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Our knowledge and understanding of the popular history of the Jews in Chris-

tian Europe during the high Middle Ages has been signi�cantly enriched in 

recent years, largely due to new archival research.1 Nonetheless, large gaps re-

main. �e partial results that are sometimes presented on the basis of rabbinic 

literature reveal the methodological problems inherent in sketching popular 

history on the basis of the literature of the rabbinic elite, whose educational 

levels were presumably much higher than those of the average person. Much 

can be learned from the rabbinic oeuvre about the lives and the intellectual 

capabilities of scholars. Far less can be learned about the common folk, whose 

achievements (and frustrations) are not typically included or re�ected in this 

corpus.2

With regard to the literacy of the Jewish layman in the medieval period,3 a 

number of scholars have assumed that many (or even most) males could read, 

since they participated in the recitation of the liturgy in synagogue services 

throughout Europe and the East.4 It is impossible, however, to demonstrate 

this contention with any certainty on the basis of the sources or texts that have 

been adduced to this point. Needless to say, prayer stands at the heart of Jew-

ish tradition and custom. Liturgical formulations are found within the Bible 

itself, and talmudic and rabbinic literature attribute aspects of the daily prayer 

order (as well as occasional liturgies) to various biblical �gures. �is study seeks 
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to understand the dynamics of how medieval Jewry negotiated and sustained 

the performance of these traditional rites in light of the realia and educational 

levels of the period, which did not so easily support this endeavor.

Passages that discuss various public prayer practices from the twelfth 

through the early fourteenth centuries, in both Ashkenaz and Sefarad, have 

not been analyzed in terms of lay literacy. Although these texts are found in 

rabbinic works, they summarize and describe popular customs and practices, 

as well as the attempts of rabbinic scholars and halakhic decision makers to 

come to grips with congregational prayer practices that appeared to contradict 

talmudic and post-talmudic legal formulations and traditions. Judging by the 

e0orts of the leading rabbinic authorities and scholars to justify and integrate 

these popular practices, we can learn about the level of lay literacy or, more 

precisely, literary memory (memoria ad verba). Mary Carruthers has argued 

that this concept, which connotes people’s ability to remember great quanti-

ties of written material precisely and to recite it by heart, was closely linked 

with people’s ability to read.5

In the mishnaic and talmudic periods, orality was valued as a means of 

preserving the accurate transmission of the body of the Mishnah and various 

talmudic texts.6 �e state of a�airs in pre-Crusade Ashkenaz is di�cult to 

trace, at best, although the written text of the Oral Law as an accurate reposi-

tory of talmudic teachings surely made important strides through the elev-

enth century.7 By the twelfth century, the rabbinic elite of medieval Ashkenaz 

did not eschew written texts as a means of preserving rabbinic teachings and 

traditions. To the contrary, even though texts were not always available, the 

Tosa�sts presumed that they were generally the most accurate records of the 

Oral Law, and their interpretations and analysis proceeded according to the 

best readings available to them.8

To be sure, medieval rabbinic scholars still had to commit a great deal 

of material to memory, owing to the paucity or shortage of texts. As the fol-

lowing citation from mid-thirteenth-century northern France demonstrates, 

scholars welcomed the opportunity to check particular readings in written 

texts as they became available: “When I arrived in northern France (Tsarefat), 

I saw in the Bereshit Rabbah [text] of my teacher R. Yeh
˙

i’el [of Paris] and also 

in the Bereshit Rabbah [text] of my teacher R. Tuvyah [of Vienne] that [the 

phrase in question] was found in them as it was in my [copy].”9

Carruthers characterized memoria as an aid to or as an outgrowth of the 

reading of texts (rather than as a hindrance).10 �ese models would seem to 

apply equally to rabbinic scholars as to monastic scholars and their succes-
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sors in the cathedral schools, as characterized, for example, by Jean Leclerq.11

Rabbinic scholars during the High Middle Ages studied from written texts, or 

memorized those texts on the basis of a written version.

�ere is no doubt that the Tosa�sts themselves (as well as their rabbinic 

counterparts in Islamic and Christian Spain during the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries) were literate. �e vast written corpus they produced makes it clear 

that they could make sense of unfamiliar Hebrew texts and compose new 

ones. �ese highly literate rabbinic �gures provide the data and context for 

the main issue to be discussed in this study: What was the literary memory 

of laymen with respect to prayer? Although laymen have not left us records 

of their own abilities or of deliberations in this matter, the assessments of the 

rabbinic scholars emerged from and were meant to address the broad ranks of 

Ashkenazi and Sefaradi society. �is is not an instance of elite rabbinic �gures 

ruling or commenting only for themselves or for their closest followers and 

con�dants.

Although the bulk of the discussion will center on laymen’s capacity to 

recall liturgical texts (memoria) and will not often refer to full-�edged literacy, 

this study has implications for both the capacity of laymen to recollect Scrip-

ture more broadly and for their overall literacy level as well. When prayer 

books, or mah
˙

zorim, were more widely available in Ashkenaz (for example, 

on the High Holidays and other festivals, when the complexity and unique-

ness of the prayers required written versions), rabbinic authorities report that 

lay members of the congregation were able, on the whole, to read from them 

without di�culty.12

Reciting Liturgical Verses by Heart in Ashkenaz

Let us begin our analysis with a passage found in a �fteenth-century collection 

of Byzantine sermons that preserves earlier Ashkenazi material. �e passage will 

help us to understand the nature of an ongoing halakhic problem related to 

public prayer, as well as the solutions that medieval Jewish scholars proposed: 

“[T]he German Pietists were accustomed to reciting the Shema‘ from a written 

text, as was the communal prayer leader (shaliah
˙

 tsibbur) in particular. R. Me’ir 

of Rothenburg [d. 1293] wrote that it is prohibited to recite [the Shema‘] with-

out a written text, and certainly [it is forbidden to recite] other Torah portions 

