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Cohen: Rise of Judaic Calligraphy

The Rise of Judaic Calligraphy
in the Twentieth Century

STEPHEN MICHAEL COHEN

Excluding religiously required safrut (e.g., handwritten Torah scrolls, mezuzot,
tefillin, gittin), artistic aspects of Judaic calligraphy declined after moveable type
was invented in the fifteenth century. Rediscovery of medieval calligraphic tech-
niques in late nineteenth-century Britain, plus contemporaneous typographical
studies in Germany, spurred revival of artistic calligraphy. The first Arts and
Crafts movement, pre-World War I German research into aesthetic letterforms,
and the Bezalel Academy sparked a rise of secularized Judaic calligraphy. Growth
of folk arts and ethnic pride in the 1960s and accessible photocopiers in the 1970s
allowed nonspecialists to become expert calligraphers.

ince the 1990s, Jews in North America have been privileged to find a wide

selection of Judaic calligraphic art available for ritual and artistic use. Yet

that has not always been the case, for artistic calligraphy was not a prom-

inent part of Jewish life until the final quarter of the twentieth century. In

this essay I analyze factors that brought calligraphy into the Judaic art world: the

rise of a supposedly democratic folk-art movement, Jewish ethnic pride, and—

perhaps surprisingly—the rise of cheap image-reproducing machinery. The story

is not well known, even among practitioners of Jewish calligraphy. Most modern

Jewish calligraphers seem to be unaware of these factors and assume that the rise
of Judaic calligraphy occurred gradually.

Calligraphy in the Western and Arab lands evolved into a high art during

the Middle Ages (Anderson 1969; Drogin 1980; Nesbitt 1957). Jewish calligraphy

generally followed conventions and styles of the surrounding dominant culture,
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Figure 1. Pages from the Birds’ Head Haggadah, southern Germany, ca. 1300, in the collection of
the Israel Museum, Jerusalem (Accession number B46.04.0912). Handwritten on parchment,
dark brown ink and tempera, square Ashkenazic script. Note the strong contrast between thick
and thin pen strokes, reminiscent of contemporaneous Black Letter script. Public Domain.

from the styles of illuminations to the shapes of the letterforms (David 1990; Roth
1969). That is, Hebrew calligraphic scripts in Arab lands often developed into a
flowing curved style reminiscent of Arabic writing, while a bolder, squarer hand
appeared in Germanic areas, reminiscent of Black Letter or Fraktur (figure 1).

A sharp break occurred at the end of the medieval period with the inven-
tion of moveable type, when scribal arts became unnecessary to publish books.
Within a few years of Johann Gutenberg’s first books, around 1440, Jews accepted
printing gladly (Anderson 1969; Nesbitt 1957). A Jew, Davin de Caderousse, stud-
ied printing in Avignon in 1444 (Goldson 2020). The first Jewish printed books
(ca. 1470) were likely Teshuvot Sheelot ha-Rashba (The Responsa of Adret) (Penn
Libraries 2016). The Catholic world had mixed feelings about the spread of print-

ing, because a reader might learn about the Bible without an officially approved
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Catholic teacher (McDaniel 2015, 30-31; Special Collections n.d.). Jews, though,
were universally in favor of spreading Torah knowledge, as per Isaiah 11:19:
Ki-mala haarets, dea et-Adonai, kamayim, layam m’khasim (for the earth shall be
full of the knowledge of the Eternal, as the waters cover the sea). As Jewish histo-
rians and writers Amoz Oz and Fania Oz-Salzberger note, “Jewish continuity has
always hinged on uttered and written words, on an expanding maze of interpreta-
tions, debates, and disagreements. . . . Ours is not a bloodline but a textline” (Oz
and Oz-Salzberger 2012, 1).

As cheap printed books spread, the moveable-type process inadvertently
destroyed large swaths of the Western calligraphic tradition, including the scrip-
torium (Anderson 1969, 117). Letter writing, official record keeping, business cor-
respondence, and royal documents remained to support the remnants. Moveable
type, first designed to be reminiscent of late medieval hands, began to diverge in
style from written letter shapes. But for individual purposes not suited to mass
production (especially personal letter writing), learning to write fashionably
stayed important, adding to the popularity of instructional copybooks in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries (see figure 2. Anderson 1969, 134-152; Benson
1954; Nesbitt 1957, 80-102).

