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Introduction


The Jewish communities of Central Europe were buffeted throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by the shifting tides of political, scientific and philosophical theories. Rapidly changing social, economic, and political conditions shook the foundations of Jewish life at their core. Early modern historians have shown that the invention of movable type, massive population relocation and increased mobility, advances in scientific knowledge, and the commercial revolution left an indelible imprint on the internal life of European Jews. Growing tension between the new world and the old, emerging expressions of individualism, new challenges to religious authority, and a heightened appreciation for the secular were among the major areas of change.
 It is my hope that the study of a genre of illuminated manuscripts known as Seder Birkat ha-Mazon
 will allow a glimpse into this world by illustrating how these wider trends were felt locally. No less important, I intend to show how the historical context—social, economic, political, and legal (halakhic)—sheds light on the illuminated manuscripts I examine in the pages that follow. 


Seder Birkat ha-Mazon emerged during the resurgence of illuminated manuscripts in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. In contrast to the lengthy Renaissance manuscripts of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the early modern codices were, as a rule, created for a specific holiday or occasion. At the height of Jewish manuscript illumination in the medieval and Renaissance period, opulent tomes were produced, with thick spines and carpet pages adorned with gold leaf. These early books ranged from Bibles to codices of Jewish law and extended even to personal prayer books. Illuminations in such volumes are also often on an extremely high level, inspired by local trends in art and aesthetics.  

Hand-written and illustrated volumes peaked in the fifteenth century, declined sharply after the invention of movable type, and then experienced a revival in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
 Although the reason for this resurgence is as yet unknown, there is one plausible explanation that ought to be considered. In the eighteenth century, manuscripts became a more desirable version of the standard printed volume. They were made of parchment, copied by hand by scribes and attractively illustrated; the time and materials dedicated to creating these tomes made them exceptional and much sought-after commodities.
 They fit perfectly within the spirit of collection and treasure-hoarding that had become prevalent in eighteenth-century aristocratic homes. 


rom the exhibition catalog The Jewish Court of Venice: The Heritage of Jewish Venice 500 Years After the Establishment of the First Ghetto, by Dr. Andreina Contessa, Jerusalem, 2016 (Track Changes mark-up included below)
The Synagogues of the Ghetto

Since the Jews of Venice came from various traditions and backgrounds, they each had their own communal committees and synagogues. The five synagogues of Venice ̶ -three in the Ghetto Nuovo and two in the Ghetto Vecchio--were all established in the sixteenth century. Hidden within the interior rooms of existing buildings, where they occupied the upper floors, they were almost undetectable from the outside. This location corresponded both to the idea that a sacred place should be elevated to emphasize its sanctity and to the necessity of appearing modest and almost hidden from the outside. Notwithstanding the need to build vertically upwards to save space in the crowded ghetto, no floors were added at the top of the synagogue buildings.

The Venetian synagogues were all built in houses that had been previously restored, altered or expanded by Jews. According to Venetian law, after renovating a structure in the ghetto, Jews acquired special rights over the building and were able to treat it as part of their estate. In this way the Jewish community maintained complete control of the synagogue structures.  
Although the synagogues were all established in the sixteenth century, each underwent renovations and restorations during later periods. Their interiors often reflect the aesthetics of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with only a select number of elements remaining from their original structures. 

The first synagogue in the ghetto was the Schola Grande Tedesca, established in 1528-29 by the Ashkenazi community, famous for its elliptical women's gallery presiding over an irregular floorplan and its golden inscriptions on a red background running all over the walls.
The Schola Canton is the second synagogue established in the ghetto in 1532.  It derives its name from the word canton, corner, since it was built in a corner of the same courtyard. Though its origins are somewhat murky, it was likely founded by a group of French Ashkenazi Jews who broke away from the Schola Grande Tedesca in order to maintain their own unique traditions.  The decoration of the Schola includes eight wooden panels showing biblical episodes from the book of Exodus. Some of the ritual objects in this exhibition once belonged to the Schola Canton and were given to the Nahon Museum.
The Schola Italiana, probably founded before 1566, was established in its current location in1575 to serve the Italian Jews. The elegant structure seen today is characterized by a square plan and severe simplicity.
By the end of the sixteenth century, two Sephardic synagogues were built in the campiello (small courtyard) of the Ghetto Vecchio. The first was the Schola Grande Spagnola, the biggest and most theatrical of the Venetian synagogues. Its opulence reflects the identity of the rich Ponentine (Portuguese) community. 

The second, the Schola Levantina, which was intended for the Levantine community, is also elegant and impressive. Its important baldachin elevated pulpit (bimah) may have been carved by the artist Andrea Brustolon. These two synagogues are still attended by the Venetian Jewish community today. 
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� Scholars refer to this genre as Seder Birkat ha-Mazon because of the description of the book in the frontispiece. The description of the book is at times more poetic, such as “Seder Birkat ha-Mazon le-Sova ve-lo le-Razon”; and other times it is more practical and lists the contents, for example “Seder Birkat ha-Mazon u-Birkhot ha-Nehenin ve’Keriyat Shema al ha-Mitah im Tsiyutim Naim.” Ursula Schubert does refer to this genre in one place as “Sifronei ha-Berakhot” in Ursula Schubert, Omanut ha-Sefer ha-Yehudit meha-Renaissance ad Rococo. (Tel Aviv: Ha-Kibbutz Ha-Me’uhad, 1994) p. 91. While this title might seem more appropriate given that the contents of these books are various blessings and prayers, at this time it is preferable to refer to them as Seder Birkat ha-Mazon. 
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