[that are part of the liturgy without a written text]. �erefore, Ashkenazi prayer 

leaders in all locales recite the Shema‘ to themselves [be-lah
˙

ash].”13
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�e halakhic dilemma that stands at the center of this passage emerges 

from an uncontested talmudic ruling stating that sections from the Written 

Torah or Law (“written matters”) may not be recited by heart.14 �e German 

Pietists suggested that this di�culty could be solved if the congregation, and 

especially the cantor or prayer leader, read all the biblical verses found in the 

liturgy from a written text. �e (unnamed) Pietists apparently preferred that 

everyone present read from a written text, not merely the cantor, since if the 

cantor alone read from a written text, others would ful�ll their obligation 

to recite the verses by listening to his reading—and thus not from a written 

text. Me’ir of Rothenburg remained concerned that, in most instances, even 

the cantor would be forced to recite biblical verses in the liturgy by heart 

because of the relative paucity of prayer books. �us the passage states that, 

in cases where the cantor does not have a written prayer text in front of him, 

he should recite the verses by heart quietly to himself, in a low voice, so that 

other worshipers will not be able to hear him and will therefore not attempt to 

ful�ll their obligation through his recitation. Me’ir of Rothenburg’s formula-

tion suggests that members of the congregation could recite the verses in the 

liturgy by heart for themselves, at least in a situation in which no prayer books 

were available.

�at people throughout northern France and Germany in the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries could, in fact, do so is made explicit by two parallel 

Tosafot texts.15 Both discuss the talmudic stricture against reciting “written 

matters” by heart and interpret it as applying only when the person reciting 

the biblical verse(s) by heart intends to help others ful�ll their obligation. But, 

they say, re�ecting the view of Ri (R. Isaac of Dampierre, d. 1189), this prohi-

bition does not apply to those who recite verses by heart only for themselves, 

suggesting rather strongly that this was a widespread practice.

Ri derived his view from a talmudic passage according to which the high 

priest was allowed to recite the �nal part of the Torah reading for Yom Kippur 

by heart and was not required to read it from a Torah scroll.16 �e reason was 

that the high priest read the Torah only for his own sake, not in order to ful�ll 

others’ obligation to hear the reading. Ri extends this allowance to cover verses 

of the liturgy.17 �e Tosafot texts conclude: “�e custom is to recite the Shema‘

silently, and every member of the congregation should recite it for himself. 

�e prayer leader may not recite verses [aloud] by heart in order to help the 

congregation to ful�ll their obligation.”

Other texts make it clear that the question of reciting written texts by 

heart was a widespread concern among rabbinic leaders of the twelfth and 
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thirteenth centuries. For Eliezer b. Samuel of Metz (d. 1198), even the un-

learned knew the verses of the Qedushah prayer by heart, although it appears 

that many of them knew other liturgical verses by heart as well.18 A number 

of other contemporaneous scholars also commented on the relationship be-

tween orality and writing in the synagogue liturgy. R. Eliezer b. Joel ha-Levi 

(Rabiah), a leading German halakhist in the late twelfth and early thirteenth 

centuries, writes that the prohibition against reciting verses from the Writ-

ten Law by heart applies only to a prayer leader “who wishes thereby to ful-

�ll the obligation of his congregation.” Rabiah also writes that the entire 

congregation was accustomed to reciting the biblical verses preceding the 

morning ‘Amidah as well as the Shema‘ prayer by heart, provided that the 

cantor did not speci�cally intend to ful�ll the obligation of others through 

his recitation.19

Another Tosafot passage composed in northern France attests that the 

prohibition against reciting the Written Law by heart should be narrowed 

along similar lines.20 �e concluding observation in this text is that “one need 

be concerned [about violating the prohibition] only when others are ful�lling 

their obligation [on the basis of his recitation by heart].”21 Although the pri-

mary aim of this passage is to delineate the scope of the talmudic prohibition, 

this Tosafot formulation (like those of Ri, R. Eliezer of Metz, and Rabiah) 

notes (and justi�es) the widespread practice in the synagogues of northern 

France and Germany: most, if not all, of the worshipers (including the can-

tors) typically recited the prayers by heart, including the various biblical verses 

that were part of the liturgy. 

As they did in other cases, Ri of Dampierre and his Tosa�st successors in 

northern France and Germany preserved the long-standing practice of reciting 

liturgical verses from memory by limiting or neutralizing a potentially prob-

lematic talmudic prohibition through a somewhat novel understanding of the 

talmudic texts in question.22 All the Ashkenazi formulations and interpreta-

tions that we have seen to this point understood the talmudic prohibition that 

“written matters” may not be recited by heart as a public or congregational 

prohibition only. Moreover, we have evidence of this practice as early as the 

�rst half of the twelfth century. �e earliest German rabbinic scholar to jus-

tify and allow it was R. Eliezer b. Nathan (Raban), a leading �gure in Mainz. 

Raban was asked by his son-in-law, Samuel b. Natronai, “How is it that we 

recite the scriptural portions of the sacri�ces, Shema‘, and pesuqei de-zimrah

each day [by heart]” in light of the talmudic prohibition against reciting “writ-

ten matters” by heart?23 Raban suggested two ways of resolving this dilemma.
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First, where it is impossible to observe the talmudic prohibition on re-

citing verses of the written Torah by heart without jettisoning a religious 

obligation—for example, when one has no text and is forced to attempt to 

ful�ll his religious obligations by reciting scriptural verses in the liturgy by 

heart—one may ignore the talmudic prohibition; this is based on the scrip-

tural and rabbinic notion that “there is a time when, in order to act for the 

Almighty, one is bidden to abrogate Your Torah.”

