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In 1272 a Jewish illuminator, probably a man known as Shemaya Hatsarfati (Shemaya the French)
designed a peculiar image of the hanging of Haman and his sons (Fig. 262). The book of Esther {7:10)
first reports the hanging of Haman on the gallows that had been prepared for Mordechai, and some
verses later the execution of his ten sons (Esther 9:13-14). The image appears in the Worms Mah-
zor (Jerusalem, Jewish National and University Library, Ms. 49781/1), produced, scholars believe,
in Franconia, probably in Wiirzburg.! Rather than showing Haman hanged on a gallows, as he is
commonly represented in Christian art of the period,? the designer of the Worms Mahzor image
chose to rely on another pictorial source. The stylized tree with its branches forming medallions
in which the hanging men are depicted evokes an immediate association with the imagery of the
Tree of Jesse, a theme that had become increasingly popular in Christian art since the early twelfth
century. An example of particularly similar design to that of the Worms Mahzor is found in an An-
tiphonary, probably from Silesia, from the late thirteenth century (Fig. 263).3

The Hebrew text in Esther 5:14 reads ets, meaning “wood,” or “tree,” but also “gallows.” The
fact that the ets had to be set up suggests a gallows rather than a growing tree; however, the text
per se does not entirely exclude the hanging of Haman on a tree. In fact, medieval Jewish visual
renderings of the story prefer to show Haman hanged on a tree. A similar tree motif was used at
some time before 1293 in another southern German Mahzor (Fig. 264), now split between Dresden
(Sichsische Landesbibliothek, Ms. A 46 a) and Wroclav (University Library, Or. I, 1}. The Haman
illustration appears in the Dresden volume. Here the tree motif recalls the Tree of Jesse more re-
motely; the design of medallions was replaced by stylized branches before a colored background.
It is the overall composition with the mandorla-like frame for Haman that still creates a strong as-
sociation with the Tree of Jesse. The image is, however, also reminiscent of Christian depictions
of the Tree of Life. A particular resemblance can be observed to an image in the Gradual of Gisela
of Kerssenbruck (Osnabriick, Bistum, Di6ézesanarchiv, Ms. 101; Fig. 265), produced in 1300, prob-
ably in Westphalia. Although slightly later, this image makes it quite clear what kind of models
influenced the Jewish Haman pictures in compositional type and the design of the branches.* The
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Tree of Life in the Gisela Gradual displays an image of Jesus in the upper branches, musician an-
gels below him, and female and male clerics in the lower branches. The nuns wear the habit of the
Cistercian order. The Dresden image shows a lion and a griffin at the roots of the tree, linking it
not only with the Christian Tree of Life, but also with earlier Jewish and Near Eastern traditions
of the same motif.

Earlier versions of Haman hanged on a tree can be found in the so-called Laud Mahzor in Ox-
ford, dated c. 1250-60,° and in the Kalonymus Bible of 1238, now in Wroclav,® both from south-
ern Germany. The Kalonymus depiction is the earliest extant Jewish rendering of the hanging of
Haman. Both images create associations with the Tree of Life rather than with the Tree of Jesse.
The medallions, a typical feature of the design of the Tree of Jesse, are omitted in these examples.
This latter version was followed in the Leipzig Mahzor (Leipzig, Universitiatsbibliothek, V 1102/
I-1I; Fig. 266) of c. 1310, probably also from Franconia; in the de Castro Pentateuch in Jerusalem,’
of 1344, from southern Germany; and the Hammelburg Mahzor (Darmstadt, Hessische Landes-und
Hochschulbibliothek, cod. Or. 13; Fig. 267), also from Franconia, dated 1348.8 In all of the prayer
books the image occupies the outer margin of a page that contains the end of the poem “Asapra el
choq,” one of the liturgical poems for the Purim holiday.” The line “and they hanged Haman” ap-
pears toward the end of the text. In the biblical manuscripts, the images illustrate the book of Es-
ther. All of these latter examples display a recurring scheme: Haman, hanged on top of the tree,
often appears slightly larger than his sons, who are hanged on the lower branches. The trees are
large, and dominate the margins with their lively colors.

What we have here, then, is a distinct local, southern German, Jewish iconographic tradition
traceable to between 1238 and 1348. In 1272 we find the variant suggesting the Tree of Jesse, but
this did not become a widespread model; however, it had some influence on the Dresden-Wroclaw
Mahzor, produced before 1293. The specific relation to the Jesse theme is thus a phenomenon of
the two last decades of the thirteenth century.1?

