Coping with Christian Pictorial Sources:
What Did Jewish Miniaturists Not Paint?
By Katrin Kogman-Appel
When Jewish miniaturists of the thirteenth century began to adorn manuscripts
with narrative depictions, they turned to Christian pictorial sources for models
and ideas. Those contacts were made possible by the establishment of urban lay
workshops during that period in the towns of Europe. In their basic iconography
and compositional outline Jewish narrative cycles often reveal much similarity to
Christian parallels, and the character of specific models has been dealt with in
previous research. 1 This is especially true for the continuous biblical cycles that
were created by Catalan Jewish illuminators of the fourteenth century for the
adornment of manuscripts of the Passover Haggadah. However, Ashkenazi bib
lical iconography is also characterized by various degrees of closeness to Christian
pictorial sources. The examination of the cycles reveals a great variety of pictorial
models from different areas and periods. The Catalan cycles, for example, use
Spanish sources only to a very small extent, whereas ltalian and French models
play a major role. 2 The same is true of Ashkenazi examples of Old Testament
iconography, which reveal very little relationship to contemporary German Old
Testament cycles and rely instead on more remote sources. 3
The biblical cycles of illuminated Hebrew manuscripts had then to be translated
into a Jewish pictorial language. One way to deal with this translation was the
interpolation of iconographic elements inspired by rabbinic biblical commentary,
interwoven with the basic compositions borrowed from Christian models.

A short version of this paper was presented at the annual conference of the College Art Association
on February 11, 1999, in Los Angeles. 1 wish to thank Harvey Stahl, the chair of the session on medieval
art, for his comments. 1 am grateful to Daniel Lasker for his numerous comments and suggestions
concerning the polemical texts. Catherine Logan is to be thanked for editing the English version of the
text. This article is part of a project on biblical cycles in Hebrew illuminated manuscripts, supported
by the Israeli Science Foundation, founded by the Israeli Academy of Sciences and Humanities.
For exarnple, in Bezalel Narkiss, The Golden Haggadah: A Fourteenth Century llluminated He
brew Manuscript in the British Museum. Facsimile and lntroduction (London, 1970); and Gabrielle
Sed-Rajna, The Hebrew Bible in Medieval llluminated Manuscripts, trans. Josephine Bacon (New
I

York, 1987).
2 Katrin Kogman-Appel, "Die Modelle des Exoduszyklus der Goldenen Haggada (London, British
Library, Add. 27210)," in Clemens Thoma et al., eds.,Judentum-Ausblicke und Einsichten: Festgabe
für Kurt Schubert zum siebzigsten Geburtstag (Frankfurt am Main, 1993), pp. 269-300; eadem, "Der
Exoduszyklus der Sarajevo-Haggada: Bemerkungen zur Arbeitsweise spätrnittelalterlicher jüdischer
llluminatoren und ihrem Umgang mit Vorlagen," Gesta 35/2 (1996), 111-27; and eadem, "The Picture
Cycles of the Rylands Haggadah and the So-Called Brother Haggadah and Their Relation to the
Western Tradition of Old Testament Illustration," Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library 79/
2 (1997), 3-20.
3 See, for example, Katrin Kogrnan-Appel, Die zweite Nürnberger und die Jehuda Haggada: Jüdische
Illuminatoren zwischen Tradition und Fortschritt (Frankfurt am Main, 1999), pp. 127-221.
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1. Morgan Picture Bible. New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M.638, fol. 1v
(France, c. 1250). From top left: the creation of the world, the creation of creatures
and of man, the creation of Eve, Adam and Eve eating the forbidden fruit.
(All photographs reproduced by perrnission.)
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2. Sarajevo Haggadah, fol. 1 v. Sarajevo, National Museum
(Catalonia, c. 1350). From top right: primordial chaos,
the creation of light, the creation of the firmament,

the creation of vegetation.
(From Cecil Roth, The Sarajevo Haggadah [Beigrade, 1968])