Similarly, in order for the masses to continue to pray e�ectively, as they 

were accustomed, the talmudic prohibition may be set aside. Raban links this 

resolution to a talmudic passage that relates to the converse prohibition that 

the Oral Law may not be written down.24 �e rabbis allowed the Oral Law to 

be written down when it became impossible for it to be properly remembered 

without committing it to a �xed literary form. As Raban notes, “when the later 

generations of the amoraim saw that the capacity for study had decreased, and 

in order that the [Oral] Torah not be forgotten, they asserted the principle that 

‘it is time to act for the Almighty.’ For a similar reason and concern, reciting 

liturgical verses by heart may also be countenanced.” Although the talmudic 

passage does not speci�cally extend the permissive rationale “it is time to do 

for the Almighty” to the prohibition on reciting “written matters” by heart, 

Raban proposes its extension to the parallel prohibition of writing down “oral 

matters” to justify the common prayer practice in Ashkenaz. To this end, he 

musters additional talmudic texts as well. As far as I can tell, however, only 

one other Ashkenazi authority (his own grandson, Rabiah) cited or endorsed 

this approach.25

Raban’s second explanation is closer to the standard approach among Ash-

kenazi Talmudists, namely, that the talmudic prohibition applies only when 

one is attempting to ful�ll the obligations of others. Raban bases this inter-

pretation on two talmudic passages. �e �rst permits the anshei mishmar (who 

oversaw the Temple service) to recite verses by heart.26 �e second concludes 

that even though a blind man may not write a Torah scroll because Scripture 

must be copied from a written text, Rabbi Me’ir (who was blind) could copy 

a Scroll of Esther because “Rabbi Me’ir was di�erent. Since the words of the 

biblical text were entrenched (shegurim) and clearly established (meyusharim) in 

his mouth so that he could write them properly, it was as if he was writing them 

on the basis of a written text.”27 In a parallel ruling, the Talmud concludes that 

a scribe may write the Torah passages that are to be placed in te�llin or mezuzot 

by heart because these portions are relatively short and are entrenched in the 

memories of all. According to this approach, all biblical verses that are �rmly 
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established in the memories of the members of the congregation may also be 

recited by heart, for the people will not err in their recitation.28

A nearly identical explanation is preserved in Sefer or zarua‘ and Sefer 

Mordekhai in the name of Rabbenu Tam, a slightly younger contemporary of 

Raban in northern France. “How do we recite the Song of the Sea and the sac-

ri�cial portions in the synagogue by heart? As we know, the Written Law may 

not be recited by heart. Rabbenu Tam responded that the situation of prayer 

is di�erent, since the prayers are easily and accurately recited.”29 Similarly, Ri 

of Dampierre also preserved in his legal rulings the loosened prohibition as 

formulated by his uncle Rabbenu Tam: “Although we hold that the Written 

Law may not be recited by heart, the Shema‘ and other verses in which people 

are pro�cient are permitted. �e Talmud rules similarly in tractate Megillah

that te�llin and mezuzot that are written not on the basis of a written copy 

are permitted, since the [biblical verses included in] prayers are easily and ac-

curately recited.”30

We have thus far identi�ed two dominant interpretations or justi�cations 

among the Tosa�sts and leading halakhists in medieval Ashkenaz: that “the 

prayers are established in the mouths of all” and thus do not require resort 

to written texts; and that the prohibition of reciting verses by heart applies 

only when ful�lling the obligation of others. Both these approaches suggest a 

shared reality: most, if not all, of the people in the synagogue, including the 

cantors, did not have written prayer books in front of them. Moreover, both 

rabbinic approaches assumed that the vast majority of people could recite the 

many liturgical verses by heart without any di�culty. For this reason, the can-

tors in Ashkenaz could be instructed to lower their voices when reciting verses 

so that the congregation would not be able to hear their recitation. Similarly, 

the approach that “the prayers are established in the mouths of all” presumes 

that the verses included within the prayer service were �xed in the memories 

of most of the congregation.31

A Paucity of Prayer Books in Ashkenaz

What was the situation in twelfth- and thirteenth-century Ashkenaz with re-

spect to the availability of prayer books?

Israel Ta-Shma has demonstrated the general dearth of prayer books 

through the end of the thirteenth century and beyond in Ashkenaz. Although 

the earliest known Ashkenazi prayer book was copied in England at the end 
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of the twelfth century, it and others like it could be found only in the hands 

of wealthy people. Although prayer books (for the regular prayers and for 

festivals) were copied in increasing quantities during the thirteenth century, 

the average person “in the pews” had neither a prayer book nor a copy of the 

Torah or other biblical texts in his hands during synagogue services.32 In ad-

dition, no comprehensive collections of biblical verses were written on the 

synagogue walls.33

�e German Pietists, who were inclined toward stringency, required at 

least the cantor (if not the rest of the congregation) to pray from a written 

text so that the obligations of anyone listening would be ful�lled according to 

the strict interpretation of the halakhah. Similarly, Sefer H
˙

asidim itself writes 

that “a person who cannot have the proper intentions during prayer if he does 

not have a prayer book, as well as a sated person who cannot recite the grace 

after meals with proper intention [without a written text before him], should 

read these [from a prayer book or] from a book that has the grace after meals 

text in it. If the individual did not have the proper intention during his silent 

recitation of the ‘Amidah, he should have the proper intention during the can-

tor’s repetition and recite every word along with him.”34 In this passage, Sefer 

H
˙

asidim is suggesting that a written text helps to focus a person’s intentions 

during prayer, this being a lofty goal for the German Pietists. More impor-

tantly for our purposes, it suggests that if an individual has no prayer book, he 

may ful�ll his obligation by reciting the words along with the cantor’s repeti-

tion of the ‘Amidah. However, as far as any biblical verses are concerned, the 

cantor may undertake this role only so long as he has a written prayer text in 

front of him.

To be sure, it is clear from these and other sections that Sefer H
˙

asidim

preferred that a capable individual pray by heart and concentrate very deeply. 

�is level of concentration would facilitate counting the letters of the prayers 

and other pietistic techniques designed to unlock their hidden meanings and 

intentions. Sefer H
˙

asidim also suggests postures for initiated worshipers, for 

those relatively unfamiliar with the act and mechanics of reading and praying, 

and for the pietistic adept who wished to achieve pietistic goals.35 Indeed, even 

the pietist mode of prayer depended on the availability of proper written texts 

for the counting of letters. �us, several sections in Sefer H
˙

asidim stress the im-

portance and e�ectiveness of copying siddurim. As in other issues of religious 

practice, Sefer H
˙

asidim expresses the concern that prayer texts be copied only 

by appropriate, worthy people.36

�ere were locales in Ashkenaz in which the community owned a siddur 
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or a mah
˙

zor for the use of the prayer leader. In addition, leading rabbinic �g-

ures possessed or compiled mah
˙

zorim to establish and direct the components 

of the communal prayer services as well as to �x customs and procedures 

related to prayer.37 Nonetheless, during the days of Me’ir of Rothenburg (late 

thirteenth century), a widow’s bequest of a large prayer book to the com-

munity for the use of the cantor was still considered noteworthy.38 In reality, 

twelfth- and thirteenth-century Ashkenazi cantors were thought of as “living 

prayer books” who could faithfully present the daily and Sabbath liturgies by 

heart, in addition to providing appropriate liturgical poetry for a range of oc-

casions.39 �e paucity of siddurim and mah
˙

zorim suggested by these examples 

corroborates the situation we have noted in the rulings of the Tosa�sts and 

other Ashkenazi halakhists: the members of the congregation typically prayed 

by heart.

