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The scroll of Bologna University Library



The Sefer Torah found in Bologna 



The Sefer Torah 

Contains the entire only 
consonantal Hebrew text of the 
five books of Moses hand-
written on Gevil (a kind of 
brown parchment) not Kelaf
(blank parchment) by using a 

quill dipped in ink.



First 
section of 
the Scroll

containing 
the 

beginning 
of 

Genesis



The last section with the Shirat Moshe «Ahazinu»





The writing of the Sefer Torah of Bologna



The rules from different 
traditions for writing a Sefer 
are laid down in the 
Babylonian Talmud, Menachot 
29b, in the external treatise 
Masseket Soferim around the
8th centuries, and also in Sefer 
Tagin, a Masoretic manual in 
Aramaic. 



When the lighthouse of Judaism died 
in Babylon, the new study centers 
moved into the Maghreb and Europe, 
especially in southern Italy Apulia, in 
Andalusia and in other countries. Due 
to this epochal changement, the 
Babylonian tradition of how to write a 
Sefer Torah did not arrive entirely or 
was not fully implemented in the 
West, and mingled with other 
traditions, creating a huge mess. 



It will take at least four or five 
centuries to see that it was completely 
abandoned, and claimed a new 
western tradition fixed mainly in 
Ashkenazic area, and characterized by 
a great halakhic severity.

In fact it will be set out in a more 
definitive manner thank to a long 
period spanning from Maimonides
(1138 – 1204), other scholars in the 12th

century, up to Yosef Caro in his 
Shulchan ‘aruk (16th century).



The Sefer Tagin, composed during 
the 8th centuries and quoted by 
Sa‘adyah Ga‘on (882-942) in his 
Comment to Sefer Yetzirah, 
describes the oriental Babylonian 
tradition to write a Sefer Torah. It is 
a very short list of all the letters of 
the Hebrew alphabet, explicating 
how many tagin and strokes have to 
be put upon each letter in all their 
occurrence in the different verses. 



The Bologna 

Sefer Torah 

follow this Masoretic 
manual in Aramaic, 

Sefer tagin, 

for 80%



When the use of Tagin was born?

According the Hebrew palaeographer
Ada Yardeni, the use of Tagin, 
simultaneously to its mention in the 
Babylonian Talmud and in Masseket 
soferim, was born as graphic embellishment 
of the seven letters גץשעטנז called
ša‘aṭnez geṣ not before the 8th century, 
extending the strocke of the zayin to all the 
other six letters. 

The word ša‘aṭnez in Deut.19,19 and 22,11 indicates a 
"mixed dress" (made of wool and linen) that the Torah 
prohibits wearing.



In few words, the use of putting tagin on some 
letters, extending the stroke of the zayin to all 
the other six letters as an aesthetic 
embellishment, according to Sefer Tagin 
starts almost in the same period - or a few 
later - of the last redaction of the Babylonian 
Talmud and of Masseket soferim in the 8th 
century. But following the Sefer Tagin, several 
sections and many columns of a Torah scroll 
appear without any Tagin. That explicates 
why in many fragments from earlier Sifre 
Torah, extant from the Cairo Genizah or in 
some palimpsest, no tagin appear at all!



The fragment
of a Sefer Torah 
from about the 
8th centuries
58/59 cm  hight
38/40 m long
used by Ada 
Yardeni.
In it no Tagin is 
present.

Cambridge, UL, 
T-S NS 3.21



The letters ša‘aṭnez
geṣ with a ṣiyyun, 
similar to the "hat" of 
zayn, in the fragment 
of a Sefer Torah from 
the Cairo Genizah
probably from the 7th-
8th century 
(Cambridge,  Univ. 
Library, T-S NS 3.21);

A. Yardeni, The Book of 
Hebrew Script, p. 215.



The editio 
princeps of 
Sefer Tagin 

the 
Masoretic

treatease in 
Aramaic, 

Paris 1866



Curled letters
and tagin 
according

Sefer Tagin, 
in Paris 
edition, 

similar to 
those of 
Bologna 

Sefer.



Until the 16th century
variated letters and 

their mystical 
meaning of the 

crowns in  Abraham 
Portaleone’s

Silte Gibborim
mentioning and 
showing tagin

identical to those of 
Bologna Sefer: 

see the curled nun 
and ‘ayin.



Rests of curled letters in a Sefer Torah copied at
the beginning of the 17th century.



