[bookmark: _GoBack]Manuscripts from Western Europe, Printer from Eretz Israel: 
Movement between Cultural Spaces in Hebrew Printing in the 18th Century

Shortly before 1764, a man named Benjamin Me’Eli HaKohen set out from his home in Jerusalem to Italy. That year, he proofed the book Hemdat Yamim in Livorno before it was printed at Moses Attias’ press in that city. Benjamin was the offspring of a family of religious scholars, authors, and printers. His father, Hayyim Shalom Me’Eli HaKohen, engaged in proofing and typesetting in Istanbul in the 1720s and wrote a book of novellae on Maimonides’ Mishne Torah; his grandfather, Benjamin Me’Eli HaKohen, served as head of rabbinical courts in Cairo and Jerusalem. Thus it seemed only natural that he would make his way to the world of Hebrew printing and books; indeed, he would intensify his involvement in these fields in the 1770s and the 1780s. In a letter he wrote eight years later, while seated in Amsterdam, to his friend Israel Gedaliah Cazes of Mantua, Benjamin describes his settling in Amsterdam and his literary endeavors in that city, which had become the most important center of the Hebrew book and printing industries in eighteenth-century Western Europe. In his very first literary work, however, or at least in the first known to us—his proofing of Hemdat Yamim in Livorno— Benjamin explains what motivated him to leave Jerusalem and to insert himself, almost by chance, into literary activity as a proofreader. In a brief appendix to the book, Benjamin attests that he had left Jerusalem due to distress that originated in his father’s death, among other factors. Later in the appendix, he describes how he had established his connection with Moses Attias when he reached Livorno: Attias appointed him as the proofreader of Hemdat Yamim. Benjamin describes his being chosen for this position festively: “Behold, this is the day that he chose me to stand and serve him and to be a proofreader.” His use of the phrase “this is the day” alludes to the festive verse “This is the day that the Lord has made—let us exult and rejoice on it” (Ps. 118:24), which is recited as part of the Hallel service. The expressions he uses to note Attias’ choice of him are also suggestive of divine selection. “Who chose me” hearkens to the blessing over the Torah that is recited every morning and by everyone who is called to the Torah during the service: “Blessed are You […] who chose us from among all the nations and gave us His Torah.” And the expression “to stand and serve” are suggestive of divine selection, alluding to a verse that deals with the divine selection of the Kohanim from the tribe of Levi (befitting Benjamin, a Kohen): “For your God has chosen him and his descendants, out of all your tribes, to stand and serve in the name of God for all time” (Deut. 18:5).
Therefore, Benjamin saw the printing of books as his destiny. This self-image and his travels, which exposed him to certain cultural worlds, ushered him into this milieu. Several years later, his literary endeavors found expression in activity 1,500 km north of Livorno, in the northern German city of Altona, not far from Hamburg. There, in 1770, Benjamin arranged the printing of three books: Yesod Mora, about the commandments of the Torah; a grammar work titled Sefer Moznaim by R. Abraham ibn Ezra; and another grammar, Pirqe Rabbi Elia, by Eliyahu HaBahur. In his forewords to two works by ibn Ezra, Benjamin reports an encounter that he had had a short time earlier in Copenhagen with a central personality in the Haskalah movement, Naphtali Hirz Wessely. Their get-together took place no earlier than 1768, when Wessely returned to his hometown, Copenhagen, and no later than 1770, when the books were printed, and it is evident that Wessely had an influence on Benjamin’s literary choices. In his foreword to Sefer Moznaim, Benjamin describes this encounter as part of his mission to Copenhagen as a fundraiser for the Tiberias community and explains that at this occasion he was exposed to a series of grammar books by Wessely, which he found hard to understand. The solution, from Benjamin’s standpoint, was to revert to the medieval grammarian R. Abraham ibn Ezra, for which reason he decided to print Sefer Moznaim.
After the encounter in Copenhagen convinced Benjamin that ibn Ezra’s grammar book should be printed, he sought to accomplish this a short time later in Altona along with another grammatical work, that of Eliyahu HaBahur. However, he made the short trip from Copenhagen to Altona armed not only with insights about the books that he should print but also with two manuscripts that he brought with him on his way south—Ner Elohim by Joseph Solomon Delmedigo (YaShaR mi-Kandia), an intellectual investigation of the rationales behind the commandments, and Ruah Hen, Wessely’s translation of and commentary on the apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon. Benjamin describes this on the title page of the other work by ibn Ezra that he published in Altona in 1770, Yesod Mora. On the bottom of the title page of Yesod Mora, he turns to the public, explains his mission—to print both of the manuscripts that he had brought—and asks it to help him by paying for the books in advance, before they are printed. In this appeal, Benjamin presents himself as a person who is almost heaven-sent to engage in the printing craft.
Benjamin insinuated himself into the world of books and printing as a man who had internalized his calling and had been requited. This integration finds expression not only in his self-image and in the way he regards and presents himself, but also in his internalization of the target readerships of the books that he wishes to print and the direct and indirect ways they should be approached. He explains his decision to print ibn Ezra’s books, Eliyahu HaBahur’s, and the two manuscripts that he had brought from Copenhagen in accordance with the cultural world that he inhabits, that of the Western Sephardi Diaspora (because he situated himself in the Sephardi community of Hamburg). As he does so, he reaches out to this community in a way that befits his heritage and confirms his image as a printer-litterateur who sees this trade as his calling. Benjamin presents himself as someone who, while having come from Eretz Israel, sees himself in cultural terms and construes his literary activity as would an affiliate of the Western Sephardi Diaspora who is returning this population’s cultural literary treasures