The Jewish imagery described above takes up the Christian motifs of the Tree of Jesse and the
closely related Tree of Life and translates them to represent a sobering, large tree of evil and death,
thus inverting some of Christianity’s most sanctified images. In the following essay I shall exam-
ine the Jewish Haman images in relation to the Christian pictorial traditions of the Tree of Life
and the Tree of Jesse. Not only did the Jewish miniaturists borrow a Christian model, but they
were aware of its implications and were creative in transferring it into an image with a distinct
polemical message. Borrowing from Christian pictorial sources was a common procedure among
Jewish illuminators,!! and it has been suggested that the beginning of Jewish manuscript painting
in the thirteenth century was indebted to the development of urban workshops at that time, and
that it was there that Jewish artists acquired artistic skills and painting techniques.!?

The following essay, however, goes beyond the mere question of borrowings from Christian
art and the use of models. It shows that models were not only copied and borrowed, but that their
meaning was known and understood and could be translated and polemically utilized from one
culture to another. I shall first give a short overview of the theological and artistic background of
the Christian tree motifs, their theological values and messages that are translated and inverted in
the renderings of Haman’s hanging. My discussion goes on to Jewish interpretations of the Haman
story, and their polemical applications against the historical background of Crusade-related and
post-Crusade anti-Jewish persecution and violence.
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The Tree of Life and the Tree of Jesse

References to the Tree of Life and the Tree of Jesse are abundant in Christian thought and art; only
a brief summary need be given here. When the notion of the Tree of Life entered Christianity the
way to associations with the cross was a short one. In the second century Justin Martyr linked the
Tree of Life with the Crucified,!? and in the sixth-century Syrian Book of the Cave of Treasures
the Tree of Life is described as a type of the cross of salvation, which is the true Tree of Life.!4 In
the Middle Ages this theme was further developed by numerous theologians, among them Hono-
rius of Autun in the early twelfth century.!®> According to the medieval Legend of the Cross, the
cross was made of the wood of the Tree of Life.l6 The motif is also well known in medieval Ger-
man literature. Around 850 Otfried of Weissenburg described the cross as a tree.!” In Wolfram von
Eschenbach’s Wartburgkrieg from the 1230s an edel boum is used as a symbol of the vrone kriuze
breit.!8

In German art of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the motif of the Tree of Life in associa-
tion with the cross appears in a great variety of visual renderings. An example is an image in a
twelfth-century Missal, now in the Library of the Miinster in Ménchen-Gladbach (Ms. 1), where
the cross-tree grows out of Adam’s head (Fig. 268).!1° A more stylized tree figures in a late thir-
teenth-century Gradual from Regensburg (New York, Breslauer Collection, nos. 35-36).20

The iconography of the Tree of Jesse?! began to appear in the West?? during the late eleventh
century. As Margot Fassler has recently shown, it is rooted in liturgy, in particular a sermon and
chants for the feast of the Nativity of Mary by Fulbert of Chartres (t 1028).2 An early example of
the theme in fully developed form is a window in Saint-Denis dated 1144,24 followed by a similar
one a few years afterwards at Chartres (Fig. 269).25 Approximately contemporary with the French
windows, or slightly later, the subject appears in a wall painting in the Westwerk at Sankt Michael
in Hildesheim.26

Renderings of the Tree of Jesse usually show a tree growing out of the chest of Jesse, who is
reclining at the base of the composition (Figs. 263, 269). Some examples represent a bust or head
of Jesse (or Boaz} instead of the reclining figure.?” The branches of the tree form stylized medal-
lions populated by Old Testament kings, in particular David and Solomon, the Prophets, and Mary;
a Christ of the Majestas type is in the top medallion. Most examples focus on Christ; some, how-
ever, emphasize the figure of Mary in the center of the composition, or place her, together with
the Child, in the top medallion.28 Stressing Jesus’ human genealogy and thus the doctrine of incar-
nation, the Tree of Jesse perhaps owed its popularity in the thirteenth century to the battle against
dualistic heresies, which rejected the orthodox view of Jesus’ human nature.?® The Tree of Jesse
also had typological functions as a sort of visual link between the Old and the New Testaments.
As such it often appeared in Psalters after pictorial cycles of the Life of Christ.30

