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Rabbi Harry B revis and the Creation of Hebrew Braille  –   

in His O wn Words  

 

Excerpts from :  Brevis, Harry J. “The Story of Hebrew Braille.” American Jewish 

Archives Journal , vol. XXI, no. 2 (November 1969), pp. 105 –113. Published by the 

American Jewish Archives on the Cincinnati campus of the Hebrew Union 

College –  Jewish Institute of Religion   

 

Harry Brevis found out in 1923 that he was going to lose his sight.   

“In 1923, the consensus among my doctors was that I had inherited an eye 

condition through my mother, who, though unaffected by it herself, nevertheless 

transmitted it to me from her father, Rabbi Zeev Wahl, of Mogilev, White Russia. 

My grandfather had lost  his sight at the age of sixty. This condition of mine was 

severely aggravated by my having fallen victim, on three separate occasions, to 

the Spanish Flu epidemic of 19 I 7 -1 9 I 9.” 

“When I came home from the last visit to my Philadelphia eye doctor in 1925, I 

gave my parents a brief report and retired to my room. It was nearly midnight , but 

I didn't switch on the lights. I took a book off a shelf and sat down at my desk. I 

clasped it to my breast. It was destined to remain a closed book to me forever. It 

was a searing experience. I was twenty -five and had been practicing law for two 

year s. I decided to leave the law and become a rabbi. ” 
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Harry learned to read English braille after going blind, but found that there was 

no Hebrew braille that met his needs.   

“After learning English Braille, I proceeded to inquire about the existence of books 

in Hebrew Braille. To my amazement, I found that there were only two schools 

throughout the whole world where Hebrew Braille was taught to children on an 

organized basis -  the Jewish Institute for the Blind in Jerusalem and the Blinden  

institut in Vienna. From these two schools I learned that the only available texts 

in Hebrew Braille were prayer books and readers on a very elementary level …. In 

sheer desperation, I determined to create my own code more suitable to my 

needs as a rabbinic student. ” 

Without his sight, and without Hebrew braille as an option, Rabbinic school was 

challenging.  

“I used [the same method to learn and take notes that I had used in college and 

found it worked for  history, Bible, ethics, and literature. Talmud, however, was 

quite another story. Professor Hayyim Chernowitz, a talmudic scholar of 

international renown, loved to lecture on the juridical, ethical, and historic 

currents of the mishnaic and amoraic period s and the differences he discerned 

between them. But he always came back to the word or phrase he was trying to 

elucidate. It was evident that, in the face of such complexity, I would have to have 

the text before me in order to be able to follow his subtle  reasoning. It became 

apparent that I would have to transcribe the text into Braille. ” 

Harry worked on honing his Hebrew braille system, and finally created a 

workable approach.  

“Within six months, I developed a code adequate to my needs. In the next two 

years, I made several additional modifications as a result of my work with a group 

of sightless high school children to whom I taught Hebrew and Bible. By that time 

I had smoothed out most of the difficulties, and I began to regard the code as a 

workable Hebrew Braille system. ” 

The Jewish Braille Institute of America (now called JBI Library) organized a group 

to identify a unified embossed (raised dot) Hebrew code.   

“In 1930 , the Jewish Braille Institute of America, organized for the promulgation of 

education among the Jewish blind in this country, brought to the attention of the 
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Synagogue Council of America the need for the adoption of a single Braille code 

for the use of sightless people, both here and abroad, interested in reading and 

writing Hebrew. The Synagogue Council undertook to create a worldwide 

committee for the specifi c purpose of adopting a unified embossed code to be 

used by sightless people throughout the world. Leopold Dubov, executive director 

of the J. B. I. A., was appointed secretary of this committee, and I was named 

chairman.  

Since distances prevented the committee from convening, its business was 

transacted by transoceanic mail. Literally hundreds of letters were exchanged 

among the several members of the committee as we examined the five Hebrew 

Braille codes previously mentio ned, plus the one I had developed in the preceding 

three years. In 1931, after careful deliberation, the committee unanimously agreed 

to approve and sponsor my code as the one most suitable for inter national  use. It 

was decided that it be called the International Hebrew Braille Code. ” 

Rabbi Brevis  was honored for his work in ensuring that blind Jews are able to fully 

access Jewish text and life.   

“Although the sightless constitute but a tiny part of American Jewry, the Jewish 

community has nevertheless taken note of the developments in this field. The 

New York Board of Rabbis in 1958, and the Jewish Braille Institute of America in 

1967, presented to  me testimonial scrolls expressing appreciation for my activities. 

In 1959, Dr. Nelson Glueck, president of the Hebrew Union College -  Jewish 

Institute of Religion, in conferring on me the honorary degree of Doctor of Divinity, 

said in his citation: "Creat ive scholar whose development of a Hebrew Braille 

Code brings the light of Jewish learning to the sightless. his work will endure for 

generations to come."  

Epilogue  

The Jewish Braille Institute of America still exists today, under the new name of 

JBI Library.   They, along with other organizations that serve the blind, continue to 

use Rabbi Harry Brevis’s Hebrew braille for prayerbooks, Torah, Talmud, and other 

materi als.  In addition, they produce audio and large print to meet the needs of 

the larger low vision and print disabled community.  You can learn more about 

their work at https://jbilibrary.org/   

https://jbilibrary.org/
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https://jbilibrary.org/                                            212-545-8025 
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