to their owner by publishing the writings of R. Abraham ibn Ezra. Benjamin also emphasizes the importance of the grammatical knowledge in Eliyahu HaBahur’s opus, something of special importance to the literary world in which he wishes to find his place. YaShaR mi-Kandia and Naphtali Hirz Wessely, whose writings Benjamin wished to print, were also in no way foreign to the members of the Western Sephardi Diaspora. YaShaR lived in the Sephardi Portuguese communities of Hamburg and Amsterdam, held leading positions there, and felt at home in the Sephardi cultural milieu. Wessely, too, should not be seen as culturally dissociated from the Sephardi world in Amsterdam and elsewhere. In many respects, he felt at home in Sephardi culture and even chose to be buried in the Sephardi parcel of the Jewish cemetery in Altona. He spent the 1750s and 1760s in Amsterdam, where he arranged the printing of his two-volume grammatical work Gan Na’ul in 1765–1766. While there, he developed close relations with members of the local literary milieu and took part with them in a literary group—Haburat Miqra Qodesh—that met regularly for collective study.
It was in 1772 or so that Benjamin settled in Amsterdam. Once he did this, his self-image as a man of the book and the press appears to have gained in strength and permanence. In a letter to his friend Israel Gedaliah Cazes in February 1772, mentioned above, he describes his having settled in this literary center and depicts himself as an active player in the literary world, his city of residence as a commercial center, and himself as already having amassed experience in the book trade. The person whom he describes as having been forced to leave Jerusalem due to distress, introduced to the printing world by his host upon reaching Livorno as though by an act divine providence of sorts that ushered him into this world and tasked him with proofing and printing jobs, and introduced to books and manuscripts in Copenhagen and elsewhere that, he realized, should be printed due to their importance (but not the one for which he had taken his journey)—incidental to his fundraising mission and his encounters with various personalities and societies, is now described as wholly immersed in the world of the book. Thus, Amsterdam is an advanced stage in the evolution of Benjamin’s self-perception as a man of the book and the press, an entrepreneurial activist in a literary world that he had joined almost passively as part of a destiny to which he had been steered upon reaching Livorno shortly after leaving Jerusalem. This, of course, was not an unequivocal and dichotomous shift of consciousness from total passivity to activism and enterprise. The forewords and prefaces that he attached to most of the works that he proofed and printed before settling in Amsterdam, however, evoke the image of a man who was selected by the book, deterministically as it were, to be a proofreader and printer and who was directed toward these tasks by divine providence. While living in Amsterdam, in contrast, it is he who chooses the books and decides how to deal with them. The transition surfaces in his letter to Cazes and in the prefaces that he added to the books that he printed and proofed while in Amsterdam.
Benjamin’s literary activity in Amsterdam include several projects that evoke the image of a person involved and active in the world of books and printing. In 1773, he proofed the halakhic work Lev Shalem by Solomon Shalem, rabbi of the Amsterdam Sephardi community, in conjunction with R. Isaac Kohen Belinfante. Belinfante was a central personality in the Amsterdam Sephardi community; he served as librarian of the Etz Hayyim bet midrash and engaged in poetry and the collection of literary works. Benjamin’s collaboration with this figure attests to his having integrated into the literary world of the local community. Another opus that Benjamin proofed together with R. Isaac Belinfante in Amsterdam is the Tefilat Yesharim prayerbook, published in 1779. According to his foreword and the testimony of his collaborator, R. Isaac Belinfante, it was Benjamin who initiated the collaboration and he was the active player in the proofing work at this stage of his career in the book industry in Amsterdam. Additional accounts of enterprise and activism surface in Benjamin’s forewords to additional works that he had readied for printing during those years in Amsterdam.
If we view Benjamin’s settling in Amsterdam as the onset of a new phase in his integration into the literary world, a stage of transition from passivity to activism and from a deterministic outlook on his place in this milieu to a more entrepreneurial and independent approach, then it seems that 1783 may mark the completion of the demarche. In that year, Benjamin arranged the publication of four short books by a hero of the Amsterdam community’s recent past—R. Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (Ramhal). Benjamin’s forewords to these works, along with approbations attached to them, shed light on Benjamin’s self-perception at this stage and about his image as seen by members of the community into which he had firmly planted himself. Benjamin introduces the manuscripts and describes how he had found them in the home of his friend, the poet David Franco Mendes of Amsterdam. After announcing the discovery of the obscured manuscripts, he explains how, realizing their importance, he felt it his duty to usher them into print. Benjamin’s active and enterprising approach stands out in this account. Immediately afterwards, he even confidently declares his intention of publishing additional works by the same author.
This confident self-image of a person who has joined and immersed himself in the world of the book and the local press squares with the way Benjamin’s neighbors and colleagues view him in their approbations of the book. Benjamin is described as someone who has extricated a local hero’s oeuvre from darkness—a member of the community and a senior participant in its literary milieu. Thus the man who had made his way from Eretz Israel to Italy, Copenhagen, and northern Germany until settling in Amsterdam, and in the course of these migrations became acquainted with the literary world and the printing industry, to which he had been introduced in a quasi-deterministic way as a passive player, became a member of the in-group—a publishing entrepreneur, illuminator of the local legacy, and a senior member of the literary kingdom.

10

3