3. London, British Library, MS Or. 2884, fol. 1v (Catalonia, c. 1350; detail).
Creation of Adam.
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4. Golden Haggadah. London, British Library, MS Add. 27210, fol. 3r
(Catalonia, c. 1320). From top right: Noah's nakedness, the Tower of Babel,
Abraham thrown into the fiery furnace, and Abraham's hospitality.
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meet him. Verses 18-20 state: "Then the king of Salem, Melchizedek, brought
bread and wine. He was the priest of God most high, and he pronounced his
blessing on Abram ...and he gave him the tithe of all.,, The figure of Melchizedek,
the priest bringing bread and wine before Abraham, grew into a major represen
tation of Christian priesthood, and the event as such became a type of the Eucha
rist. Thus the fifth-century mosaic in the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in
Rome61 (Fig. 5) emphasizes the figure of Melchizedek and places the scene with
him next to the altar area of the church in order to underline its significance in
the context of the Eucharist. In later medieval art the imagery became more and
more typological (Figs.6 and 7).Melchizedek's identification as the prototype of
the Christian priest was expressed by early Fathers,62 and as a consequence the
Jewish commentators of the talmudic period abandoned and ignored the figure of
Melchizedek, who in earlier sources was still identified with the figure of Shem, a
prominent prototype of Jewish scholarship.63 In the polemic texts of the Middle
Ages, the identification of Melchizedek as the prototype of Christian priesthood
was brought up again. Both the Sefer Joseph haMeqane and Sefer Nitzahon Ya
shan deal with the Christian argument that the meeting between Melchizedek and
Abraham is to be understood as a prefiguration of the Eucharist. Joseph Official
states, "A monk asked Rabbi Joseph: 'and Melchizedek brought forth bread and
wine (Gen. 14.18)....' Why did he bring bread and wine before anything eise?
And he told him that this refers to the sacrament of bread and wine. I told him:
who was the priest and who gave the tithe to whom? He said: Melchizedek was
the priest and Abraham gave him the tithe of all. l told him: Where do we find
Melchizedek's priesthood? We do not learn about his service anywhere, but Abra
ham was a priest, as it is written in the Psalm: 'The Lord said to rny Lord, Sit at
my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool' (Ps. 110.1).This refers
to Amraphel and his friends;64 there it says: you are a priest of the most high God,
following Melchizedek: 'you are a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek'
{Ps. 110.4 ) and we found that he offered offerings-according to the account on
Mount Moriah-the ram and a number of offerings he offered and therefore the
king of Salem brought forth bread and wine in order to give him the tenth of the
bread and the wine."6S
The author of Sefer Nitzahon Yashan argues differently: " 'Melchizedek king
61 Heinrich Karpp, Die frühchristlichen und mittelalterlichen Mosaiken von Santa Maria Maggiore
(Baden-Baden, 1966); and Beat Brent, Die frühchristlichen Mosaike in Santa Maria Maggiore (Wies
baden, 1976).
62 lt goes back to Heb. 7.1-3 and appears later, for example, in Augustine, De civitate Dei 16.22,
ed. Bernhard Dombart and Alfons Kalb, Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina, 48 (Turnhout, 1955),
p. 524, or Cyprian, Epistulae 63.4, ed. G. F. Diercks, Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina, 3C (Turn
hout, 1996), pp. 392-94.
63 Targum Pseudojonathan on Gen. 14.18; Babylonian Talmud Nedarim 32b. Marcel Simon has
demonstrated this process; see "Melchisedech dans Ja polemique entre Juifs et Chretiens et dans la
legende," Revue d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses (1937), pp. 58-93, repr. in Marcel Simon,
Recherches d'histoire judeo-chretien, Etudes Juives 6 (Paris, 1962), pp. 101-26.
64 Following the interpretations in the Babylonian Talmud Nedarim 32b and Midrash on Ps. 101.1
(Rashi and Ibn Ezra); see Rosenthal's edition of Sefer Joseph haMeqane (see above, n. 21), p. 40, n. 3.
65 Sefer Joseph haMeqane, pp. 39-40, my translation.
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5. Santa Maria Maggiore, Rom, c. 432–35, Nave Mosaic,
Melchizedek meeting Abraham (Photograph: Alinari/Art Resource,
New York.)
of Salem brought forth bread and wine, and he was the priest of the most high God (Gen.
14.18).' The heretics say that this refers to Jesus: the bread refers to his body and the wine to
his spilled blood. His body, moreover, was, as it were, eaten up and tormented. Therefore,
they ask what Melchizedek hinted to Abraham by giving him bread and wine. The answer
is that he hinted to him that his children would eventually sacrifice libations and meal
offerings. " 66
Jewish scholars and, through their writings, Jewish miniaturists were therefore weil
aware of the meaning of Melchizedek's story in Christianity. Thus the scene, well known
from various Christian pictorial sources, was not adopted by Jewish artists. lt was too
heavily loaded with Christological meaning and, given the rab66