�ere were, however, distinctions with respect to the prayers on festivals 

and the High Holidays. Rabiah writes that on the three pilgrimage holidays 

(Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot), cantors could simply say, “as it is written in 

Your Torah [ka-katuv be-toratekha],” which would obviate the need for them 

to recite the biblical verses that described the sacri�cial service as they ap-

plied speci�cally to each festival. On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, how-

ever, the cantors recited all appropriate biblical verses in the liturgy, since they 

(and many of the congregants) had written copies of the mah
˙

zorim in front of 

them.40 It is clear that in such a situation, the congregants could ful�ll their 

obligation to recite the verses by means of the cantor’s recitation from his 

mah
˙

zor even if they did not have their own mah
˙

zorim. Nonetheless, the impli-

cation of this passage is that there was an e�ort to copy mah
˙

zorim for the High 

Holidays in particular, in order to obviate this problem entirely. Moreover, 

this passage serves to con�rm that the congregants were su�ciently literate to 

read from mah
˙

zorim and siddurim when they were available.41

A passage in Sefer Mordekhai (late thirteenth century) makes a similar dis-

tinction between the daily prayers and those of the High Holidays: “Although 

the ‘Amidah is recited silently throughout the days of the year (as per the 

talmudic characterization of the prayer of Hannah), on Rosh Hashanah and 

Yom Kippur it is recited aloud so that each congregant will thereby teach the 

other to pray with proper intention. We are not afraid that they will cause one 

another to err, since they have mah
˙

zorim and prayer books in their hands.”42

Here again, the passage con�rms the situation that we have described: for 

weekdays, Sabbaths, and perhaps on the festivals as well, most people in the 

congregation did not have siddurim.43
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�e logistics of synagogue lighting in medieval Ashkenaz also had impli-

cations for the use of prayer books. Isaac b. Moses of Vienna, the author of 

Sefer or zarua‘, cites a passage from the Sefer ha-terumah by Barukh b. Isaac (a 

northern French Tosa�st, d. 1211) on the prohibition against reading on the 

Sabbath near a lamp, lest the reader tilt it.44 �e passage also discusses the use 

of lamps in the synagogue on Yom Kippur and on the festivals:

On Yom Kippur eve, the congregation recites Selih
˙

ot and supplica-

tions by candlelight, and each person reads from the [prayer] book by 

himself (ve-qor’in ba-sefer yeh
˙

idi) without being concerned lest he tip 

the candle, since, in this case, the fear of Yom Kippur is upon him, 

as well as the fear of the congregation [who are standing by] and the 

need to recite many supplications. But on the eve of a festival that 

occurs on the Sabbath, the cantor cannot recite the Ma‘ariv prayer 

and its liturgical poem from the mah
˙

zor alone by the light of the 

candle, since there is not such a pressing need to recite the poem. And 

similarly, when the �rst night of Passover falls on the Sabbath and 

one wants to recite the Haggadah alone, he must have another person 

reading along with him. If, however, the other person with him can-

not read at all [or if it is a woman], his presence is not helpful in this 

regard. And if, by perusing each section from the text in advance, he 

can then �nish reciting it without [the text], that is a good thing.45

�e underlying presumption of Barukh’s ruling is that most males could and 

did read from written prayer texts when they were available to them (as on 

Yom Kippur in the synagogue, or for those who had a Passover Haggadah for 

their use at home).

Isaac Or zarua‘ ruled even more leniently in the public contexts just de-

scribed. �e cantor may recite by candlelight the liturgical poems for a festival 

that falls on the Sabbath (and not only the Selih
˙

ot for Yom Kippur). Isaac’s 

reasoning is that any individual in the congregation (and not only the cantor) 

can be con�dent that he will not tip the lamp, since “it is impossible that no 

one from the congregation will see this and not prevent him from doing so. 

�erefore it is permissible on Yom Kippur eve for everyone to pray from his 

prayer book. And the cantor may recite the poem by candlelight . . . when a 

festival coincides with the Sabbath [as well], since the fear [and vigilance] of 

the congregation are upon him.”46 �e presence of mah
˙

zorim on Yom Kippur 

was, then, not uncommon. 
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Up to this point, we have described the relationship between Jewish 

law and actual ritual performance as re/ected in Ashkenazi prayer practices. 

Tosa�sts and other rabbinic authorities resolved the contradiction between 

the talmudic prohibition against reciting biblical passages by heart and com-

mon practice by asserting that the Talmud had, in fact, meant to apply the 

prohibition only when the recitation ful�lled the obligation of others. �ey 

also maintained that there had never been any prohibition on an individual 

writing down teachings and formulations of the Oral Law for his own use. 

