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THE ORIENTAL ARABIC PAPER
Twenty years ago I attempted in my Hebrew Codicology, firstly to present
nrorphological types of oriental Arabic paper used in dated medieval Hebrew
nranuscripts,and secondly to characterisetheir patterns chronologically and
rcgionally. In the interim I was able both to enlist the assistance
of Snenpare, our
comprchensive codicological databaseof Hebrew dated manuscripts,and to draw
upon the evidence of more manu scripts among the many dated cbdices recorded
and studied by the Hebrew Palaeography Project. I have benefited in particular
liom the Russianmanuscript collections which have recently becomeaccessible.In
thc National Library of st Petersburgalone, over 140 additional dated codices
(about a quarter of them dating before 1300), written in Hebrew charactersand
produced in the Near East on Arabic paper, have been documented.They provide
clearer information on the visible morphology of the paper. In addition, I have
examined in the Bodleian Library in Oxford 140 Oriental datedmanuscriptswritten
on Arabic paper. Most of theseare written in Arabic script, but some are written in
Persianand a few in Syriac script. All of them come originally from the Near East.
The usually excellent physical condition of the Bodleian Arabic and persian
codices enhancestheir contribution to the study of Arabic papermorphology.
Having recorded some 620 dated manuscripts (and an additional 110 undated
but named ones, many of them datable) produced in the Near East on Arabic
paper, it is possible now, not only to modify and extend the previous typology,
but also to substantiateits basic structure and main characterisation.Indeed, thJie
remain valid or are even reinforced. Nevertheless,one should bear mind the
frcquent difficulty in identifying the visible structure of the Arabic paper even in
well-prcscrvedmanuscripts,the many casesof ambiguousdocumentationand the
inconsistcnt. or contradictory impressions which blur clear and distinctive
descripti<ln.surely, only systematicreproduction of the wire pattern of a large
numbcr ol' lblios (or, when it is feasible, unfolded bifolia) from the dated
witncsscs,for instanceby the beta-radiographytechnique,may provide us with a
clcorcr typology. Regular small-sizebeta-radiographyreproductionshave usually
bccn found to supply insufficient information, becauseof the irregularity of th'e
Arahic paper. Above all, a systematic study of dated and localised Arabic
milnuscripts is essential for the establishing of a more securetypology of the
putlcrns of oriental Arabic paper, their emergence,distribution, and duration.
'l'hc
carliest paper manuscript examined is apparently the earliest known
(rlatcd) Arabic paper manuscript, dated 848, which I found by sheeraccidentin the
l{lrgional Library of Alexandria. The only other pre-1000manuscriptexaminedis
rlirtt:tl9tl3 (Ms oxford, Bodl. Hunt. 228).The earliest survivins dated Hebrew
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paper manuscript are dated 1005 (a fragment, Ms Cambridge, UL TS 8 Ca'l), and
iOOe (u codex,Ms St. Petersburg,NL EBP.-AP.I 45zO)respectively.
The following seven types, mostly in accordancewith those proposed by
J. Irigoin and his iolleagues, can be discerned, outlined and characterised both
chronologically and, to some extent, regionally.
A. Wtne-I-essPA'PEn
Its occurrence in the earliest dated manuscript (Ms Alexandria of 848) may
very well indicate that early Arabic paper was wire-less or pattern-less.This kind
of iaper, in which no laid or chain lines are visible, was used constantly from the
Ueginning of the eleventh century until the end of Middle Ages . It is found in a
coisiderable number of manuscriptsfrom all over the Near East, but occurs much
more frequently in manuscriptsfrbm Iraq and Iran, where it can be found in some
18Voof the recordedmanuscriPts.
"chaotic" patterns and
A special type of wire-less paper showing some
conspicuousfibies was used extensively and exclusively in Yemen from the
beginning of the fourteenth century until the introduction of Italian watermarked
paier arJund the middle of the sixteenth century. This peculiar type, found in
ut-ort 807oof the 110 dated manuscriptsproduced in Yemen, was most probably
manufactured in that region, as it ii not to be found in any other Oriental
manuscript. Indeed, the only recorded Arabic codex written in Yemen contains a
similar type of paper.
