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III. Women Readers and Writers 
 

 ,New-York .(The Jewish Women’s Journal) דער אידישער פרויען זשורנאל .10

1922; and דבר הפועלת (The Woman Laborer). Tel-Aviv, 1934.  

       A supplement to the Hebrew newspaper Davar.   
 

By the early 20th century, Hebrew was competing with Yiddish as the preferred medium 

for Jewish women readers. The two publications on display provide a case in point: above, 

we see issues of a journal published in New York and devoted to challenges facing Jewish 

women immigrants to America; below, issues from a journal devoted to women workers 

and the ethos of labor in Israel. 

 
 ,Sarah Menkin Foner. Warsaw .(Treachery of the Treacherous) בגד בוגדים  .11

1891; and קלייןש גב'  של  המשי  מלת   (Mrs. Klein’s Silk Dress).  Yehudit 

Handel, with illustrations by Rachel Rubenstein-Kaplan.  Ra’ananah, 

1995.   
 
 

Hebrew made a rather late debut on the stage of European literature. The first woman 

novelist in Hebrew, Sarah Menkin Foner, didn’t appear until 1880; on display here is 

Foner’s second novel, set in the Second Temple Period. But by the mid-20th century, 

women novelists (and poets) were a growing force in Hebrew letters. The two books on 

display illustrate the opposite ends of the time-line. 

 
 Artist’s book .(A Mother’s Early Morning Prayer) תפלה לאם בטרם שחרית .12

by Andi Arnovitz for a Hebrew poem by Hava Pinkhas Kohen. 

Jerusalem, 2012. 15 of 23 signed and numbered copies. 
 

Described by the artist as a “Victorian carousel book,” this contemporary artist’s book 

opens accordion-like to form a six-pointed Star of David – an unobtrusive and elegant 

reinforcement of the religious dimension behind this very secular Hebrew poem 

sanctifying a mother’s daily routine. 

 
וראנה הצאנ  .13  (Go forth, Daughters of Zion). Sulzbach: Jacob ben Isaac of    

       Janow, 1836.   
 

A Yiddish version of the Pentateuch, popular for centuries with Jewish women across 

Eastern Europe. Unlike their male co-religionists, most Jewish women knew only Yiddish, 

the language of daily life, and were discouraged from studying the Holy Tongue. The 

charming woodcuts in this edition often depict images of women, as in the woodcut before 

you now from the Book of Genesis. Here we see the blind Isaac bestowing his blessing on 

Jacob while Rachel looks approvingly on; Esau, blissfully unaware, is out in the hills 

hunting. 

 
14.  Hebrew Bible. Venice, 1617.  
 

The Song of Deborah is the victory ode of the Prophetess Deborah after the Israelite 

triumph over the armies of Sisera, as related in the Book of Judges (“Awake, awake, 

Deborah; awake, utter a song”). Its layout on the page is strictly prescribed by ancient 

scribal practice; the poem itself is surrounded by medieval rabbinic commentaries. Here 

we see the poem in a folio Bible printed in Venice, the center of Hebrew printing through 

most of the sixteenth century, but with increasing competition from Central Europe and the 

Ottoman Empire.  
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Women have often been written out of history, perhaps because it was the 

men who “held the pen,” to quote Jane Austen, not the women. This 

display, therefore, not only examines the books Jewish women wrote, in 

Hebrew and in Yiddish, but also those for which they were subject, patrons, 

and readers. The treasures on display reveal a complex narrative, one 

shaped by issues of gender and culturally-defined attitudes towards 

language and learning. They also open a window on more than three 

thousand years of Jewish history and creativity - and we hope our visitors 

will enjoy this brief glimpse.  
 

 -  Ann Brener, Hebraic Section  

African and Middle Eastern Division 

 

 

Checklist of Items on Display 
 

I.  Women in Rabbinic Sources 
 

1. Solomon ibn Adret (fl. 13th-century Spain) תשובות הרשב"א    (The Responsa 

of Solomon ibn Adret). Rome, ca.1469-1472.  
 

Possibly the first Hebrew book ever printed, this volume contains the legal opinions of Rabbi 

Solomon ibn Adret, a renowned Jewish authority from 13th-century Barcelona. On the page 

open here, the rabbi is asked whether a woman must consider herself engaged to an artisan 

who, under the guise of fitting a ring for her finger, has artfully fulfilled the laws of betrothal 

and proclaimed the engagement before witnesses. The rabbi’s reply? No indeed!  