Only when it became necessary to provide a textual version of the entire cor-

pus of the Oral Law for everyone’s use did it also become necessary to invoke 

a large-scale allowance based on the principle that “there is a time to act for 

the Almighty.”47 A second prevalent view held that the prohibition of reciting 

verses by heart did apply to an individual who was doing so for himself, but 

the prohibition could be set aside (or perhaps had never been established) for 

verses deeply etched into the memories and mouths of those praying (shegurim

be-,hem).48 Both these approaches presumed that many or most members of 

the communities in medieval Ashkenaz could recite the verses found in the 

liturgy by heart. Within the broader Ashkenazi community, memoria (as an 

indication of basic literacy) was considered to be strong and active.49

Literary Memory in Sefarad

�e situation in medieval Iberia at �rst blush appears similar. Sefaradi rabbinic 

scholars suggest that the availability of prayer books was, generally speaking, 

rather limited. �us, for example, David b. Joseph Abudarham of Seville notes 

in several places in his overarching commentary to the liturgy (ca. 1340) that 

neither the cantor nor the members of the congregation had prayer books in 

front of them.50

In fact, Sefaradi talmudists and legal authorities reacted di�erently from 

their Ashkenazi counterparts to the talmudic prohibition against reciting 

“written matters” by heart. Rabbenu Yonah of Gerona (mid-thirteenth cen-

tury), a leading rabbinic �gure and communal leader in Catalonia, wrote that 

the prohibition applies only in the absence of an absolute halakhic or custom-

ary requirement to recite the verses in question. If they are required, however, 

one may recite them by heart. �is is the opposite approach from what we 

have seen among the Ashkenazi rabbis, who were troubled by the talmudic 

prohibition precisely when the verses in question were required. Rabbenu 
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Yonah based his position on a di0erent understanding of the permission given 

to the high priest to read by heart the �nal part of the Torah reading on Yom 

Kippur. According to the talmudic passage, the high priest was required to 

read the verses and therefore permitted to recite them by heart. Only when the 

recitation of verses was completely optional was it necessary to read them from 

a text (and thus prohibited to recite them by heart). According to this ap-

proach, one person could recite liturgical verses by heart on behalf of another, 

provided that the verses were part of the standard, required liturgy.51

To be sure, the Sefaradi rabbis did not always agree with one another on 

the speci�cs of the prohibition, even if their positions re�ect a shared material 

reality. R. Yom Tov b. Abraham Ishvilli (Ritba), one of the leading Sefaradi 

talmudic interpreters and legal authorities (d. ca. 1325), cites a passage in the 

Talmud Yerushalmi that stresses that the high priest could recite by heart only 

the �nal part of the Torah reading on Yom Kippur, the sacri�ces recorded in 

Numbers 29:7–11, instituted to give added meaning and signi�cance to the 

events of the day.52 �e �rst (and main) part of the Torah reading had to be 

read from a scroll. Similarly, Ritba argues, the verses that are part of the daily 

liturgy are not considered to be an obligatory public reading on par with 

the main part of the Yom Kippur Torah reading. Rather, they are additional 

praises and statements of thanksgiving that are added to the core prayers to 

give them greater substance, import, and beauty. �us, all these verses may be 

recited by heart.53 While Rabbenu Yonah permits obligatory readings or verses 

to be recited by heart, Ritba proscribes it.

Both their solutions presuppose that the average Sefaradi congregant 

could not recite liturgical verses by heart. According to both, the cantor was 

permitted to recite all verses on behalf of the congregation, even if he was 

doing so by heart. �is was, in fact, the common practice in medieval Chris-

tian Iberia, as we shall see shortly.

In Ashkenaz, however, cantors were forbidden from reciting verses on be-

half of the congregation, and all the various Ashkenazi authorities whose views 

we have surveyed denied the permissibility of this practice. One early German 

Tosa�st, R. Isaac b. Asher (Riba) ha-Levi of Speyer (d. 1133), cites the passage 

from the Talmud Yerushalmi on the basis of which Ritba allowed the cantor 

to ful�ll the liturgical obligation of the members of the congregation by recit-

ing verses by heart. However, neither Riba of Speyer nor any other Ashkenazi 

scholar cited the passage for this purpose.54

�e di�erences between the Sefaradi and Ashkenazi approaches to the 

question are even more striking when we consider that both Rabbenu Yonah 
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and Ritba were familiar with Ashkenazi traditions. Rabbenu Yonah had stud-

ied at the Tosa�st study hall in Evreux, Normandy, and was well aware of 

the teachings of various northern French Tosa�sts. Ritba also received a great 

deal of Tosa�st material from both northern France and Germany and cites 

it throughout his talmudic commentaries. But both are conspicuously silent 

when it comes to the Ashkenazi approaches to the matter of reciting “written 

things” (biblical verses) by heart. �is development re�ects, to my mind, a 

fundamental di�erence between Ashkenaz, where worshipers possessed a high 

level of literary memory, and Sefarad, where the level was lower.55

In ignoring Ashkenazi precedent, were Rabbenu Yonah and Ritba in�u-

enced by earlier Sefaradi sources or precedents? To the best of my knowledge, 

no Sefaradi sources prior to Rabbenu Yonah address this issue directly. Perhaps 

Rabbenu Yonah was moved to raise this halakhic problem explicitly based on 

what he had seen and learned from his teachers in northern France, even if he 

did not propose their solutions to the problem. Even Maimonides, the most 

systematic and comprehensive Sefaradi authority in his treatment of halakhic 

problems, does not mention the talmudic prohibition against reciting “writ-

ten matters” by heart. Interpreters of Maimonides have suggested that he 

omitted it because he linked it to the related prohibition against formulating 

“oral matters” (devarim she-be-‘al peh) in writing.56 �at prohibition could not 

ultimately be upheld: because of the vicissitudes of the times (so the rabbinic 

argument runs), it became necessary to write down the Oral Law (or at least 

to formulate it in a uni�ed literary form). Similarly, these commentators sug-

gest, Maimonides held that the prohibition of reciting biblical verses by heart 

had also fallen into disuse owing to the troubles of the day and thus never 

mentioned it in his writings.57

Although Maimonides omits the prohibition on reciting “written mat-

ters” by heart, he does mention in a responsum the principle that “there is 

a time to act for the Almighty” in order to justify a synagogue practice in 

e�ect in exceptional cases: on festivals when a large number of congregants 

were present, or even on a weekday when the hour was late, the cantor would 

commence his recitation of the ‘Amidah out loud immediately, without �rst 

engaging in silent prayer. He would thereby ful�ll the obligation for all those 

present, both those who did not know how to pray (einam beqi’im) and those 

who did (although the latter were expected to recite each word quietly to 

themselves together with the cantor). �e questioners had informed Maimon-

ides that there were certain congregations in Egypt in which the cantor recited 

the ‘Amidah in this manner even on behalf of those who were generally capable 
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of praying for themselves (for example, in the Musaf service on Rosh Hasha-

nah), so that they would not err.58 His answer suggests that he did not expect 

everyone to know the prayers by memory.