Malachi Beit-Arié in his Hebrew 
Codicology online pre-edition 
mentions an almost entire Torah 
Scroll from the 11th century with 
catchwords, graphic filler and a dated 
colophon.

It also show a different Babylonian 
tradition before the canonization of 
the new rules we know since around 
the 13th-14th century.



As already mentioned, at 
the age of Maimonides and 
in the following centuries 
different traditions and 
rules were mixed, as a 
consequence generating 
among the copyists a great 
confusion.



According to Maimonides 
different use and form or the 
omission of tagin does not 
influx on the validity of the 
scroll, because tagin are 
rather considered as an 
"exceptionally beautiful 
fulfilment of the mitzvah" 

(Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Sefer Torah 7:9). 



Maimonides, in his Responsa, n. 68, states:

“The tagin vary in the number of quotes, 
because some of the letters they have 
one, two, three or more up to seven ..... 
Due to the passage of time and the 
sufferings of exile in this Masorah 

there are so many variations that the 
authorities have considered the 
opportunity to exclude all tagin. But, 
since the validity of the roll does not 
depend on tagin, the rabbis do not have 
bothered them”.



Ashkenazi custom, however, holds that the 
scrolls are invalid without its  
appropriate tagin

(Magen Avraham and Ba'er Heitev to Sh. 
Ar., OḤ 36:3).

Kabbalah places great stress on the 
mystical meanings of the tagin. Together 
with the letters and words of the Torah, 
every additional stroke or sign is a symbol 
revealing extraordinary secrets of the 
universe and creation. 



New rigorous rules were imposed by the 
Rabbinic authorities in western world 
but that took place gradually, reaching 
its completion in sec. 16 with the new 
clear normative established by Yosef 
Caro in his Shulkan 'Aruk. However we 
find varied letters, curled and tagin 
several still Sifre Torah century. 17th and 
18th, but are now erratic boulders 
decontextualized, remains of the ancient 
Babylonian system.



Much likely, this new rules were considered 
necessaries because the Masoretic manual 
in Aramaic Sefer Tagin did not come in a 
clear and authoritative diffusion in the 
Western world where the new center of 
Judaism moved, after the end of the Ga’onic
period around the year 1000. 
Perhaps the oriental manual was not 
reproduced in a sufficient number of copies 
for the scribes, and that created a lot of 
confusion among the scribes already from 
the 11th century.



THE ROLE OF KABBALAH AND OF MYSTIC-MAGIC 
INTERPRETATION OF TAGIN IN THE CONSOLIDATION 

AND CANONIZATION OF THE NEW WESTERN 
TRADITION OF WRITING SEFER TORAH

Probably the need for a new regulation, was influenced 
also by the spread of the mystique of tagin, which had 
already its roots in the ancient mystic of the Torah, 
received by Naḥmanides and greatly developed in the 
Sefer Tagin of Eleazar from Worms such as in another 
Sefer tagin of Italian origin, held in the Bodleian 
Library. 

Probably the new codification of Ashkenazic milieu, 
wanted to counteract this excessive spread of mystique 
and magic of tagin, and decided to put tagin only and 
ever on the seven letters גץשעטנז .





Two curled lamed and nun lefufot
in the word Kena’an



The characteristics of the Sefer Torah 
after the new western canonization of 

copy from the 12th-13th centuries 
became generally accepted are:

1. the lack of vowels and accents;
2. the lack of punctuation between the verses;
3. four lines of space left between the 5 books 

of the Pentateuch;
4. margins perfectly free;
5. six letters must be at the beginning of a 

column:  בי'' שמה ו''
6. the crowns placed on ornamental or tagin 7 

letters: ץגזנטעש



The Aleppo Codex is considered one of the 
best medieval manuscript codex of the 

Hebrew Bible written in the 10th century AD. 



But let us go 
back 

to Bologna scroll



Leonello Modona in his catalog of 1889 described it 
as a bad text, with many mistakes, textual additions 
in the margins, clumsy letters, strange Italian 
writing and dated it back to sec. XVII with a 
question mark (?).

Past 22 January 2013, I examined a Sefer Torah 
preserved intact in Bologna University Hebrew 
manuscripts collection.

I saw immediately that it was quite 
early and in oriental square writing, not 
far from that of folios of Hebrew Bibles 
in Italian square script copied around 
the 12th centuries.