Sefer Nitzahon Yashan (see above, n. 22), p. 46, trans. Berger.
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6. Morgan Picture Bible. New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M.638, fol. 3v
(France, c. 1250). Abraham and Melchizedek.
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7. Klosterneuburg, Abbey Church, Altarpiece by Nicholas of Verdun
(1180; detail). Melchizedek.

bis' lack of interest in the figure, could not have easily been translated into a Jewish
pictorial language.
Abraham and Isaac
Abraham receiving the three angels and bowing down before them was a pop
ular theme in Christian art and bears a clear allusion to the Trinity.67 Jewish po
lemicists were aware of the Christian interpretation,68 and it was discussed by
Joseph Kimhi in Sefer haBrit: "The heretic said: I shall show you the trinity that
we believe in, in the book of Moses, and you will be unable to refute it. After
Abraham was being circumcised and the Lord appeared before him, as it is written:
'The Lord appeared to him by the Terebinths of Mamre, as he was sitting at the
opening of his tent in the hea� of the day. He looked up and saw three men' (Gen.
For examplc, Ambrose, De Abraham 1, PL 14:435.
"Explicidy rcported in Milhamot haShem (sec above, n. 18), p. 46.
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8. Morgan Picture Bible. New York, Pierpont Morgan Llbrary, MS M.638, fol. 3r
(France, c. 1250). Bottom left: Isaac carrying wood to Mount Moriah
and the binding of Isaac.
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9. Sarajevo Haggadah, fol. 7v. Sarajevo, National Museum
(Catalonia, c. 1350). Top: Lot and his daughters flee
Sodom, as his wife is turned into a pillar of salt.
Bottom: Isaac and Abraham on the way to Mount
Moriah and the binding of Isaac.
(From Cecil Roth, The Sarajevo Haggadah [Beigrade, 1968].)
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10. Prayer Book. Wrodaw, University Library, MS Or. 1, 1, fol. 46v
(Germany, c. 1290; detail). Binding of Isaac.
of Abraham and Melchizedek, it could not be omitted because of its crucial im
portance in typology (although, exceptionally, the illuminator of Or. 2884 indeed
did omit it). Jewish depictions of the binding of Isaac were numerous, and many
of them have been analyzed in a study by Joseph Gutmann. 75
In spite of the major importance of this scene in Christianity, there are hardly
any pictorial elements that speak a clear typological language. The iconography
of the sacrifice of Abraham usually follows a very traditional scheme: Isaac on an
altar, frequently kneeling, his hands bound; Abraham holding down the youth's
head, raising in his right arm a sword held back by an angeL The angel reaches
out from the sky, and his other arm points at the ram stuck in the branches of a
tree (for example, in the Morgan Picture Bible, Fig. 8). Visually there are no al
lusions to the Crucifixion, although this is a major theme in typology, as numerous
texts document. 76 In typological prograrns the binding of Isaac is often juxtaposed
15
Joseph Gutmann, "The Sacrifice of Isaac in Medieval Jewish Art," Artibus et historiae 8 (1987),
67-89.
7
' For example, Ambrose, De Abraham 1, PL 14:446; for more sources see Heide Lenzen and Helmut
Buschhausen, "Ein neues Reichsportatile des 12. Jahrhunderts," Wiener Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte
20 (1965), 21-73.
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11. Golden Haggadah. London, British Library, MS Add. 27210, fol. 4v
(Catalonia, c. 1320). From top right: Lot escaping from Sodom,
the binding of Isaac, Isaac blessing Jacob, and Jacob's dream.
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12. Yahuda Haggadah. Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/50, fol. 30v
(Germany, c. 1465). Top right: Isaac returning from Paradise.
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13. London, British Library, MS Or. 2884, fol. Sv (Catalonia, c. 1350).
Top: Jacob increasing the flocks. Bottom: Jacob wrestling with an angel.
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14. Golden Haggadah. London, British Library, MS Add. 27210, fol. 6v
(Catalonia, c. 1320). From top right: Joseph thrown into the pit,
Joseph sold to the Ismaelites, Jacob mourning, Joseph being seduced by
Potiphar's wife, and Joseph interpreting the dreams of the butler and the baker.
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15. Yahuda Haggadah. Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/50, fol. 35v
(Germany, c. 1465). Joseph interpreting dreams.
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16. Vienna Genesis. Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek,
Cod. theol. gr. 31, p. 45 (Byzantium, sixth century; detail).
Jacob blessing Ephraim and Manasse.
head even though he is standing to my left. 1 did not, therefore, do it with the
intention of making a cross. " 102 Given that interpretation, it was not necessary
for Jewish anists to omit the crossing of the arms, much less the entire scene, but
it was clear that miniaturists should not focus on the motif.
lt should be mentioned here that in the Padua Bible produced in northern Italy
around 1400 (Fig. 19),103 Jacob is shown in bed as the text has it; however, he
makes an extreme effort to turn his upper body toward the grandsons and the
spectator. In this position, the crossed arms could be as clearly emphasized as in
the other parallels. The Padua Bible belongs to the group of works of an 104 that
seem to have had the strongest impact on the Sephardi cycles. In addition, it is
the one work of art in which the most parallels to the Sephardi cycles, especially
that of the Golden Haggadah and Or. 2884, can be found.

