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Reviewed by: Bourouayah Mohamed, Professor of Religions, former vice-rector 
of Emir Abdelkader University, Constantine, Algeria. 

At first glance, the book appears to be an overview of Jewish books from what is 
geographically known as "North Africa," stretching from the Libyan coast to 
Morocco on the Atlantic coast. The author highlights the most important Jewish 
books dating from the early modern period to the modern era. 

The book serves as an anthropological-historical record of Jewish books written 
during the Maghrebi period. This anthropological-historical focus means that the 
author does not merely provide a historical narrative with definitions of these 
books but delves deeply into analyzing their content and extracting the issues and 
events they contain that reflect the era in which they were written. 

The author introduces himself as a scholar of Jewish culture and history, 
concentrating on the medieval and early modern periods, with a particular interest 
in Jewish communities in the Islamic world. He is currently the Jerome and 
Lorraine Aresty Visiting Scholar at the Bildner Center for the Study of Jewish 
Life at Rutgers University – New Brunswick, where he creates hands-on 
programming to integrate Jewish Studies and material book history in 
collaboration with the Rutgers Initiative for the Book. 

This paragraph reveals the author's specialization in medieval and modern history, 
particularly its close connection to the vibrant scientific, cultural, and social 
movements of that time. Jewish cultural historians classify this era as a golden 
age, reminiscent of the time of Maimonides and the periods that followed, which 
served as the essence for scholarly writing. Medieval scholarship was of high and 
distinguished caliber due to the remarkable efforts of certain Jewish writers whom 
the author highlights, along with their scholarly output, demonstrating how this 
production contributed to the flourishing of scientific and cultural activities in the 
medieval and modern periods. 

The author adds that he is currently working on two major academic projects: 
first, a socio-political analysis and descriptive bibliography of the Ibn Nahmias 
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press in Ottoman Constantinople from 1493 to 1530; second, an interdisciplinary 
study of the movement of Torah scrolls between Jewish and Christian 
communities. 

Despite his relatively short research experience, the author has made a significant 
impact on the academic landscape. He has successfully established the concept of 
intellectual integration through his masterful connection between ancient and 
modern Jewish heritage, a link often lacking in religious studies. His study of the 
Torah scrolls, which have been the subject of numerous works, analyses, and 
interpretations, particularly caught my attention. The researcher's distinctive 
approach seeks to extract from the Torah scrolls the profound contributions of 
different Jewish generations in shaping Jewish history and culture. 

The book consists of an introduction and six chapters. The introduction includes 
a general survey of the world of Jewish books. In the first chapter, the author 
discusses medieval books in North Africa during the early modern period. The 
second chapter is dedicated to scribes, artists, and patrons of handwritten books. 
The third chapter delves into the lives of Maghrebi Jews in European printing 
houses. The fourth chapter focuses on Elia Benamozegh and the modern 
Maghrebi Jewish book. The fifth chapter discusses the landscapes of print in the 
nineteenth-century Maghreb. The sixth chapter addresses early modern and 
modern Maghrebi Jewish libraries. The author, one of the young Jewish writers 
who have ventured into historical studies of Jewish communities in North Africa, 
acknowledges his influence from the charming writings of the Ukrainian-Israeli 
scholar Haim Zeev Hirschberg (1903–1976), who authored a massive, 
remarkable, and informative work on the history of Jews in North Africa from 
antiquity to the sixteenth century. 

The book explores the social, political, economic, and spiritual life of Jewish 
communities during different periods and their interactions with Greco-Roman, 
Islamic, and North African communities in later eras. It also examines societal 
structures and how these communities welcomed Jews arriving from Spain and 
Portugal. The author draws upon Haim Zeev Hirschberg's important academic and 
historical work, which includes maps and appendices, as a primary factor in 
producing this engaging research. 

This book reveals the Jewish presence in Algeria, which provided a conducive 
environment for Jews and facilitated the flourishing of authorship among the 
Jewish elite due to the religious tolerance that characterized Algeria from the 
Ottoman era and before, extending into later periods. 