A variant of particular relevance in our context is a combination of the Tree of Life and the
Tree of Jesse. Based on the identification of the cross as the Tree of Life, these images show the
Crucified on the Tree of Jesse. In general the concepts of the two trees are closely linked in Chris-
tian theology. Bernard of Clairvaux, for instance, describes the Tree of Jesse as the Tree of Life,
“which alone has been reputed worthy to bear the fruit of salvation.”3! Visual renderings of this
version of the Tree of Jesse show its upper branches growing into a vegetal cross carrying the Cru-
cified. An example occurs in the Kremsmiinster Speculum Humanae Salvationis (Kremsmiinster,
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Stiftsbibliothek, no. 243; Fig. 270).32 Another variant shows the Crucified within the top medal-
lion of the Tree of Jesse, as in a miniature from a thirteenth-century Missal, now in the Kestner
Museum in Hannover (Ms. no. 3985; Fig. 271). This variant thus shifts the emphasis from the ge-
nealogical aspect to that of Jesus’ death, possible only if he was indeed incarnated. These types
were especially popular in Germany and significantly less frequent in other countries.33 They are
based on the notion that the Tree of Jesse marks the beginning of salvation and the tree of the cross
its attainment. This relationship between the virga Jesse {Isa. 11:10), the rod that grows from the
root of Jesse, which brought forth the virgo, the virgin Mary, and the virga cruci, based on a link
between the similar-sounding words virga and virgo, was discussed, for example, by Peter Damian
in the eleventh century.34

From the early thirteenth century onward, the tree motif could often convey a polemical anti-
Jewish undertone. An early thirteenth-century miniature from Strasbourg (Karlsruhe, Landesbib-
liothek, St. Peter, perg. 139; Fig. 272), for example, places the crucifixion on the Tree of Life ac-
companied by personifications of synagoga and ecclesia. The motif of the triumphant church
juxtaposed with the defeated synagogue had become increasingly popular by that time. The merg-
ing of the Tree of Life motif with the synagoga-ecclesia theme eventually developed into the
iconography of the so-called Living Cross, not only legitimizing violent persecution of the Jews
and bloodshed, but actually calling for it the Crucified appears on a tree-cross whose right branch
grows into a hand blessing ecclesia, whereas the sword-grasping extension of the left branch pierces
the figure of synagoga. The latter is shown in a particularly derogatory manner, riding a goat, or a
donkey, or some other demonic creature.® The motif of the Living Cross is known only from the
visual arts, but never developed as a literary theme. It appears frequently during the fifteenth cen-
tury; however, it may perhaps go back to the early fourteenth. A wall painting of uncertain date
in the Church of the Holy Spirit in Schigra, Slovakia, displays a version of the theme that may sug-
gest an early development. The church in Schigra is decorated by frescoes from both the early four-
teenth and the early fifteenth centuries. Based on stylistic and iconographic considerations Dénes
Radocsay proposed a date for the Living Cross representation during the first quarter of the four-
teenth century. This may be supported by the fact that the fresco appears to have been overpainted
and was uncovered only during repair work in 1954.3¢ Another wall painting of the Living Cross,
in Koprzywnica, Poland, can be dated to the late fourteenth century,?” and indicates that the theme
was known in eastern Europe before it became current in central Europe after 1400.

Another tree with an explicitly polemical message appeared much earlier, as the tree of good
and the tree of evil in the Liber Floridus of Lambert, written and illuminated in Saint Omer, be-
fore 1120 (Ghent, Bibliotheque de I'Université, cod. 1125; Fig. 273). On the left we find the arbor
bona identified as ecclesia fidelium; growing from it are the twelve virtues shown as women'’s
busts. This tree is lively, fresh, and colorful, and its exuberant branches represent a whole variety
of botanical species. It makes a strong contrast to the monochromatic, dry arbor mala on the right,
identified as synagoga. The branches are of one species only, the barren fig tree, following Matt.
21.18-20, where it stands for those who do not believe in Christ. At its roots “the axe is laid {Matt.
3:10),” ready to cut off the barren growths of nonbelievers. The medallions incorporated into the
dry branches name the vices.38 At approximately the same period, in a treatise about the arbor vir-
tutum and arbor vitiorum, attributed to Conrad of Hirsau, the former is equated with the cross.?
The allegory of the trees of good and evil is based on notions of the biblical tree of knowledge and
original sin versus the Tree of Life, which brings redemption through the new Adam.
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Seen against the background of these Christian traditions, it would appear, then, that thir-
teenth-century Jews created a daring image: a subversion of the Christian Tree of Life and Tree of
Jesse, conveying the theme of crucifixion and salvation, applied to the theme of persecution and
punishment for the persecutor. The Jewish images not only react against the cross-tree theme, but
also against the polemic implications of synagoga-ecclesia, and the trees of good and evil. It can-
not even be entirely excluded that the designers of the later Haman images were probably already
aware of early versions of the Living Cross, one of the most brutal anti-Jewish images in the his-
tory of Christian art. The Jewish miniaturists adopted the Christian trees unmodified. They did
not turn them into dry trees without leaves, which might have transmitted the message of death
and evil still more clearly. This, however, would have obscured the association with the Christian
cross-tree or the Tree of Life. It is as if they wanted to make sure that the association with the
Christian tree motifs would be unambiguous. For the designers of the Jewish images it was the
sign of the Christian cross-tree that had brought persecution and only a victory such as the one re-
ported in the book of Esther could bring salvation. This victory, finally, would be able to bring life
to the Jews—another inversion of the Tree of Life theme. In the Dresden version this is particu-
larly clear insofar as it incorporates the lion and the griffin, elements of the earlier Jewish and Mid-
dle Eastern tradition of the Tree of Life. Through the punishment of Haman the Christian Tree of
salvation has turned into the Jewish Tree of Life.