In another responsum, Maimonides was asked about locales in which the 

cantors prayed aloud twice, �rst to ful�ll the obligations of those incapable 

of praying and second to uphold the obligation of “repeating the ‘Amidah.” 

Maimonides responded that it would be better to have only one recitation 

by the cantor.59 In neither case does he mention the prohibition on reciting 

biblical verses by heart. His silence perhaps served as a halakhic precedent for 

Rabbenu Yonah and Ritba, who e�ectively detached the prohibition from the 

recitation of prayers, and retained it only with respect to the study and recita-

tion of biblical texts for their own sake.

Gaonic Precedents

All these Sefaradi authorities presume that prayer books were rare, even if 

they presume that congregants had di�erent levels of competence in recit-

ing the liturgy from memory. �is shared presumption may seem surprising, 

given that several of their predecessors, including the Iraqi ge’onim ‘Amram 

bar Sheshna (d. 875) and Se‘adyah al-Fayyūmī (d. 942), had authored prayer 

books, copies of which were sent to individuals and even entire communities 

within their orbits. Nevertheless, it seems that the average Jew in the Islamic 

world during the seventh to eleventh centuries did not have a prayer book in 

his hand when he prayed.60

�is observation is at the core of an article by Louis Ginzberg, who reaches 

the somewhat radical conclusion that the general absence of prayer books 

during this period resulted from a purposeful halakhic ruling rather than the 

high cost of copying books or the absence of quali�ed copyists.61 �e Talmud 

prohibits an individual from holding anything in his hands while reciting the 

‘Amidah lest he be distracted.62 For this reason, according to Ginzberg, Yehudai 

Ga’on (mid-eighth century) ruled that the cantor himself should never hold a 

prayer book, except on the High Holidays and other similar occasions when 

the liturgy is more complicated than usual. Two ge’onim at Sura, Sar Shalom 

(d. ca. 859) and Natronai (d. 865), omitted the recitation of sacri�cial verses 

during the ‘Amidah on Sabbaths and holidays for a similar reason: they thought 

that it would be impossible for cantors to recite all of them correctly by heart. 

�e presumption is that cantors did not have prayer books in front of them.63
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Ginzberg’s theory is di�cult to accept. He assumes that the ge’onim were 

prospectively legislating that the cantor should not hold a prayer book. But 

it seems to me more reasonable to suggest that they were simply reacting to a 

state of a�airs in which prayer books were unavailable because of cost or di�-

culties in production. Indeed, Se‘adyah writes in his authorized and annotated 

version of the prayer book that someone familiar with the biblical texts about 

sacri�cial o�erings should include them in his recitation of the ‘Amidah dur-

ing Musaf on festivals, while someone who is not should omit them.64 Neither 

Se‘adyah nor any other Iraqi ga’on explicitly mentions the talmudic prohibi-

tion on reciting biblical verses by heart. �is suggests that they assumed the 

prohibition was not in force.

Ginzberg’s argument on behalf of a continued rabbinic prohibition on 

reciting the liturgy from a written text extends even beyond the period of the 

ge’onim. He holds that, as late as the thirteenth century, Rabbenu Yonah main-

tained that it was prohibited to hold a prayer book while praying.65 Indeed, ac-

cording to Ginzberg, it was only a ruling by Israel Isserlein in �fteenth-century 

Ashkenaz that permitted a prayer book to be held if it helped one to have 

the proper intentions.66 In fact, Rabbenu Yonah did permit a prayer book to 

be held if it would help one achieve the proper level of intention.67 �is was 

also the view of Sefer H
˙

asidim, whose impact on Rabbenu Yonah has been 

documented.68

Other evidence against Ginzberg’s theory comes from the work of 

Zedekiah b. Abraham ha-Rofe min ha-‘anavim (Italy, d. 1260). Zedekiah per-

mits the cantor to pray from a prayer book to avoid mistakes. In doing so, he 

considers the talmudic prohibition against praying from a written text, but 

rejects it. He cites the view of Rabbenu Ephraim, a student of Isaac Alfasi (d. 

1103), that the cantor alone should not use a prayer book, based in turn on 

the talmudic law that the cantor is required to “organize his prayers” (lehasdir

et te,llato) while the congregation is reciting the silent ‘Amidah. If the cantor 

were allowed to use a siddur, Rabbenu Ephraim reasons, why would he be 

required to “organize his prayers”? Zedekiah disagrees with Rabbenu Ephraim, 

concluding that even the talmudic prohibition against writing down prayers 

was in e�ect only throughout the talmudic period.69 Since, however, the rab-

bis had already permitted the prayers to be written down for quite some time 

(based on the principle that “there is a time to act for the Almighty”), the can-

tor may pray from a prayer book.70 �us, well before the thirteenth century, 

any halakhic problem related to praying from a written text had been e�ec-

tively neutralized, and cantors were allowed to use prayer books. 
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What emerges from this part of our discussion is that no Sefaradi legist, 

neither Maimonides, Rabbenu Yonah, Ritba, nor their gaonic predecessors, 

assumed that the average member of the congregation could recite liturgical 

verses by heart. Ashkenazi halakhists, by contrast, presumed that most, if not 

all, of those who prayed could recall and recite correctly and unfailingly the 

various biblical verses that were part of the prayers, and when they made ex-

ceptions, it was only as a means of limiting the scope of the talmudic prohibi-

tion. �eir Sefaradi counterparts allowed the cantor to ful�ll the obligation of 

the members of the community in all prayers—including those that contained 

biblical verses, whether he was reciting them from a written text or by heart—

because they did not imagine that all their congregants could recite the prayers 

on their own without help.

Literacy in Ashkenaz and Sefarad

In light of Carruthers’s �ndings about the relationship between liturgical 

memory and literacy, the di�erence between the Ashkenazi and Sefaradi posi-

tions tells us something about levels of liturgical memory and literacy in the 

two regions. Other rabbinic sources con�rm these �ndings. 

