Report on Magdaléna Jánošíková‘s MA thesis “STRATENÁ KNIŽNICA:

Hebrejské stredoveké zlomky na Morave” (FF UP, Olomouc, 2013)

This is an excellent MA thesis in respect of both content and form. I do not want to praise it long; it is sufficient to say that Ms. Jánošíková‘s MA thesis addresses an important but much neglected topic, the inner structure is well-designed, the discussions are carefully organized, the literature cited is always relevant (and strangely enough, I cannot name single study which the author should have quoted but failed to do so), much new information is presented and analyzed in a convincing way.
Whereas earlier studies by Petr Gajdošík, Alžběta Drexlerová and myself did hardly more than cataloging some of the fragments and outlining a very board historical context, Ms. Jánošíková offers the first in-depth paleographical and codicological analysis of the fragments and a series of attempts to reconstruct the history of host-volumes and collections which may shed light on the history of the Hebrew fragments as well. The thesis establishes that most of the Hebrew codices re-used were large and contained biblical or liturgical texts written in quadrate scrip. The only exceptions are Talmudic commentaries and other texts discussing religious law. These manuscripts are of smaller dimensions and often written in semi-cursive script.

In addition, Ms. Jánošíková presents a comprehensive and updated catalog of the fragments in the appendix of the thesis as well as some further materials which Hebrew paleographers researching the history of Ashkenazi Hebrew scripts will find very useful.

Ms. Jánošíková convincingly argues that the Hebrew fragments come from Hebrew manuscripts that originally belonged to the Jewish communities of major Moravian cities before the expulsions in 1426, 1454 and 1514. Thus, they can be considered as material evidence of the economic and social strength of those communities. Given the paucity of material evidence of medieval Jewish life in Moravia, this is a very significant result.

My only critical remarks concern the bibliography on pp. 114-119. First, the section on primary sources should have included printed editions of Hebrew Bible, prayerbooks, medieval works on halakha, etc. The author often refers to critical or non-critical editions of such books in a most competent way within the main text of the thesis, but not in the bibliography. In the list of secondary literature the author should have included her own paper on the topic “Moravian Hebrew Fragments in Regional Perspective” (which I co-authored). This important paper is referred to several times (and rightly so), but strangely enough it is omitted from the bibliography. 

In sum, this thesis is an important contribution to the research of booklore and the cultural history of the Czech lands as well as to Jewish Studies. Researches of the topic will often consult Ms. Jánošíková’s work. There is no doubt that it deserves the best grade possible.
Finally, I would like to congratulate the author as well as the History Department of Palacky University for the high quality of their work. 
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