B. Lam LtNesOm-Y
An early type, whose first appearancein our sfudied corpus is dated 983. Like
the previoui type, however, it was produced continuously and used extensively
untii t500. Ii was the dominating type until 1250, but declined thereafter,
presumably becauseof the competiiion presentedby the newly emergent types of
clusteredc-hainlines. Neverthelels, the laid-lines-only type still constituted 357oof
the dated paper manuscriptsin the secondhalf of the thirteenth century. and about
23Voin the following century'
The laid-lines-only type was used everywhere,but, like the wire-less type'
many of its manuscripts *ere produced in the easternpart of the Near East,
nu*"ty, in Iraq, Iran and central Asia. There the laid-lines-only type of paper was_
the main type Trom the eleventh century onwards, and comprises an average of
of the dated manuscripts. Lack of chain lines characterises,therefore,
about'1OVo
paper produced in those northern-easternareas.The production of both wire-less
ani, particularly, laid-lincs-only papcr is still attestedthere in the sixteenthcantury'
The iimited use ol' various typci of'chain-linespaper in those areasmay indlcate
that this kind ol'Arabic pap"t *nt not produced there, but was imported from
neighbouring(westcrn)arcas.

ll

C. LerneNo Cuaw Lnves
In many casesthe visible pattern ofthe chain lines is not clear enough, being
sccmingly irregular or presentingcombinationsof more than one fype.
l. Single Chain Lines.
Visible chain lines in Oriental Arabic paper are usually clusteredin several
uncven groupings (see below). Papermanuscriptsshowing single chain lines are
cxlrcrnely rare,comprising about 37oof ov corpus.This type was found in dated
nranuscriptsfrom the beginning of the twelfth until the late fifteenth century.
Singlc chain lines are usually curved and not evenly distanced.In most clear cases
thcir distribution is very dense ; that is they are 12-25 mm apart. Two cases
showing wider spaced single chain lines (36-40 mm), might representpaper
pr<xluccd in North Africa, as do perhaps all the rare occurrencesof single chain
lincs.
2. Clustered Chain Lines.
This multi-pattern kind emerged clearly at the beginning of the twelfth
ccntury, perhapsa little earlier. Gradually its use increased,until it was as common
as thc laid-lines-only paper in the second half of the thirteenth century, and
ultimatcly becamethe dominant kind from the first half of the following century.
This kind of paper is hardly ever found in manuscriptsfrom haq, Iran, and Central
Asia, and it has never been found in manuscriptsfrom Yemen after the beginning
ol'thc l<lurteenthcentury. Everything indicates that it was producedand/or used in
thc wcstcrn parts of the Near East, that is, Syria, Palestine,and Egypt.
it) Chain Lines Grouped in Twos. - It is the earliest recorded type of the
clustcrcdkind of oriental Arabic paper.It is first clearly attestedin our corpusin a
munuscriptdated I 119/20.The peak of its use,accordingto our corpus,seemsto
huvc hccn in the secondhalfofthe fourteenthcentury.
h) Chain Lines Grouped in Threes. - This type apparently emerged in the
curly lhirtccnth century, though the earliest clear example is not found before 1249.
hs cxtcnsive diffusion, however, came much later : it dominatedother typesused
in lhc wcstcrn Middle East in the fifteenth and the first half of the sixteenthcenturv
(whcn it rcmainedthe only kind of chainedpaper).
c) (;hain Lines Grouped in Twos and ThreesAlternately. - This pattern, the
lllcst ol'all, is attestedfor the first time by our corpus in an Arabic manuscript
dltctl 133U.The late Don Baker, however, noticed it in an earlier Arabic
tttirnrrscriptdating fiom I3O4 (The Paper Conservator,15,1991,p. 3l). Not until
llrc sccond half of the fourteenth century did it come to dominate all other types of
paJrcruscd in the westernregions.
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d) Chain Lines Grouped in Fours. - This unusual pattern has so far been
tentatively identified in two Hebrew manuscriptsdating from 133I/2 and 1452, but
it is clear only in one Arabic codex, dated 1210. Such scarcity may indicate that
such a type was producedon a very limited, possibly local scale,or that it has not
beencorrectly categorized.
Finally, let me add a note concerningthe peculiarfeatureof the split edgesof
Oriental Arabic paper sheets.This phenomenonstill lacks a precise explanation. It
is frequently observedin recently recordeddated manuscripts,both the Arabic
ones of the Bodleian Library, and the Hebrew codicesof St. Petersburg.Among
the latter, which were studiedmore thoroughly,40Vowere found with split edges,
or rathersplittableedges.In some casesthe edges,mainly externalcorners,were
split into 3 layers.