  

  .Prague, 1689 .(Legends on Genesis) בראשית רבה   .2

 

An impressive early printed edition of ancient Jewish legends on the Bible. Here the text 

discusses the creation of woman from Adam’s rib:  
 

God deliberated from which part of man to create woman. He said, “Not from the head, 

lest she be haughty; nor from the eye, lest she be inquisitive; nor from the ear, lest she 

be an eavesdropper; nor from the mouth, lest she be talkative; nor from the heart, lest 

she be jealous; nor from the hand, lest she be acquisitive; nor from the foot, lest she be 

a gadabout; but from a hidden part of the body, that she be modest.”  

 

3.   Ketubbah (Marriage Contract), Tetuan, Morocco, Wednesday, the 12th of 

Elul, 5635 (the Hebrew date corresponds to September 12th, 1875). 
 

The ketubbah is a contract that spells out the groom’s obligations to his wife and is given to 

her at their wedding. Illuminated kettubot from Muslim lands reflect the aesthetic norms of 

the surrounding culture, and hence are rich in bright floral motifs and geometric shapes. The 

two letters of the word חי (“Life”) are greatly enlarged here, thereby signifying the wish that 

the new couple enjoy a long and happy life together.  

 

  .Woodcuts by Jacob Steinhardt .(The Scroll of Ruth) מגלת רות .4

Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1957.  
 

One of the most beloved stories in the Bible, the Scroll of Ruth tells the story of Ruth the 

Moabite, ancestress of the future King David.  This strikingly conceived artist’s book is one 

of the many editions of biblical texts in the Library’s collections. Here the book is open to 

the famous scene of Ruth gleaning sheaves “in foreign fields.” The strong shapes and black 

lines serve to emphasize the primal, archetypal quality of this timeless story. 

 

ווונטורוצאודות הגט שנתן שמואל הבחור המכונה הצעה על  .5  (Responsa on the 

divorce of the young man called Samuel Venturoso). Venice, 1566. 
 

This little book deals with a sensational legal case that rocked Italian Jewry in the 

sixteenth century. It began when an impoverished young man got himself secretly 

engaged to an heiress, Tamar bat Joseph ha-Tamari. When the young woman’s horrified 

relatives sought to annul the engagement, the Jews of Italy split into two camps, each 

collecting rabbinic opinions bolstering its own side and vilifying the other. The book 

displayed here is a collection of rabbinic opinions in favor of nullifying the engagement. 
 

 

II. Women Patrons and Printers 
 

6.  Eliezer Melli, לכל חפץ (For Every Desire). Venice, 1552.  
 

This rabbinic treatise was dedicated to two members of a most distinguished Jewish 

family: Judah ben Samuel Abarbanel and his mother, Benvenida. The Abarbanels 

flourished for centuries in Christian Spain, producing scholars and statesmen in the 

service of kings. After the Expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, members of the 

Abarbanel family moved first to Portugal and then to Italy, where Benvenida died in 

1554. Like many of her ancestors, Benvenida sought to help her fellow Jews and was 

successful in averting their expulsion from Naples by Charles V. 

 

על המיטה עסדר קריאת שמ  .7  (Order of Prayers before Retiring at Night). 

Mainz, 1745.  Manuscript on vellum written and illuminated by 

Joseph ben Meir Schmalkalden. Hebrew with Yiddish translations and 

instructions. Miniature. 
 

This lovely Hebrew prayer-book was purchased by the owner for his wife, to whom he 

dedicated it without giving us her name. The instructions for the prayers are in Yiddish, 

and many of the illustrations depict women actively fulfilling their religious duties. 

Here, for example, the blessing thanking God for “remembering His covenant” 

(symbolized by the rainbow; cf. Genesis 9: 13) is illustrated by a woman holding a tiny 

prayer-book in which the blessing is repeated in miniscule letters. 

 

8. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Nidah. Frankfurt an der Oder, 1697. 
 

Ella, daughter of Moses, a convert to Judaism, was only ten years old when she and her 

brother set the type for this volume of the Talmud, part of the great edition printed by 

their father in Frankfurt. That Ella was only ten we learn from a book on which she 

worked a year earlier: there she begs indulgence from the reader in a little poem, saying, 

“If you find mistakes of mine / please forgive me; I’m only nine.”  

 

9. Samuel ben Isaac Uceda,  Kuru-Chesme .(Samuel’s Epistle) אגרת שמואל 

(near Istanbul), 1597. 
 

This Hebrew commentary on the biblical Scroll of Ruth was printed near Istanbul in the 

palace of Reyna, daughter of Doña Gracia Nasi, grande dame of sixteenth-century 

Jewry. It is one of about a dozen Hebrew books printed under her auspices. The title-

page movingly refers to Reyna as “the illustrious lady, woman of valor . . . widow of the 

prince and magnate in Israel, Don Joseph Nasi.”  It also dates the publication of the 

book to the reign of “the great and powerful Sultan Mehmed [III], may his glory be 

exalted.”         
 

(continued on back) 

 


