
Recreating
the Multi-
Coloured
Verve and
Glamour of
Medieval
Manuscripts

a world of books printed with the per-
sonalities of their ancient makers, and
marked by centuries of vicissitudes since
many were snatched from destruction.

What the Falters could not have predicted
when they began, was the difficulty of
matching new materials to ancient ones,
just how little was known about reproduc-
ing manuscripts to a high quality, and how
long it would take them to develop the
necessary techniques. In ten years they
have completed just two projects: the first is
the Kennicott Bible, and the second, an Ita-
lian masterpiece, the Rothschild Miscellany,
one of the finest manuscripts in the collec-
tions of the Israel Museum, Jerusalem. They
are currently at work on a treasure of the
British Library in London – the Barcelona
Haggadah, which will shortly be available

for the discerning (and the wealthy!) to use
at their Passover-eve Seders, as was origi-
nally intended.

Printing has been in Michael's family for
generations. His grandfather sold printer's
type in Prague, and his father qualified at
the School of Printing in Vienna, before
fleeing to Britain just before War broke out,
to set up a business in repairing and renovat-
ing the massive presses of those days.

Michael went to the London College of
Printing and then joined the family business.
His father had saved two antique printing
presses, and Michael had the idea of setting
up a high-quality traditional printing house
to produce finely made books in limited
print runs. It was with this in mind that he
contacted Dr Patterson. "I suggested that I
donate the presses to Y arnton and they

Guests at Y arnton Manor recently heard
about a distinguished project in the world of
books that owes much to the Oxford Centre
and which is attracting increasing notice.

The lecturer, Michael Falter, affirmed that
there is perhaps no publishing house today
that treasures the ancient craft-skills needed
to recreate the multi-coloured verve and
glamour of medieval manuscripts than the
family-run firm set up by him and his wife,
Linda.

From a specially designed garden studio
at their London home, they supply an inter-
national clientele of art-lovers, connois-
seurs, great libraries and scholars, with
limited editions of facsimiles of unique Heb-
rew handwritten books, the originals of
which are stored out of reach of the public
and subject to restricted access.

A  Tribute to the Centre
Michael Falter's lecture was a tribute to

the role of the Oxford Centre in founding
"Facsimile Editions" about a decade ago.
He described how the President, Dr David
Patterson, first pointed out to him that one
of the most stunning of medieval Hebrew
Bibles, the Kennicott Bible, is in the hold-
ings of the Bodleian Library, and he intro-
duced the Falters to the then Senior Assis-
tant, Ron May. (Mr May is a member of the
Centre's Library Committee.)

Dr Patterson and Mr May had
immediately responded to the Falter's
dream of making this manuscript, packed
with illuminations and encased in an
unusual box-binding that protects it all
around, available to a wider audience than
ever before. The fragility of the original
makes it necessary to restrict access, and to
preserve it in a highly controlled environ-
ment. In practice it can never be touched or
handled by a member of the public. If one
could only reproduce it with sufficient fidel-
ity, the Falters argued, then practically any-
one could experience the sensations of
handling medieval manuscripts and share in

Linda and Michael Falter and their Kennicott Bible facsimile
with a background of one of the illuminations from the Barcelona
Haggadah.



could set up a press there and use it to
reprint old Hebrew works. But they did not
have the budget for such a project,"
Michael said in an interview for this article.
A  fire later destroyed the presses. But
undaunted Michael was determined, as a
hobby, to carry out such work. "Something
to keep us busy on Sunday afternoons," he
said.

Having seen the Kennicott Bible, Linda
and Michael wanted to reproduce it and
make an exact facsimile copy so that many
more people, not just scholars, could see it.
The reproductions would be expensive,
but, as Michael said, everything is relative,
as there is a huge amount of meticulous
handwork involved in making them.

They contemplated printing their fac-
similes on vellum or parchment, the mater-
ials preferred by medieval scribes. But these
proved so variable in quality, and so indi-
vidual in the way they held the precision-
coloured inks, that the Falters turned to the
idea of finding a paper that would repro-
duce the tactile qualities of parchment,
without any of the problems of shrinkage,
expansion and crinkling characteristic of
natural skins. They finally devised their own
recipe. But their carefully designed paper,
produced for them in a small Alpine mill,
daunted most printers, due to its low finish
and high absorbency.

A Long Search
It took a long search to find the right

craftsman printer, and when they at last
found Luigi, it was because he had featured
in the 1967 Y ear Book of Italian Printers that
Michael's father had given him shortly
before he died. Luigi looked on the Ken-
nicott Bible project as the book to crown his
long career in printing art books.