This phenomenoncan be seenin manuscriptsfrom as early as the eleventh
century until the end of the Middle Ages. It would appear that it is not a
characteristicof wire-lesspaper at all, nor of the peculiar Yemenite type, which
may contradict scholarly suggestions(backedby medieval literary sources)that
such paper was manufacturedby pasting two sheetstogether.In solving the puzzle
of the splitting, or splittable, Oriental Arabic paper, however, one should pay
attentionto the fact that a similar phenomenonis also observedin a few Hebrew
manuscripts written in early twelfth-century Spain, and in thirteenth-century Italy
and Byzantium. Thus, this featureshould be studiedin relation to the Occidental
Arabic (Spanish)paperand the pre-watermarkedItalian paper.
M. B.-A.
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LEGGERE FRA LE RIGHE?

l.t: considerazioni che seguono sono state suggerite da un'operazione di informatizzazione
r'rrrrr;rft:1rr
dci dati forniti da J.-H. Sailel, Rdpertoire de riglures dans les manuscrils grecs sur
tin. Ttrnhout. Brepols. 1995, in una forma utilizzabile daj softwarecommeiciali pii
l , t u t l t t n'l'llo
tlrllrrsi.
opcrazione rientra nel quadro di uno studio globale - attualmentein preparazionerlr'flc tli;ncnsioni e della mise en page de1manoscritto bizantino dal IX al XII secolo.

Ncf n" 23 della GLM lacqtes-Hubert Sautel presentavail progetto di pubblicrrzioncpostumadelle notizie accumulateda Julien Leroy in una vita di ricerche
stri tipi c i sisternidi rigaturadei manoscrittibizantini ( "La r6gluredes manuscrits
11('('s:irctualit6de la codification Leroy", pp. 6-11). La decisionedi rendere
tlisyronibilcil ricco materiale inedito accumulatoda Leroy (con ulteriori integrauiorri) crragiustilicata dalla "speranzache uno studio comparativoaiutassea
prccisrrrc lc tappe della carriera di un copista, a confermare o infirmare delle
rttrilrrrzioni, a datareo alocalizzarc delle pratichee, di conseguenza,
a definire la
r'ronokrgiac la produzionedi un dato centro".In vista di questoobiettivo,in luogo
rlcllir scrnplice rassegnadi tipi pubblicata quasi vent'anni prima da Lercy (Les
t.\'1tt,.s
ttc r(glure des manuscxritsgrecs,Paris, 1976)veniva propostoda Sautelun
ittvctttitriodi manoscritti,elencatiin baseal tipo o ai tipi attestatiin ognunodi essie
c'orrt:rlrrlirla una serie (non sempre completa) di informazioni essenziali:dato
cronico o datazione(a giudizio di Leroy), dimensioni assolute,numero di righe,
tip.l.giir rlcl contenuto,sistemadi rigatura.Il risultatodi un lungo e paziente
lrtvrrrotf i in|ortnaLizzazionedei dati (relativi ad oltre 4000 manoscritti,per un totale
rfi lriir <li.50(X)unitd codicologiche),recentementeapparso(Ripertoire de rdglures
rhtn.tlrs trrttnu.scrits
grecs sur parchemin, Turnhout, 1995),non pub che suscitare
l'rrttcnzionc<lcicodicologi e, in particolare,degli studiosidel libro bizantino.
St: I'intcrcssee i meriti del lavoro di Sautelsono innegabili,essonon manca
tutlirviirtli sollevareuna seriedi perplessith,
che vannoal di lh del repertorioper
irrvt's(irc:Irrproblcmaticastessadella raccoltae dello sfruttamentodegli schemidi
rigrtlttntcorncfbnte di informazionecodicologica:problematicache si iscrive,a sua
v.lllr, rrcl quadro assai piD vasto della costruzionee dello sfruttamentodi
t'ottsislcttlibanchedi dati sulle caratteristichemateriali dei manoscritti.sianoessi
lrizrrrrlirri
o diqualsiasialtraorigine.
li tr'r't,,qIit ra r igature: perchd?
l'rirrra cli volgere direttamenteI'attenzione alle caratteristichedel lavoro di
Lt'rtry Srrrrtcl,d indispensabileriflettere su un duplice interrogativo:a che pro
r;rr'trrgliclc centinaiadi schemidi rigaturae, secondariamente,
perchd codifrcarli?

