on Isaiah: one by Salomon Astruc 
of Barcelone and one by Nahmanides (fols. 
141r-144r). The letters of the alphabets are used 
for kabbalistic purposes by Judah Salomon ha-
Kohen but they are also used in the piyyu t, and 
perhaps in the Kad ha-Qemah which is organ-
ised in alphabetical order. But other times, the 
collection appears as less coherent and it seems 
just to «jump» from one subject to another, 
lacking a clear connection. For instance, the 
Commentary on Psalm is followed by hidduwim 
on Humash and Targum. The case of the inser-
tion of Basola’s sermon inside the super com-
mentary on Rashi by Abraham ha-Kohen of 
Bologna is of a particular interest 24. At the end 
of folio 102r, Da Prato clearly states that the ex-
emplar (העתק) of the supercommentary he was 

copying was lacunary between Exodus VI,2 to 
Exodus XXX, 11. He thus decides to complete 
it by using another text: Basola’s discourse con-
cerning the commentary of Rashi on parashah 
Miwpatim (Exodus XXI,1 to XXIV,18), as he 
writes in fol. 102v:

טרם אכתוב יתר החידושים אשר אתי מפרשת כי \ תשא עד 
אלה מסעי בחרתי לכתוב הנה דרשה יפה  \ וחמורה אשר 
יצ״ו.  באזולה  משה  כמהח״ר   \ הנעלה   החכם  מפי  שמעתי 

בשבת משפטים.
«Before, I write more hidduwim that I have from pa-
rashah Ki-tisa’ <Ex, XXX,11> to the parashah ’Eleh 
mase‘e <Num, XXXIII,1>, I have chosen to write 
here a beautiful and important interpretation that I 
heard from the mouth of the great Moshe Basola. At 
Shabbat, parashah Miwpatim [Here is quoted verses 
of Ex XXI, 7-11]»

At the end of Basola’s sermon, fol. 104r, 
Raphael da Prato stressed clearly that he here is 
returning to copy Ha-Cohen’s commentary, by 
adding: 

נחזור לעניננו ולהעתקתנו \פרשת כי תשא
«Let’s return to our subjects and to our copy / Par-
ashah Ki-tisa’ <Ex, XXX,11> »

Indeed, this Basola’s sermon remains in 
a close relationship to the supercommentary of 
Abraham ha-Kohen of Bologna. Basola’s sermon 
is a part of parashah Miwpatim (precisely Ex, XXI, 
7-11) that is effectively missing in Abraham’s su-
percommentary. It also shows how Raphael da 
Prato felt free to place the discourse of Basola insi-
de the supercommentary of Abraham Ha-Kohen, 
because he found the commentary beautiful and 
interesting. It allows us to prove an intellectual re-
lationship and affinity between Da Prato and con-
temporary Italian rabbis like Moshe Basola and 
Abraham ha-Kohen. Da Prato considered both 
of them as great scholars of his time. The way he 
presents the lacunary source of Abraham of Bolo-
gna reveals also both a medieval attitude and a Re-
naissance attitude, as we are going to focus on now.

Medieval and Renaissance intellectual approa-
ches to the texts

Make visible the lacunary sources 

As we have seen, Raphael da Prato com-
pleted a lacunary supercommentary by Abraham 
ha-Kohen (in fol. 102r) and made an appropriate 

24 This sermon is edited by R. lamdan, «Michael» 
9 (1985), pp. 186-193.
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25 See M. Beit-aRie, cit., col. 409, 9a.
26 I compared the Fez Edition of Sefer Abudra-

ham (1517) and the Constantinople Edition (1513). 
See Microfilms at JNUL, Jerusalem: FI 10062 

(Fez, 1517) and F594 (Constantinople, 1513). The 
copy concerns a short fragment of the section on 
prayers.