Menah
˙

em b. Aaron ibn Zerah
˙

’s encyclopedic work Tsedah la-derekh

(composed ca. 1370) re�ects Jewish life in Navarre and Toledo.71 Delineating 

the requirement for every Jewish male to study Torah, irrespective of his so-

cioeconomic status or prior education, Ibn Zerah
˙

 explains that one should set 

aside time for study in the morning and in the evening: “And even if he is un-

able to learn but can read from the prayer book, he should read Psalms in the 

mornings and the evenings and will thereby ful�ll his obligation to establish 

periods for Torah study. And if he cannot even read from the prayer book . . .

he should provide monetary support for others who are studying Torah, and 

it will be considered as if he were studying as well.”72

�is passage does not, of course, provide us with the percentages or the 

breakdown of those who could read and those who could not, although it 

does perhaps re�ect the fact that prayer books were becoming more available. 

It suggests, however, that those able to read the prayers could do so mainly 

because they had recited them often enough. �ey could not necessarily read 

and comprehend new texts on their own.

�e limited degree of literacy in Sefarad is con�rmed by the following 

passage from a responsum of Ritba. �e responsum deals with the suitability 
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of a blind person to serve as cantor, a particularly vexing problem, since the 

extent of a blind person’s obligation in the precepts of the Torah (including 

the obligation to pray) was generally a matter of great debate. According to 

Ritba, the problem was exacerbated in his day, since many sighted worshipers 

could not pray for themselves and relied completely upon the cantor’s prayer 

to ful�ll their obligations. Ritba writes:

�ere are in our day a number of ignorant people who do not know 

the Torah portion that discusses tsitsit, which must be recited each 

day, perhaps even as an obligation from the Torah itself (mitsvah de-

oraita), as well as the �rst verse of Shema‘, which, according to all, 

is a [mitsvah] de-oraita. �ere are a number of ignorant people who 

cannot pray at all, and the cantor ful�lls their obligation for them. 

For these reasons, it appears to me . . . that now that, due to our 

sinfulness, ignorant people are numerous (ne,shei ‘ammei ha-arets),

it is inappropriate to appoint as a permanent cantor either a person 

who is blind from birth or one who lost his sight later.73

�roughout Sefarad, then, neither widespread literacy nor a strong degree of 

literary memory (memoria) could be presumed. R. Isaac bar Sheshet (Ribash, 

late fourteenth century), a leading rabbinic �gure who had studied in Gerona, 

con�rms this when he writes that the custom for the cantor to recite the ‘Ami-

dah of Musaf on Rosh Hashanah immediately, without the congregation �rst 

praying silently, “was adopted in those Sefaradi locales because most of [the 

people there] are ignorant and can pray from a written text only with great 

di�culty, due to the number and length of the blessings. For this reason, they 

all pray together with the cantor, similarly to one person reading [prayers] for 

another.”74

In contemporaneous Ashkenazi rabbinic literature, by contrast, the pre-

sumption is that most people know how to read and write. Sefer H
˙

asidim

devotes a number of sections to encouraging those who could not study Tal-

mud (or even the Bible) nonetheless to study legal or aggadic texts, or simply 

to read or copy holy texts.75 �e average Jewish male’s possibilities for Torah 

study were apparently much richer in Ashkenaz than in Sefarad, at least to 

judge by Tsedah la-derekh. In Ashkenaz, those who could not engage in more 

systematic or complex study nonetheless took part in Hebrew reading, writ-

ing, and copying scholarly texts.

We can detect the same patterns in a comparison of the views of medieval 
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Ashkenazi and Sefaradi authorities on whether someone called up to the Torah 

during synagogue services is required to read his portion in an undertone 

along with the o�cial reader or should serve as the public reader if he can. 

�e tendency in northern France and Germany was for someone called to the 

Torah to read along wherever possible. In Sefarad, on the other hand, Judah 

al-Bargeloni writes in his Sefer ha-‘ittim (ca. 1100) that typically “the cantor 

reads [from the Torah] and the one who goes up [to the Torah] is silent.”76

Although al-Bargeloni himself and subsequent Sefaradi authorities de-

cried the practice of calling to the Torah someone who was unable to read 

from it or did not understand its contents, the practice of calling illiterate 

people to the Torah continued in Sefarad unabated—presumably because 

there were few other choices. In the mid-fourteenth century, David Abudar-

ham railed against those “who were ascending to the Torah and cannot read 

even one letter. . . . �ey should be prohibited from being called up [to the 

Torah].”77 In Ashkenaz, however, it was relatively rare for someone unable to 

read to be called to the Torah, as indicated by formulations of both Ephraim 

of Regensburg (d. 1175) and Isaac Or zarua‘.78 Indeed, it would appear that as 

late as the days of Me’ir of Rothenburg, there were places in Germany where 

the person called up to the Torah was still primarily responsible for executing 

the public reading of that section.79

Educational Practices

�e di�erent levels of literacy in Ashkenazi and Sefaradi communities are at 

least partly dependent on the educational approaches in these societies. In 

Ashkenaz, tutors taught young boys to read Hebrew in order to read verses of 

the Bible so that they could recite them by heart during the course of prayer. 

�e cantor could ful�ll the obligation to read parts of the prayer service that 

did not consist of biblical verses or that could not be readily memorized. Al-

though not every child studied with a tutor, reading liturgical verses was one 

goal of tutors or melammedim employed by parents to teach their sons. Melam-

medim were available even to children of the poor through individual subsidy 

or benefaction, and their teaching assignments often included the rudiments 

of biblical interpretation and mishnaic and talmudic reading and interpreta-

tion as well. �is suggests that reading biblical verses was taught at the initial 

phase not merely as an aid to liturgical memory but as a �rst step toward a 

more developed form of literacy.80
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Eleazar of Worms o0ers a sense of how the educational trajectory pro-

ceeded after basic reading instruction: “At the beginning, the tutor should 

instruct [the child] to recognize the letters, and afterward, how they are put 

together to form words, and after that, the [Torah] verse, and then the weekly 

portion, and then the Mishnah, and then the Talmud.” �e reading of bibli-

cal verses was among the �rst stops on the road toward mastering the reading 

process, but it was not always the last.81

Other Ashkenazi sources suggest that even before the child was formally 

brought to a tutor, his father taught him to recognize the letters of the He-

brew alphabet and read verses from the Torah.82 Nonetheless, it was deemed 

appropriate and bene�cial to hire a tutor to teach the basics of reading.83 Isaac 