Moses
The Book of Exodus also has many openings for typological interpretation.
Christian pictorial cycles very often include a depiction of Moses' birth, reponed
in Exod. 2.2. Since this scene parallels the birth of Christ, although based primarily
on visual associations, it became a prominent opening scene of Christian Exodus
cycles. 105 lt appears in none of the surviving Jewish ones; instead the cycles start
with various other episodes from the story of Moses.
Sefer Nitzahon Yashan, pp. 59-60 , trans. Berger.
See above, n. 86.
104
As to the iconographic sources of the Padua Bibles, see Susan Arensberg-MacMillan , "ThePadua
ßible and ehe Lace Medieval Biblical Piccure Book" (Ph.D. diss., Johns Hopkins University, ßaltimore,
1986).
,os For example, in ehe Morgan Piccure Bible (see above, n. 32), fol. 9v. The Exodus pan of ehe
Padua Bible is prescrvcd in London, British Library, MS Add. 15277; sec fol. lv.
1112
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Aus rechtlichen Gründen steht diese Abbildung nicht im
Open Access zur Verfügung

17. Golden Haggadah. London, British Library, MS Add. 27210, fol. Sv
(Catalonia, c. 1320). From top right: Jacob before Pharaoh,
Jacob blessing Ephraim and Manasse, mourning over Jacob,
and Israelite infants cast into the river.
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18. Morgan Picture Bible. New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M.638, fol. 7r
(France, c. 1250). Top left: Jacob blessing Ephraim and Manasse.
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19. Padua Bible. Rovigo, Ac
cademia dei Concordi, MS
212, fol. 36v (northern Italy, c.
1400; detail). Jacob blessing
Ephraim and Manasse. (From
Gianfranco Folena and Gian
Lorenzo Mellini, Bibbia isto
riata padovana della fine del
trecento [Venice, 1962], pi. 72.)
A major keystone of typological interpretation was the striking of the doorposts
of the Israelite houses with the blood of the Passover lamb (Exod. 12.22). Ac
cording to Christian interpretation, the blood was applied in the shape of a T.
Ezod. 9.4 reads: "And the Lord said to him, Go through the midst of the city,
through the midst of Jerusalem, and set a 'taw' 1 06 on the forehead of the rnen that
groan and cry for all the aborninations practiced there."
The context is a vision about the punishment of Jerusalem for its sins. The
righteous, signed with the Hebrew letter taw-the form of which in biblical times
recalled a cross shape-were to be saved. Jerome refers to the letter taw as sig
num. 101 In Greek it is understood as tau and in Latin as t. Because of the cross
shape of t, Tertullian, for example, understood it as a cross. 108 Tue chosen people,
whose firstborns were not to be killed, becarne those who believed in the cross.
This was visualized, for example, in the Klosterneuburg altarpiece (Fig. 20). Since
this is one of the basic events in the Exodus story, on which the Haggadah focuses,
this scene was not necessarily omitted as such. lt was rendered following the text,