The Carbon 
14 test made 
in the Lab at
University 
of Salento, 

Lecce.



• At the end the final result of the C 14 test 
on the Bologna Torah Scroll was: 

1155 AD - 1225 AD (95.4 % of probability)
Between the second half of the 12th century 
and the first quarter of the 13th CE.

• So, at the best of our knowledge, it is the 
Oldest complete Sefer Torah that we have.

• The characters “Complete” and “Scroll” is 
important.



Codicological description
of  Bologna Scroll 

Calf skin; scroll on gevil; hight cm 
64, long m 36; 58 sections, of 
which 37 of 3 columns, 18 of 4 and 
only 3 of 5 columns, for a total of 
198 columns, almost all of 48 lines, 
and only a few of 47 lines.



Section of 4 columns



Section of 3 columns



THE CHARACTERISTIC OF THE SEFER ARE:

1. The textual variants are similar to the code 
of Aleppo and, in some cases, better than 
Aleppo.

2. The tagin and strange letters follow the 
Sefer tagin in the original version.

3. The arrangement of Shirat ha-yam, Sections 
petuchot or setumot follows the ancient 
eastern tradition represented by the code 
of Aleppo.



Catchword

In three sections, nn. 23, 24, 25, in the lower margin 
on the left, there is a catchword in cursive script:

1. end of the section 23, containing Ex. 34:24, the

scribe added העגל which is the first word of the 

following section.

2. end of section 24, whose last line contains Ex. 
36:25, the scribe added the word וארבעים of 

the following verse Ex. 36:26. 

3. end of section 25 containing Ex. 39:33 addition

of the first word of the following section .כליו 26









Section n. 26, was 
used or changed 
the orientation 
from vertical to 
horizontal, 
because, in 
addition to 
pricking in both 
right and left 
margins, it has 
another previous 
pricking even in 
the upper and 
lower ones.



‘Ayin with a particular curl



Two curled lamed



A stroke on
nun with a curl below



Two ‘ayin with a curved stroke



‘ayin arricciata



Final nun in the intercolumniation, tagin on some 
letters and addition of a text in the left margin



The system of 
tagin used in our
scroll is known

also in some 
handwritten

codices of the 
same period such
as in the Biblical
manuscript from 

the Luntzer
collection copied

in 1189.



Expansion of letters



Dilatation of the final word Mitzrayim
and 4 blank lines before the 

beginning of Exodus



Final nun in the margins to indicate 
a different tradition or nusach in 

spacing petuchot and setumot, and 3 
tet lefufot, 2 with tagin



Layout of the 
Song of 
Moses 
Shirat

ha-yam
of Exodus 15, 
according the 
Aleppo codex



Similar tagin, curled zayin and pe in Shirat ha-yam
from ms. 3 held in Valmadonna Library



Tagin on chet and tzade



Erasure of 4 lines 
leaving their upper part visible



Tet and pe lefufa con tagin e tagin 
sulla tzade, mem finale, kaf



Graphic
filler for 

the 
justifica-
tion on 

left



Addition
in the 
right 

margin



Two lines cancelled and rewritten
and a graphic filler on left.



Graphic filler similar to those of the Bologna Sefer 
in a fragment from an ashkenazi 12th-13th centuries 

Bible, reused as book binding in Bologna, State 
Archives, Ms. B. XV.5  containing Jer. 42.



Graphic filler on left margin
and below: erased and rewritten lines.







The song of Moses A’azìnu in Deut. 32,1





The seam of the sections



Final curled nun in Lek lekha



Two curled lamed and
nun lefufot in the word Kena’an



Tet lefufah with tagin,curled lamed and nun



The end of the romance…

After the publication of the new 
catalog of this Hebrew Manuscript 
Collections, further research raised 
thanks to early correct dating of this 
Scroll to 12th-13th centuries, have led to 
a better understanding of the romance 
history of the ancient Sefer Torah in 
Bologna. 



When Napoleon extended his 
dominion over northern Italy, he 

suppressed all the religious ordering 
to deposit their books and archives at 
public institutions, the manuscripts 
of the Convent of San Salvatore and 

San Domenico in Bologna, where this 
Sefer Torah had been kept for five 

centuries, is deposited in the 
University Library of Bologna.



A few time later Napoleon
brought all the Manuscripts, 

including the ancient scroll, to the 
Bibliothèque National in Paris.