Or zarua‘ describes tutors who taught the weekly Torah portion and the haf-

tarot together with the Aramaic translations or Rashi’s commentary. He also 

mentions a tutor who was hired to teach a “book” or “half a book” of the 

Bible.84 Already in the days of Rabbenu Gershom of Mainz (d. 1028), there 

had been discussion concerning a tutor hired to teach a boy “all of Scripture,” 

and the tutor maintained that he had successfully discharged his mission.85

Here again, the goal was far more than providing familiarity with the content 

of the liturgy.

In Islamic lands, as Goitein suggests, teaching the reading process ini-

tially familiarized young boys with liturgical verses so that they could memo-

rize them. Similarly, providing books to follow the reading of the Torah and 

Prophets was intended as an aid to memory. For many, however, these were 

the end goals of reading instruction.86

In Iberia, the educational process appears to have been even less success-

ful in some respects. Yom Tov Assis has shown that elementary education was 

disorganized and uneven. �ere was little provision to educate the children 

of the poor.87 And here is how Rabiah, the leading German halakhist at the 

beginning of the thirteenth century, characterized the level of literacy in the 

Sefaradi world of his day: “I have seen responsa that indicate that even today 

(‘od ba-yamim ha-elu), the custom in Spain and Babylonia is that the cantor 

conducts the Passover seder in the synagogue on behalf of ignorant people 

who are not well versed enough in the Haggadah to recite it (mipnei ‘ammei 

ha-arets she-ein beqi’in ba-haggadah le-omrah).”88 �at Rabiah was aware of the 

gap between Ashkenaz and Sefarad is indicated by his positions on reciting 

biblical verses in prayer.89

Admittedly, there were ignorant people in Ashkenaz who could not read 

Hebrew and people in Spain who could.90 Nonetheless, judging by the rab-
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binic practices, policies, and descriptions that we have seen, the level of He-

brew literacy and literary memory among males in these two regions appears 

to have di0ered substantially. �ese di�erences depended on their respective 

structures of education, if not on more basic societal attitudes.91

Literacy and Memoria ad Verba in Ashkenaz and Sefarad 

�is study has sought to provide a new window onto the level of memoria

and, to a lesser extent, actual Hebrew literacy in the Jewish communities of 

medieval Europe. In the relative absence of texts that describe or report these 

phenomena, the rabbinic rulings on liturgical practices shed light on the ques-

tion. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, few Jewish males actually 

read their prayers owing to the general unavailability of written texts. At the 

same time, Ashkenazi Jews’ capacity for memoria (and indeed, their ability to 

read from liturgical texts when available, and even to read and understand new 

material) was greater than that of their Iberian counterparts.

Each center’s attitude toward Torah study may also have played a role. 

Ashkenazi Jewish communities sought to produce not only successful busi-

nesspeople but also as many talmudic scholars as possible. Sefer H
˙

asidim even 

laments that most young men were schooled in order to attain the highest 

levels of talmudic study, even if their intellects, abilities, and proclivities were 

not prepared for this challenge. In the view of Sefer H
˙

asidim, these students 

should instead have considered focusing on other texts (such as Scripture 

and midrash), or simply copying Torah and rabbinic texts.92 Nonetheless, as 

far as basic levels of literacy are concerned, my �ndings agree with Robert 

Chazan’s assertion that “the already high level of cultural achievement [in 

northern France during the Tosa�st period] indicates a successful educational 

system.”93

Iberian Jewry, on the other hand, did not aspire to the same levels of 

educational achievement for all.94 Lower levels of expectation and opportunity 

help explain the fact that memoria and basic literacy developed di�erently in 

medieval Spain. Certainly for most, familiarity with biblical verses and He-

brew texts was desirable for facilitating recitation of prayers and reading the 

weekly Torah portion, but expectations did not rise much beyond this. �e 

level of memoria in medieval Spain, at least as presumed by its leading rabbinic 

authorities, apparently fell short even of these expectations.

�is study has used rabbinic literature and halakhic formulations to re-
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/ect Jewish life and experience on the ground and to identify and distinguish 

between shared religious traditions. It should be correlated with archival and 

similar materials. Aspects of the elusive social history of ordinary Jews in me-

dieval Europe during the High Middle Ages still lie among these materials, 

awaiting further research. It is only through a fuller appreciation of this his-

tory that the dynamics of tradition and custom can be properly calibrated.
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Rahel R. Wasserfall, ed., Women and Water: Menstruation in Jewish Life and Law (Hanover, 

N.H., 1999).

2. Nissim Leon, “Sefaradim ve-h
˙

aredim” (M.A. thesis, Tel Aviv University, 1999).

3. As such, they are an example of the religious arena’s large-scale dialogue between 

those born into the observant community and those who have joined it, between religious 

Israelis and religious Jews from the U.S. and Europe, and between men and women. �is 

complex dialogue explains some of the dynamism of orthodox and h
˙

aredi communities.

4. From 1999 to 2003, I conducted �eldwork in the neighborhood of Pardes Katz 

in the largely orthodox city of B’nei Brak, near Tel Aviv. �e neighborhood is inhabited 

mainly by Jews whose families came to Israel from the Islamic world. �is research con-

tinues my study of the connections between women, religion, and knowledge. Previous 

projects focused on women in the h
˙

aredi and religious Zionist communities in Israel: see 

El-Or, Reserved Seats: Religion, Gender and Ethnicity in Contemporary Israel (Hebrew) (Tel 

Aviv, 2006), in English at http://www.tamarelor.com/index.php/books/reserved-seats/; 

idem, Educated and Ignorant: On Ultra-Orthodox Women and �eir World (Boulder, Colo., 

http://www.tamarelor.com/index.php/books/reserved-seats/
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