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Tech Revolutions and Rabbinic Responses: From Gutenberg to Edison
Class #1: Sacred Text and New Tech: The Problem of Print
Rabbanit Sara Wolkenfeld
sarawolkenfeld @gmail.com

1) Proverbs 3:3

Let fidelity and steadfastness not leave
you;

Bind them about your throat,

Write them on the tablet of your mind,
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2) “The Ashkenazi Elite at the Beginning of the Modern Era: Manuscript
vs. Printed Book,” by Elchanan Reiner, in Polin, Vol. 10, pp. 87

The printed manual...freezes and rigidifies halakhah, which must remain
fluid...authority is personal, it depends absolutely on the halakhic scholar...who

cannot - and may not - rely on precedents.

3) Abraham Conat, Colophon to the
Tur, printed in 1476 in Mantua,
describing a printed text:

Writing with many quills, without
miraculous intervention...
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4) Responsa of Rabbi Binyamin Solnik, #99,
(Poland, 1550-1619)

A tree planted by streams of water, whose top
reaches the heavens like a stone of marble—do not
call it water. Rather, it is my beloved son, a father
and leader in lofty and deep wisdoms, the teacher
and head of the rabbinical court, our teacher Rabbi
Avraham, may his light shine; Who asked me
concerning printed books whether they have the

same sanctity as books written by hand with a quill.
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5) Response...when it comes to the holiness of
printed books, it seems that there is no distinction
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between books written by hand and books printed
by press, and all the sanctity that handwritten books
possess, printed books also possess. For what
difference should it make to me whether it is
produced by writing or by engraving?

See the responsum of Rabbi Menachem Azariah...
And the Holy Plate [#zitz] also was not in writing
but in engraving, as we say there that its writing was
not sunken but raised like gold dinars, yet
nevertheless it is written concerning it "engraved
like a signet" (Exodus 28:36)—thus it is
[considered] writing.
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6) Exodus 39:30

They made the frontlet for the holy diadem of pure
gold, and incised upon it the seal inscription: “Holy
to GOD.”
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7) And the Tablets also were by engraving, as it is
written "engraved upon the tablets" (Exodus 32:16),
and accordingly Scripture calls them writing in
several places, as it says "and the writing was the
writing of God" (ibid.) and it says "written with the
finger of God" (Deuteronomy 9:10)...And we derive
from this that engraving and writing are one and
the same thing...
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8) Exodus 32:15-16

(15) Thereupon Moses turned and went down from
the mountain bearing the two tablets of the Pact,
tablets inscribed on both their surfaces: they were
inscribed on the one side and on the other. (16) The
tablets were God’s work, and the writing was God’s
writing, incised upon the tablets.
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9) Deuteronomy 9:10

And the ETERNAL gave me the two tablets of stone
inscribed by the finger of God, with the exact words
that the ETERNAL had addressed to you on the
mountain out of the fire on the day of the Assembly.
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10) And should you say that engraving is different,
in that one engraves the body of the letters
themselves, as in the Tablets where the writing was
engraved and sunken, and this is outer engraving,
as we say elsewhere that the “mem” and “samekh”
in the Tablets stood miraculously, and regarding the
tzitz as well, even though its letters were raised like
gold dinars, nevertheless there too it is outer
engraving, for one performed an action upon the
body of the letters themselves, as we say there "like
gold dinars but not like gold dinars—for there [in
dinars] it is inner [engraving] and here outer; there
from inside and here from outside."

And Rashi explains: "Outer —for the tzitz was thin
like a plate, and one pressed the letters from one
side and pushed their flanks, and they bulge out
from the other side, from the outside of the tzitz,
pressing from outside and it bulges from inside."
And we derive from this that both in the Tablets and
in the tzitz, the engraving was through action
performed upon the body of the letters themselves.
This is unlike the craft of printing, where the writing
is neither sunken nor raised, but rather the ink
adheres to the paper by means of the impression of
the letters.

This presents no difficulty, for even actual
writing—the letters are not sunken or raised, but
rather the ink adheres to the paper or parchment by
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means of the quill. And what difference is there to
me whether by quill or by printing press?...