Haman as Prototype of Anti-Jewish Persecution

The notions of crucifying and hanging are somewhat blurred in late antique and medieval Jewish
texts. Both the Jewish and the Christian traditions sometimes took Haman to have been crucified.
In the Roman world these two methods of execution meant basically the same thing. Being cruci-
fied did not entail being nailed to a cross as the Christian tradition pictures Christ. Rather, it was
understood as being hanged on a gallows—sometimes in the form of a cross—by the limbs instead
of by the neck. The Aramaic word for “to hang” corresponds to the Hebrew word meaning “to cru-
cify” (tselov).%? Since crucifixion, that is, hanging on a cross-form gallows, was the most common
method of execution in the Roman world, both the Septuagint and the Vulgate refer to Haman as
crucified (fussit excelsam arari crucem; Esther 5:17). This would imply that Haman had prepared
a cross for Mordechai, a point that frequently aroused the interest of early Latin fathers.*! This un-
derstanding, however, governs only occasional medieval visual renderings of the Esther story.*?

The Septuagint translation predates Christianity. It was made by Jews, and it was used by Jews
throughout the late antique period. In Timothy Thornton’s words this meant that “for many Jews
Haman would thus be the best-known figure associated with death by crucifixion.” 43 On the other
hand, the wording of the Septuagint and the Vulgate certainly had some influence on how Chris-
tians perceived the Purim holiday, which they soon understood as a festival of mockery of the Cru-
cified.** The fact that in Jewish tradition the hanging of Haman took place at Passover likewise
did not pass without notice.

Ever since the biblical Esther story came into being, in the eyes of Jews Haman was the para-
digm of anti-Judaism. Haman is often identified as Amalekite or a descendant of the Amalekites,
the prototype of Israel’s enemy.*> The defeat and hanging of Haman stood for the messianic vic-
tory over Israel’s enemies. In thirteenth-century Europe the enemy of Israel was Christendom.
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What had begun in late Antiquity as a relationship between two competing cultures had grown
into a majority culture violently persecuting the Jewish minority. Late antique and early medieval
anti-Judaism did not normally call for violence. In the post-Crusade atmosphere of the thirteenth
century, however, anti-Jewish hostility and bloodshed became the rule.4

Scholars are divided as to how Jewish-Christian coexistence deteriorated into extremes of vi-
olence.*” Pauline doctrine reflects two different approaches toward the Jews. The first, as elabo-
rated in the letter to the Romans, expresses disappointment and hope in relation to the Jews’ re-
fusal to convert. The second approach, on the other hand, is one of anxiety and threat, and governs
the letter to the Galatians. During the early Middle Ages it was the first approach that determined
normative church policy toward the Jews, while only radical voices demonized the Jews on the
ground of the letter to the Galatians. Paul’s first approach became normative due to Augustine’s
balancing view, which referred to Judaism as proof of the rightness of Christianity. This function
as witness guaranteed the legitimacy of the Jews’ existence, and for centuries determined their role
within Christian society. Wheréas Gregory the Great in the sixth century still accepted the first
Pauline approach and the doctrine of Augustine, the second Pauline approach began to gain influ-
ence during the early Middle Ages, when the idea of a pure Christian society began to prevail, a
direction taken in the ninth century by Agobard of Lyon, who called for the segregation of the
Jews.*8 Still, Agobard encouraged neither physical violence nor forced baptism.*°

