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Sienna's JewishBooks in North Africahas its origin in the author's childhood 
memories and his enduring fascination with an old Jewish bookcase encountered in 
his parents' house. What began as an act of personal nostalgia gradually turned into 
a rigorous doctoral (PhD) project and, finally, into a work of considerable scholarly 
merit. As Sienna himself declares, the book "sits at the intersection of two fields, 
Sephardi history and book history" (p. 7). 

As an emerging scholar specializing in the early modern and modern history of Jews, 
Sienna covers the history of the Maghreb from the 16th century, with particular 
concentration on the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries. In doing so, he traces the 
evolution of the Maghrebi Arab, Islamic, and Judaic book culture, examining the 
roles of their readers and printers alike. Thematically, the study engages with the 
connected and fragmented histories of a Jewish community marked by displacement 
and movement. Deploying what Sienna terms 'book methodology,' he allows the 
material history of books to narrate, in their own ways, the story of Jewish migration 
following the eviction from Spain and Portugal in 1492 and the subsequent 
resettlements of these communities in the Arab and Islamic cities of Fez, Salé, Tunis, 
Algiers, and Oran. These cities were also bound up with other European and Balkan 
networks, creating the Sephardi diaspora through their connections with centers like 
Livorno, Gibraltar, Jerusalem, and Istanbul (p. 9). These urban centers functioned as 
both crossroads and frontiers, linked not only to the wider Mediterranean world but 
also to their inland, where Jewish commonalities and a distinctly Sephardi identity 
were characterized by shared traditions, networks of connection, and a strong sense 
of collective belonging (p. 6). 

Methodologically, the Jewish Booksuses book history as a lens through which to 
unravel the history of the Jewish community or, as the book frames it, the Sephardi 
community. Sienna traces the dispersal of Jews across the early modern and modern 
eras, arguing that the migration of Jewish communities was inseparable from their 
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cultural and intellectual dispersal. By following readers, their cultural practices, 
printers, and publishers, one comes to understand not only the Jews themselves but 
also the communal ties and shared collective identity they sustained across 
generations. The book comprises six chapters, preceded by a general introduction in 
which the methodological framework is established and justified, demonstrating 
how book history can serve as a historically rigorous instrument for examining not 
only ideas and textual content but also culture, people, and their interlinkages with 
the world. The second chapter addresses medieval books in early modern North 
Africa, focusing on the exiled Jews (megorashim) and the Sephardi scribes and 
printers who circulated Hebrew books at a time when printing presses were absent 
from the region. Such books found new homes in North Africa, making the Maghreb 
a repository of Sephardi books and culture, where medieval and Iberian culture were 
preserved (p. 28). This chapter also recounts the activities and stories of scribes, the 
arts of manuscript production, and the role of the patrons in sustaining the 
handwritten book history of manuscript copying and its distribution across Europe. 
Chapter three turns to Maghreb Jews and their engagement with European printing. 
Sienna illuminates the transnational dimension of print culture and what he describes 
as the "becoming into being of many books in North Africa" (p. 69), with the 
Livornese printing milieu becoming a principal incubator for Maghrebi authors, 
editors, and other printing professionals (p. 87). 

Chapters four, five, and six address, respectively, the case studies of individual 
publishers and printers in the Maghreb, the print landscapes of the 19th century, and 
the Jewish dimensions of Maghrebi printing culture, through a series of focused case 
studies of individual publishers and printers. Throughout these chapters, Sienna 
deploys several notable methodological strategies. Particularly distinctive is what I 
call a reflective and reader-interactive approach. Before advancing to each new 
chapter, Sienna provides a concise summary and reflection of the preceding 
discussion. For instance, before embarking on Chapter three, he pauses to recall the 
argument thus far, noting that "as discussed in chapter 2, earlier generations of book 
historians proposed..." (p. 72). Similarly, at the opening of Chapter five, he observes 
that "chapters 3 and 4 explore how books mapped out the deep integration of 
Maghreb Jews into the commercial and intellectual networks of the Mediterranean 
world" (p. 116). A further structural feature worth noting is the use of brief 
introductory paragraphs in each chapter, which set out the chapter's scope and 
expected objectives. Though this method is useful, labeling such sections as 
'introductions' risks redundancy that may test the patience of more experienced 
readers. 
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Overall, Jewish Books in North Africa constitutes an indelible and enduring 
contribution to the history of Sephardi Jews and the Jewish community in the Islamic 
world. It recovers the story of a people who have largely receded from public 
visibility but who sustained a richly developed written tradition as old as the region 
itself. From a methodological perspective, book history proves to be a new 
methodological tool for the study of the modern period, positioning books as active 
carriers of relationships, identities, and cultural memory. In sum, Sienna's work is a 
commendable read for scholars and students of Jewish history in Africa and beyond. 
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