11) Yet one might note, at first glance, that perhaps
the craft of printing is different, for one prints the
entire page of writing at once and with one force,
unlike the manner of writing where one writes each
and every letter individually, and one could say that
each and every letter requires its own force and
sanctity, and one force and one sanctity for multiple
words and letters does not suffice for us.
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12) However, it appears that on the contrary, the
opposite is more reasonable—that there is greater
merit and holiness in writing all at once than in
writing each letter individually one after another.
As we find in tractate Yoma...regarding Ben
Kamtzar, who would take four quills between his
fingers and write the [Divine] Name of four letters
all at once. And it concludes there that he was
unwilling to teach [others] the craft of writing, and
therefore they said about him "the name of the
wicked shall rot" (Proverbs 10:7). And from the fact
that they said about him "the name of the wicked
shall rot" because he was unwilling to teach, we
derive that it is a superior quality to write the Name
all at once

This is similar to those incidents adjacent to
it—regarding the House of Garmu who were expert
in the craft of the showbread, and the House of
Avtinas who were expert in the craft of the incense,
and they were unwilling to teach.

And because of the superior quality that they had in
the craft of the incense and showbread, and they
were concerned lest an unworthy person learn and
do such before idolatry, and because this is a proper
reason and their intention was for the sake of
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Heaven, they were unwilling to reveal the superior
quality in the incense and showbread, therefore
they said about them "the memory of the righteous
is a blessing" (Proverbs 10:7). But Ben Kamtzar,
who was unwilling to teach the superior quality in
the craft of writing without any reason in the
world—they said about him "the name of the wicked

shall rot."

And since this one knew how to write all the letters
of the Name at once, it shall be counted for him as a
great and superior quality. Without doubt there is in
this a secret and great holiness, more than in a
Name whose letters were written one after another.
And if so, the same is true regarding our craft of
printing, which prints the entire page at once—this
is not an inferior matter or minor holiness, but on
the contrary, it is a superior quality and great

holiness.
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13) Yoma 38b:3

The Sages taught: Ben Kamtzar did
not want to teach others a special
technique of writing. What was that
technique? They said about him that
he would take four quills between
his fingers, and if there was a word
consisting of four letters that he wanted
to write, he could write it
simultaneously. They said to him:
What did you see that led you not to
teach that technique? All the others
with unique skills came up with a
response to questions about the matter
of their conduct, claiming that they
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sought to prevent their technique from
being used in idol worship. However, ben
Kamtzar did not come up with a
response to questions about the matter
of his conduct, and it was clear that his
only motivation in preventing his skill
from being disseminated was his own
personal honor. With regard to the
first people listed, it is stated: “The
memory of the righteous shall be
for a blessing” (Proverbs 10:7); and
about ben Kamtzar and his
counterparts it is stated: “But the
name of the wicked shall rot”
(Proverbs 10:7).

14) And even though one might reject
this and distinguish, saying that
specifically regarding one Name that it is
a superior quality to write it all at once
rather than one after another, but not
regarding the craft of printing which
prints multiple Names at once. But this is
not plausible, because we maintain that
one must pronounce with one's lips each
time one writes the Name that one writes
it for the sake of the sanctity of the Name,
and it does not suffice to pronounce with
one's lips once for multiple Names—it
appears that certainly regarding the
sanctity of a Torah scroll, the law is
indeed thus, but not regarding other
books.

And further, one can say that regarding a
Torah scroll as well, when one writes two
or three Names adjacent one after
another, one does not need to sanctify
each Name individually. We only say that
one needs to sanctify each and every
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Name individually when [writing] Names
that are not adjacent, where one writes
several words between Name and Name
and there is an interruption. But when
one writes multiple Names without
interruption, one sanctification suffices
for them.

...And according to this, regarding printed
books where one prints the entire page at
one time and with one force, one
sanctification suffices for the entire page,
for there is no interruption at all....

And this suffices for your first question,
which has yielded the law that printed
books possess all the sanctity that
handwritten books possess.
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