In the Jewish world, printing also removed the reason for elaborate manu-
scripts, except in certain individualized cases (David 1990, 55; Roth 1969, 7). For
example, the ketubah, the Jewish marriage contract, is an individualized document
pertaining to a specific bride and groom in a particular place and date (see figure
3). Such ketubot often became quite elaborate with regards to the illumination—
but the letterforms themselves were not especially artistic or innovative after the
Renaissance (Davidovitch 1968). Another example of Jewish calligraphic art is the
Shvisi or Shviti (Salom Turkey 2020; Spagnolo 2016). This form of text, popular
during the eighteenth century and thereafter, is a symbolic representation of a
menorah used to meditate or contemplate God’s four-letter name. It often incor-
porates micrography. The term Shviti comes from Psalm 16:8, shiviti Adonai I'negdi
tamid (I have placed the Eternal always before me).

The rise of the Industrial Age in Europe around 1800 further eviscerated the

Western calligraphic tradition. Mechanization in industry was even applied to
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Figure 2. Page from Mira Calligraphae Monumenta. The Italic
calligraphy by Georg Bocskay dates from 1561-2, with later
illumination by Joris Hoefnagel in the 1590s. Created in Vienna,
Austria. J. Paul Getty Museum, Object number 86.MV.527.
Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License.

handwriting, such as devising interchangeable pen strokes, like interchangeable
parts of machinery, into what Alexander Nesbitt, a professor of design, called “the
final emergence of an impersonal, sterile letter” (Nesbitt 1957, 152). Technology
helped to postpone calligraphy’s death through the invention of durable steel tips

for pens instead of feather nibs in the early nineteenth century, but death still was
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inevitable. Growth of universal schooling required the development of easy “cur-
sive” styles, rather than catering to an interest in cadels (highly flourished capital
letters) and flourishes to the lettering as in previous centuries. In Calligraphy: The
Art of Written Forms, graphic designer and university professor Donald M. Ander-
son attempts to distinguish between “personal cursive” and calligraphic writing:
“The distinction lies in the number of times the pen is lifted, that is, how con-
nected the individual letters are (Anderson 1969, 118).

Figure 3. Ketubah from Nizza Monferrato in northern Italy, 1782. The New
York Public Library, Dorot Jewish Division. Catalog ID b15934590. Public
Domain.
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Yet Jewish calligraphy remained in a weakened but not entirely obsolete state,
mainly leaving intact the ritual sofer, the required writer of safrut, whose job is to
create holy manuscripts such as Torah scrolls, mezuzot, mizrachim (from “East,’
a plaque on the wall indicating the direction to pray), gittin (divorce decrees),
and other ritually needed items (Siegel, Strassfeld, and Strassfeld 1973, 201-209).
Calligraphy for these documents was generally formulaic, because the writing had
to be clearly legible even by a child, as per Jewish law (Friedman 2014). There was
not much room for textual or calligraphic innovation. Interestingly, a formal “cur-
sive” handwriting style with connected letters never developed in Hebrew, despite
commonly used handwritten forms (I exclude occasional ligatures such as the alef-
lamed.). Many examples, however, of informal rapid connections between letters
can be seen in records from the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Russian

Empire’s official Jewish civil records (see, for example, Krakovsky, n.d.).

Arts and Crafts Movement and Modern Western Calligraphy

By the latter part of the nineteenth century, calligraphy was essentially dead in the
West, replaced by school-taught, rapid copybook scripts and the outré typography
of the Victorian age. Except for safrut, this was also true of European Jewish cal-
ligraphy: by the nineteenth century, many shviti manuscripts were printed rather
than handwritten. Many ketubot became pre-printed “fill-in-the-blank” style,
with unadorned handwriting added at the ceremony detailing the names, dates,
and places, often published on cheap paper (see figure 5; see also Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 2010; Sephardic Studies Program 2019).

In typography, British illustrator John R. Biggs remarks that the Victorian
“multiplicity of styles of lettering” brought “an exuberance of design that eventu-
ally led to a reaction” (Biggs 1977, 35). As a part of the Arts and Crafts Movement
in Britain and the United States, in which handmade items became prized over
mechanical reproduction, a rediscovery of calligraphy occurred through the nos-
talgic experimentation of English designer William Morris (1834-1896) around
1870 and, slightly later, codified by Edward Johnston (1872-1944) (Nesbitt 1957,
158-159; Obniski 2008). Johnston painstakingly researched and learned how to
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Figure 4. Example of a cheap pre-printed ketubah from the Russian Empire:
Marriage of Zev son of Ezra Kigel to Hinda daughter of Shoel Polyak, August 14,
1900 (Julian calendar), Kodnya, Ukraine. (Author's personal collection).

reproduce medieval styles from scriptoria, using a broad-nibbed pen, and wrote
the foundational book Writing & Illuminating & Lettering in 1906 describing his
studies. Most modern calligraphers of Western Europe and North America regard
Johnston, in fact, as the true founder of modern calligraphy (Biggs 1977, 35; Toby
1987, 4). Because of Morris and Johnston’s formal art education, their work started

the rise of what may be called “academic calligraphy;” the calligraphic art that was
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