And so a hobby became a professional
task, with Linda and Michael combining in
the firm "Facsimile Editions," both giving up
their own occupations to begin this work.
Michael had been in the computer business
and Linda had studied art in Mexico and
France and had lived and worked in
America, Switzerland, Iran and Israel.

Each facsimile project begins with the
making of a complete set of large-format
photographs of the original manuscript from
which colour-separations are prepared. In
printing a book with illustrations, each col-
our is printed separately, requiring multiple
checkings of colour and ink density, in
which Linda is an expert. Due to the separa-
tion of colours, each single sheet of paper
may have to be guided through a printing
machine up to 8 times, each process involv-
ing the risk that images might not coincide.
A single slip could destroy weeks of work.

Once the page is printed, the gold must
be applied by hand. Seven craftsmen spent
four months adding gold to the pages of the
Kennicott Bible; and still more time was
spent reproducing the various mottled and
burnished gildings in the Rothschild Miscel-
lany. Then the uneven edges of the parch-
ment pages, and even the marginal prick-
ings used by the scribes to guide their writ-
ing, were added. In the Rothschild Miscel-
lany, there were 12 million. Not a detail is
missed.

Lastly the bindings. Only the most dura-
ble leathers are used for reproducing the
ornate covers of these ancient manuscripts.
The Falters are aware that their books are
made of materials that will last as long as the
manuscripts themselves, now treasured in
museums. "They will long outlast most
books printed in this century", said

Michael. "The yellowing of paper you often
see on new books means they will self-
destruct before long. Ours are made to last
for centuries, so they've got to be right".

Help from Scholars
But Linda and Michael are not content to

publish their books merely as very beautiful
and important facsimile manuscripts. They
know that "Facsimile Editions" are supply-
ing these books to a world largely ignorant
of the culture that gave birth to them. "How
many people can read even the Bible in
Hebrew, let alone some of the medieval
poems and stories in them. It was so frustrat-
ing that they were literally a closed book to
us. We decided to ask for help from scho-
lars" said Linda.

Again it was the Oxford Centre that step-
ped in with contacts and suggestions for
consultants, and when the Kennicott Bible
facsimile appeared, it was accompanied by
a comprehensive guide to the cultural
background, history and artistry of the
book, which took Professor Bezalel Narkiss
and Dr Aliza Cohen-Mushlin nearly a year
to write. Since the companion volume is an
inseparable part of the facsimile project, it
too was printed on handmade paper, and
bound in leather.

The Rothschild Miscellany, a far more
complex manuscript, needed to be
described not only as a work of art, but as
the product of a sophisticated Renaissance
view of life. An international team, includ-
ing Malachi Beit-Arié, Shlomo Simonsohn,
Israel Ta-Shema, Luisella Mortara-Ottolen-
ghi and Mirjam Foot, wrote a substantial
and fascinating volume describing the man-
uscript from the points of view of palaeog-
raphy, history, liturgy, art history and bind-
ing research.

The Falter's present project, the Bar-
celona Haggadah, will be accompanied by
a volume that contains not only all of these,
but also a translation in verse of the exten-
sive anthology of Hebrew medieval poems,
some of which have never before appeared
in print. The eight contributors, and their
editor, Jeremy Schonfield (who also teaches
at the Oxford Centre), are producing a com-
panion volume that will fully explain and
introduce each aspect of the manuscript.

Linda and Michael are now acknow-
ledged experts in the making of facsimile
books, to such an extent that the Library of
Congress, Washington, approached them
for advice over what they described as "in-
surmountable problems" in producing a fac-
simile of the Washington Haggadah. They
are "currently helping them out with their
predicament".

Their skill in the production of beautiful
books will, they hope, shortly lead to them
being commissioned to produce a facsimile
of the magnificent Spanish Alba Bible for the
International Jewish Committee for
Sepharad '92. The facsimile of this huge
Castillian manuscript – a translation of the
Hebrew Bible – will be presented to King
Juan Carlos of Spain on March 31, 1992
when he will join the Spanish Jewish com-
munity in Madrid in a synagogue service at
which he will denounce the Inquisition and
formally welcome the Jews back to Spain.

It is fitting that the Oxford Centre, which
is devoted to interpreting and rediscovering
the relevance of centuries of Jewish culture
for a modern world, should be associated
with projects which bring new currency and
life to the most precious possessions of
Jewish communities and individuals down
the ages – their manuscript books.