In the subsequent decades Agobard’s notion of a pure Christian society became more and more
influential. Christian rulers became increasingly committed to his ideal; the German emperors
saw themselves as obliged to protect the church and to function as guardians of Christian piety.
Between the eleventh and the thirteenth century the Jews’ constitutional status as citizens changed
into one of personal dependence on rulers. They became “servants of the chamber.”0 The Cru-
sade-related attacks against the Jewish communities of the Rhineland in the early summer of
1096°! were thus not an accidental by-product of the hostility toward Muslim nonbelievers; they
were part of the ideal of a pure Christian society.5? Already in 1010 rumors that Jews were involved
in the destruction of the site of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem by Al-Hakim, caliph of Cairo, had
resulted in several violent outbreaks in France and Germany.>® In 1063 a group of knights on the
way to fight the Muslims in Spain attacked Jewish communities in southern France.>*

By the late thirteenth century, when the Jewish images of Haman’s execution were composed,
religiously motivated violence had become an integral characteristic of Christian society. The pe-
riod from the eleventh to the late thirteenth centuries thus marks the movement from a policy of
limited toleration as a living proof of the rightness of the Christian doctrine to the ideal of a pure
Christian society. This ideal implied that Jews and heretics were to be eliminated either by con-
version or by persecution and expulsion. During the Second Crusade (1146-1148) the massive anti-
Jewish onslaughts called for by preachers such as the monk Ralph in Mainz could still be held back
through the intervention of Bernard of Clairvaux. However, even though Bernard tried to prevent
large-scale violence, his views were crucial for the development of perceptions of Jewish hostility
and suspicions of Jewish blasphemy.%

Petrus Venerabilis went a step further: the elimination of the Jewish communities was legit-
imate, even though he did not recommend it.5¢ Petrus’s approach was innovative in other respects
as well in that his argumentation was based on his knowledge and interpretation of Rabbinic lit-
erature.’” From then on Talmudic Judaism was considered a distortion of biblical Judaism, and
hence medieval Jews were no longer fit to function as a witness in Augustine’s sense. Robert
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Chazan describes this development as a transition from an earlier sense of the Jews as an “abstract
historical enemy” to one that viewed contemporary Jews “as devoured by hatred, poised at every
moment to bring harm on the Christian society.” 38

This is the period during which many of the medieval anti-Jewish stereotypes were shaped.>®
These stereotypes incited violence, on the one hand, and justified it, on the other. Jews were be-
lieved to consort with the devil. The earliest instances of accusations of ritual murder occurred in
the 1140s, as in Wiirzburg in 1146.%° Bernard Blumenkrantz has argued that it was also during this
period that the depiction of Jews in Christian art became defamatory.®! More attacks occurred dur-
ing and shortly after the Third Crusade. In 1188 Frederick I took the cross but, realizing that the
lives of the Jews of Mainz were in danger, he forbade anti-Jewish preaching.62

The thirteenth century carried violence to an intensity not hitherto experienced. During the
1230s and 1250s thousands of Jews were killed in France.%® Accusations of ritual murder resulted
in yet more massive attacks. From this period on violent events frequently followed upon accusa-
tions of Host desecration.®* Jeremy Cohen® links this marked deterioration in the conditions of
the Jews primarily with the establishment of the Dominican and Franciscan orders in 1216 and
1223, and with their theology and policy in subsequent years. This policy denied the Jews’ legiti-
mate right to exist within European society. A first step was the condemnation of Rabbinic liter-
ature, which in the Friars’ view distorted biblical Judaism. The second step was increased polemic
activity, providing the ground for public religious disputes, such as the one in Barcelona in 1263.
Such debates had taken place occasionally earlier in the Middle Ages, but on private initiative.
Now they became an instrument of official church policy, and were publicly sponsored. From this
the way to forced conversion, inquisition, and expulsion was short. Forced sermons aimed at con-
version often resulted in physical violence against Jews.%¢

The ideal of holy war against the infidel Muslim was enhanced by the aim of eradicating heresy
from Christian society. The ideas of a pure Christian society, of mission and martyrdom, became
increasingly influential. Cohen points out that unlike earlier monastic orders, the Friars were not
withdrawn from society, but lived within it. They were involved in urban life, university teach-
ing, cultural and intellectual activity, and politics. They were familiar with the needs of the Chris-
tian middle class, and its resentment of the Jews in commerce and money lending. They were ac-
tively involved in accusations of ritual murder and often incited the resulting attacks.¢’