This book covers the periods generally known as the "Early Modern Era" and the 
"Modern Era," beginning in the sixteenth century but focusing on the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, and concluding at the start of the twentieth century (p. 
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10). The author argues that this period was marked by significant transformation 
in Jewish society; however, this has not reached a consensus among historians 
because of differing intellectual backgrounds. 

In his book, the author emphasizes manuscripts and ancient books, noting that 
manuscripts possess a historical credibility that makes them the most reliable 
source for understanding social, intellectual, and other aspects of life. They offer 
a far more comprehensive overview than printed books. 

The book also provides a thorough historical overview of Jewish life in its 
intellectual, poetic, and literary aspects. In this context, the author highlights some 
remarkable literary works attributed to Jewish writers in Algeria, Tunisia, and 
Morocco, as well as to Jewish authors in general. He particularly emphasizes 
Benamozegh's collaborative work with two pioneers of Judeo-Arabic publishing: 
Tunisian Eli'ezer Farhi (1851–1930) and Iraqi-Algerian Shalom Bekache 
(Bekhash, 1848–1927) (p. 108). 

This book represents an important historical resource for researchers studying the 
history of Jews and Jewish thought in North Africa, especially in the region later 
known as the 'Maghreb region,' which has been marked by a Jewish presence and 
existence more than any other region in the world due to historical reasons, 
including the early contact and coexistence between Jews and Arab and Islamic 
communities during the Andalusian period and the subsequent periods. 

For the sake of sharing experiences, it is essential to include Gabriel Abensour's 
review of this important book on Jewish literature in North Africa. This review 
aligns with the conclusions I reached through my analysis of the book's content. 
According to Abensour, the book's most significant contribution to Jewish studies 
lies in its commitment to the material life of books produced in North Africa 
during the early modern and modern periods. Rather than centering on a handful 
of prominent figures or canonical texts, Sienna turns his attention to the books 
themselves. 

Gabriel Abensour argues that Sienna's contribution lies not only in what he 
uncovers but also in the interpretive space he opens. By establishing a coherent 
social history of the Jewish book in North Africa, he allows for a clearer 
understanding of other forms of textual presence. 

In another book titled "Making Jewish Books in North Africa," Noam Sienna 
clarifies Jewish books in the historical period from 1700 to 1900. This book 
includes a detailed presentation of these works. Sienna focuses on how North 
African Jews were involved in the making of books in both manuscript and print, 
both in North Africa and abroad, demonstrating that book-making was a primary 
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link between Jewish communities in North Africa and their coreligionists in 
Europe and the Ottoman Empire.  

One of the most important strengths of this book is its diverse index of sources, 
making it a rich scientific and historical document. Another significant strength is 
the accurate historical analysis, employing an objective methodology that relies 
on strong arguments, objectivity in addressing various issues, and high scientific 
integrity. 

Finally, I would like to mention that this book intersects in some ways with my 
own work, "The Jews of Algeria in Contemporary Jewish Writings," in which I 
examined the research conducted by Benjamin Stora, particularly his book "The 
Three Exiles," which provides an anthropological and socio-historical overview 
of the Jewish community in Algeria from the Ottoman period to the French 
colonial era. 

Research	Africa	
	
Copyright	©	2026	by	Research	Africa,	(research_africa-editor@duke.edu),	all	rights	reserved.	RA	allows	for	
copy	and	redistribution	of	the	material	in	any	medium	or	format,	provided	that	full	and	accurate	credit	is	
given	to	the	author,	the	date	of	publication,	and	the	location	of	the	review	on	the	RA	website.	You	may	not	
distribute	 the	 modified	 material.	 RA	 reserves	 the	 right	 to	 withdraw	 permission	 for	 republication	 of	
individual	reviews	at	any	time	and	for	any	specific	case.	For	any	other	proposed	uses,	contact	RA’s	Editor-
in-Chief.	 The	 opinions	 represented	 in	 the	 reviews	 and	 published	 on	 the	 RA	 Reviews	 website	 are	 not	
necessarily	those	held	by	RA	and	its	Review	editorial	team.	
	
ISSN	2575-6990.	
 