With the anti-Napoleonic
restauration, after the Vienna 

Congress (1814-15), almost all the 
manuscripts came back to Bologna 

University Library. 



Known since the 13th century, in 1304 the 
ancient scroll was donated to Aymerico –
probably in Toulouse of Spain - by some 
Jews (or converted Jews?) when he became 
the General Master of the Dominican monks 
in the convent of San Domenico in Bologna. 
It was know also to other scholar in the 16th

century.

In 1702 Bernard de Montfaucon on the 
occasion of a cultural tour in Italy, saw it in 
the convent of Bologna, and described it in 
his journey’s in Italy report, Diarium
Italicum, Paris 1702 considering very ancient. 



Bernard of 
Montfaucon, 

Diarium
Italicum, sive

Monumentorum
veterum, 

Bibliothecarum, 
Museorum &cc. 

Paris 1702 



Bernard de Montfaucon refers also of a Hebrew
inscription probably written by the Jews when

they donated the Scroll to Friar Aymerico in 1304.



In it Montfaucon tells that he saw the Sefer 
in the convent of San Domenico in 
Bologna, and that it was considered written 
by the same hand of Ezra the scribe. It was 
donated by the Jews at the beginning of 
the 14th century when, in 1304, Aymerico 
became the General Master of Dominicans 
in Bologna Convent. 

Montfaucon says that in the middle of the 
roll, on the back side of the text a 
certificate in Latin - which after coming 
back from Paris is lacking -, in which we 
read:



"It was considered as very ancient, even by the Jews 
who lived in the past times in various synagogues, 
where it was preserved. From ancient time it was 

considered as very early by the Jews from generation to 
generation, and as so ancient  the owner friar Aymerico 
Master of the Order received it. Its antiquity had been 
confirmed by Jewish scholars, having shown evidence 
of writing details in the presence of myself brother P. 
Marsili, of the Lecture of Perpignan and of Friar Petro 
Lobii. In fact, it has some signs and letters that in the 
other scrolls are not so or are not so perfect, as I have 

seen in many ancient and modern scrolls.... it was 
given to the other scrolls as the original …  and has 
been preserved for so long .... it was shown in some  

festivals in the temple. "



Montfaucon, Diarium Italicum, p. 399



Montfaucon, Diarium Italicum, p. 400



Also Benjamin Kennicot in his 
Dissertatio generalis in Vetus
Testamentum Hebraicum
(Oxford, 1780) know it, and dated 
our scroll at the end of the 11th

century.
Giovan Bernardo De Rossi in his 
Variæ lectiones Veteris
Testamenti (Parme 1783) dated it 
from the beginning of 13th century. 



Giuseppe Maria Bianchini at
the mid of 18th century refers

to Bologna Sefer Torah in 
his Evangeliarium

quadruplex latinae versionis
antiquae seu veteris italicae

(Roma 1748-49). 



Abraham Berliner saw it in 1875, 
but without know its antiquity, and 
only suggested to be its writing 
oriental, because the letters he and 
chet are almost nor clearly 
distinguishable.

Aus den Bibliotheken Italiens: XIII in 
“Magazin für jüdischeGeschichte un 
Literatur” 2/2-3 (1875), pp. 5-6.



When Napoleon in 1802 brought
the ancient scroll to the 
Bibliothèque National in Paris, 
exactly a century after the 
publication of Diarium italicum
(1702), the librarians in Paris 
examining it noted that the 
inscription in latin sewed in the 
back around the mid was lost. 



So, when in 1813 the precious scroll came 
back to Bologna, having lost its identity 
card in Latin, the librarians of Bologna 
were not able to identify it as the old Sefer 
Torah attributer to Ezra the scribe, and 
exchanged it with another Sefer Torah, 
lacking al almost all the first tree books. 

Leonello Modona, the cataloger of late 
nineteenth century underwent this 
exchange, not having the means to identify 
that the ancient scroll was the other.



The sefer Torah have not so far been 
studied in its graphical features. 

The IMHM of Jerusalem, for 
example, they have not been 

microfilmed.

They are not only  ornamental 
devices, but also contain mystical 

meanings we have today lost.





We should today to begin an accurate 
investigation to study this graphic 

characters which bear mystical 
conceptions, and the detailed process 

of passage from the Babylonian 
tradition to the Western one. 

We hope that this discovery will 
offer an opportunity to undertake it.



Thank you

for 

your attention
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