27 See attia, op. cit., Chapter II.

note to this effect at the beginning of the sermon 
of Basola (see above). In fact, Raphael da Prato 
made a note each time a piece of text was lacking, 
not only in fol. 102r but also in fols. 104v, 105r, 
and 106r, as well as three times in 106v, 107r and 
108r. I mention here two examples:

Fol. 105r, after the end of the parashah Wa-
Yqra’:

בפרשת צו לא מצאתי מאומה בהעתק
«In the parashah Xaw, I have found nothing in the 
exemplar.»

Fol. 108r, at the end of the parashah ’Eleh 
mase‘e:

בהעתק לא מצאתי יותר תם תל״ח
«In the exemplar, I have found nothing else. Here, 
finished.»

Through these mentions, the scribe lets us 
know that he had an incomplete version of the 
Supercommentary. This can be interpreted as 
an evidence of a Renaissance attitude towards 
the text. During the Middle Ages, mention of a 
missing text was rarely noted: Scribes often felt 
free to complement the text they copied and ra-
rely used to mention their sources. The impor-
tance of the quality of the sources appears only 
in the Renaissance connected to the printing in-
dustry. As it was sought to establish a single cor-
rected version of Hebrew classical texts, prin-
ters used different manuscripts and versions of 
these texts, like Jacob ben Adonyah did for Da-
niel Bomberg’s edition of Biblia Rabbinica. The 
aim was to create what is called today a critical 
edition, i.e. a corrected text and, in accordance 
to the sources, the only «true» one. On the one 
hand, in his examination of the supercommenta-
ry of Abraham Ha-Kohen, Da Prato shows him-
self as a medieval man, the one who completes 
the lacunary commentary of Abraham of Bolo-
gna with another one by Basola. On the other 
hand, however, he appears as a Renaissance 

man, quoting the exact part he has copied and 
the name of the authors, rather more an editor 
than a scribe.

Copying texts from printed books

Searching «good editions» can be related 
to the fact that he copied some texts or fragments 
from printed editions. To sum up, he copied in 
this collection:

The Kad ha-Qemah edition of Constanti-
nople (1515).

Extracts from Sefer ha-Yalqut (edited ac-
cording to Beit-Arié’s catalogue 25).

Extracts from Sefer Abudraham edition 
of Fez (1517), according to terms I found in the 
manuscript and only in the Fez edition 26.

Extracts of hidduwim on the Humash and 
Targum from the printed edition of Bomberg 
edition (Venice, 1527), according to Beit-Arié.

It seems that a printed book was for Da 
Prato a valid source for copying texts: in short 
fragments (20 lines from Sefer Abudraham) or a 
whole text ( like the Kad ha-Qemah from Günz 
41). I must stress that this attitude is not an iso-
lated case: I found many copies of printed books 
in other manuscripts of Da Prato 27. Compar-
ing the printed original edition with manuscript 
Günz. 41, it becomes clear how the printed book 
influenced even the disposition of the copy. The 
scribe respects the titles and subtitles in square 
script, makes space so that the copying is clear 
and easy to read, and does it with care. The 
number of copies of printed books and the care 
the scribe takes for it reveal an obvious value 
of printed texts in the eyes of the scribe. I think 
that, in his mind, the printed editions repre-
sented a higher level of quality, a refined text, 
in a more complete and perfect form, while the 
handwritten texts that he also used to read were 
probably often lacunary and imperfect. Accord-
ing to Ziporah Baruchson, the Constantinople 
editions were sold in Italy and were bought only 
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28 See  Z. BaRuChson, News about the bookmar-
ket between Italy and the Ottoman Empire in the 
16th century (in Heb.), «Mi-Mizrah u-mi-ma‘arav» 5 
(1986), pp. 53-77, especially pp. 70-71.