as in the Second Nuremberg (fol. 17v) and the Yahuda (Fig. 21) Haggadot, and
1

°'

The King James Version reads "mark" herc, whilc The Oxford Study Bible (Oxford, 1992) reads
"cross."
107 Q
uaestiones Hebraicae in Librum Regum 3, PL 23:1366.
10• A
dversus Marcionem 3.22.6, ed. Eligius Deklcers et al., Corpus Christ ianorum, Series Latina, 1
(Turnhout, 1954), p. 539.
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20. Klosterneuburg, Abbey Church, Altarpiece by Nicholas of Verdun
(1180; detail). Striking of doorposts with blood.

in some cases enriched by midrashic insertions, as in the Rylands Haggadah (Man
chester, John Rylands University Library, MS heb. 6, Fig. 22) and a closely related
Haggadah in London (British Library, MS Or. 1404, fol. 7v). 109 The latter two
manuscripts were produced in Catalonia in the fourteenth century, and their cycles
contain Exodus scenes only. The Golden Haggadah, Or. 2884, and the Sarajevo
Haggadah omit the event. Sefer Nitzahon Yashan clarifies the Jewish point of view:
" 'And apply [the blood] to the lintel and to the two doorposts' (Ex. 12.22). They
say that the blood in these three places formed a cross and that is why they were
saved. The answer is that this is not the meaning. What God meant, rather, was
that he would judge the Jews innocent when he would see the three dabs of blood
on the entrance, for they symbolize the blood of Abraham's circumcision, of the
binding of Isaac when Abraham was willing to slaughter his son and of the paschal
lamb. Indeed, it is these three types of blood that are also referred to in the verse,
'and I saw you polluted in your blood'-one-'and I said to you, in your blood,

°' Kogman-Appel, "Rylands Haggadah" (see above, n. 2).

1
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21. Yahuda Haggadah. Jerusalem, Israel Museum, MS 180/50, fol. 16v
(Germany, c. 1465). Striking of doorposts with blood.
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22. Rylands Haggadah. Manchester, John Rylands University Library,
MS heb. 6, fol. 19v (Catalonia, c. 1350).
Striking of doorposts with blood and preparations for Passover.
live!'-two-'and I said to you, in your blood, live!'-three (Ez. 16.6). 'And
apply .. : lt was because God knew that people would err by following the cross
that he did not command that blood be placed on the threshold. Thus, he omitted
the fourth corner, so that there would be no cross here and no crucifi:xion." 110
The Fathers frequendy explained the parallels between the crossing of the Red
Sea and baptism, whether Christ's baptism in the river Jordan by John the Baptist
or the Christian sacrament in general. 111 Typological programs, therefore, fre
quently juxtapose the two scenes, as, for example, in the Klosterneuburg altar110

Sefer Nitzahon Yashan, p. 64, trans. Berger.
See 1 Cor. 10.1; Augustine, Sermo 213.8, PL 38:1064-65; Quodvultdeus, De cataclysmo 3, ed.
R. Bra un, Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina, 60 (Turnhout, 1976), p. 409; and Ambrose, De
sacramentis 1.21-22, PL 16:442.
111