29 The symbol *[…] indicates the reference sign 
and the marginal annotation in the manuscript.

MS Günz. 41, fol. 138v:
ואעפי שאי אתה עומד לפניו כי אי

אפשר לו *]למלך בשר ודם[ להמצא בכל המקומות
Kad ha-Qemah (ed. 1515), p. 85v, part on Week 

:line 12 ,שבועה /
ואעפ״י שאי אתה עומד לפניו 

כי אי אפשר לו למלך ב״ו להמצא בכל המקומות
30 MS Günz. 41, fol. 144r:

נבב לדעתם  כל מעשה בראשית  רז״ל 3-  דרשו  ומזה   -2
ראו בצביונן נבראו שנ׳ *]ויכלו השמים והארץ וכל צבאם 
כי  ידוע  ודבר  צביונם[..  וכל צבאם אל תקרי צבאם אלא 

שמים]...[

Kad ha-Qemah (ed. 1515), p. 88v, part on Peace 
:line 6 ,שלום /
5-ומזה דרשו רז״ל כל מעשה בראשית לדעתן נבראו לצב
ביונם \ 6- נבראו שנ‹ וכל צבאם. ודבר ידוע כי שמים]...[

31 See an example in Mich. 500, fol. 137v. 
32 See MS Mich. 500, fols 111r, 124v, 132v, 133r, 

137r.
33 See MS Moscow, RSL, Günzburg 72, fol. 134v. 

The scribe observed that for explaining the text in 
this folio, Yohanan of Treviso used to quote the Tar-
gum Yerushalmi.

34 See A. GRafton, Le lecteur humaniste, in G. 
CaVallo R. ChaRtieR (cur.), Histoire de la lecture 
dans le monde occidental, Paris 1997, pp. 209-248, 
esp. pp. 243-245.

by scholars, who had a high level of education 
and a vast intellectual approach to the texts 28.

A Humanist habit of marginalia

The reading activity of Raphael da Prato 
appears clearly in the various annotations he 
put in the margins. In MS Günz. 41, the scribe 
read again the text, completing very carefully the 
missing terms for making the reading easier. For 
example, in Günz. 41, fol. 138v, he is writing all 
the terms of the abbreviations in the margins 29. 
On other occasions, he quotes in the margin the 
entire biblical verse that was abbreviated in the 
printed source 30. In MS Mich. 500, I listed fifty-
six corrections in the margins (generally marked 
with a reference sign). Most of the corrections 
are insertion of lacking terms 31. Sometimes, var-
iant opinions are introduced by the abbrevia-
tion  (נראה לי) נ''ל that means «it seems to me» 32. 
In another manuscript in Günzburg collection, I 
found an allusion to other contemporary rabbis 
and their exegesis of the text 33.

Marginalia of a scribe are an obvious 
sign of the need to stress something that was 
missing. We can therefore consider Da Prato’s 
process of copying and reading in a more pre-
cise way. It enables us to know what was exact-
ly unclear for him, what was interesting for 
him, and how he read texts. Like all the other 

scholars of the Renaissance, Da Prato used to 
read texts la plume à la main, to use Antho-
ny Grafton’s expression 34. We should also ask 
ourselves if this collection could not have been 
a pedagogical anthology that he used for tea-
ching his pupils. Da Prato was probably a pre-
ceptor at Da Pisa family home, so it is possible 
that he could have done such collection for this 
purpose.

In conclusion, the study of the Da Prato’s 
collection can bring about important codico-
logical and palaeographical aspects, especially 
in the field of the archaeology of the book, the 
ways of their making in connection with printed 
book. Obviously, all these observations need to 
be connected to the whole corpus of Da Prato’s 
manuscripts and afterwards to other composite 
volumes from the sixteenth century. Here, MSS 
Mich. 500 - Günz. 41 reveal a complex structure 
as well as chronological evidences of the consti-
tution of a library during the lifetime of a scribe. 
No doubt the study of these collections provides 
original insights into mentality of Jewish schol-
ars in northern Italy at the first half of the 16th 
century.

Elodie Attia
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SUMMARY

The study of Da Prato’s private manuscripts, (MSS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Mich. 500, and 
Ms Moscow, Russian State Library, Günzburg 41) provide original insights to the mentality of Jewish 
scholars towards books in northern Italy, at the first half of the 16th century. The study of these two 
manuscripts reveals the complexity in manuscript’s structure: they are both part a former original vol-
ume, some of their contents are annotated or copied from printed books. Some chronological evidences 
indicate the constitution of a private library during the lifetime of a scholar scribe.
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