In Germany it was in particular Berthold of Regensburg, preaching during the 1240s-1260s
who fostered physical violence. Berthold grouped Jews together with pagans and heretics; the lat-
ter were already outlawed. A crucial step in the deterioration of the conditions of the Jews in Ger-
many was the Schwabenspiegel, a legal code from the second half of the thirteenth century that
clearly marks a decline of the legal status of the Jews. It has been suggested that it was written in
the Franciscan monastery at Augsburg, Berthold’s motherhouse.%8

Whereas the outbreaks of 1096 were local events, those associated with Rintfleisch in 1298
were a regional movement. They were foreshadowed by smaller waves of persecution: in 1265
twenty Jews were killed in Coblenz. A yet more severe wave affected numerous communities along
the Rhine during 1287 and 1288, apparently following a ritual-murder accusation in Oberwesel.%®
The Rintfleisch massacres involved the whole of Franconia and parts of Bavaria, including at least
forty-four communities, and many scholars refer to them as a turning point with regard to Jewry’s
physical security. They mark the beginning of a period that Haim Ben-Sasson called “Fifty Years
of Horror in Ashkenaz.”70 Particularly brutal events took place during the Armleder massacres
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between 1336 and 1338, again mainly in Franconia and the Rhine region. During the Black Plague
in 1348-1349 the Jews were persecuted all over Europe.”!

The visual renderings of the hanging of Haman were all composed in southern Germany dur-
ing this period, some of them can be located in Franconia. The first extant example, the Kalony-
mus Bible—not yet very explicit in its link to the Christian Tree of Life-—was painted a few years
after the Dominican and Franciscan orders were established, two years after severe attacks in
France, and two years before the Talmud trial in Paris. Later examples, including the more daring
ones of the Worms and Dresden Mahzorim associated with the Tree of Jesse (Figs. 262, 264), ap-
peared while or shortly after Berthold of Regensburg was preaching in Germany, and during con-
stant harassment of the Jewish communities along the Rhine during the 1280s. Those artists and
patrons who stood behind the latest images, those of the Leipzig and Hammelburg Mahzorim (Figs.
266, 267), were creating their works in the shadows of the Rintfleisch and Armleder massacres.

European Jews coped with persecution and violence in two ways. One was polemical writing,
in which Christian doctrine was logically controverted, by means of exegesis, and with the aim of
refuting accusations. During the thirteenth century, in particular, numerous polemical works were
written to hearten the Jewish communities, to deal with the accusations made against them, and
for use in religious dispute. During the eleventh and twelfth centuries polemical debates with the
Christological interpretation of the Hebrew Bible were integrated in Bible commentaries.”> Abra-
ham Grossman has pointed out that many of Rashi’s anti-Christian statements were apparently
written to encourage fellow Jews after the events of 1096. Some of his commentaries on the Psalms,
for example, include explicit statements on anti-Jewish persecutions.”® Developments during the
thirteenth century resulted in more focused polemics. In the atmosphere of violence and threat
numerous texts were written whose purpose was solely polemical.”

Besides carefully composed scholarly texts written for the sake of guiding fellow Jews, there
were also spontaneous expressions of anti-Christian hostility. Such instances occurred when reli-
gious tension was high. This was often the case during the Passover holiday, in particular in years
when Passover and Easter fell close, and during Purim, when the story of Esther was read and the
defeat of Haman was celebrated. The equation of Haman with the Christian persecutor was a nat-
ural consequence in times of violence, harassment, forced baptism, threat of expulsion, and fear of
death. Manifestations of anti-Christian expression have been referred to in the past as libelous, but
recent scholarship tends to consider them as genuine.”® Elliott Horowitz discusses numerous ex-
amples that include mockery of the cross and baptismal water, and often occurred in the course of
a forced conversion. Such utterances resulted in the death of the person involved. Horowitz de-
scribes some of these expressions of hostility against the cross as an almost normative “ceremo-
nial,” so to speak, performed by Jews facing forced baptism who preferred martyrdom.”®

Early cases of spontaneously expressed anti-Christian hostility are known to have occurred
in late antiquity. They were often related to the Purim festival, and I shall return to them later.
In the 930s, as documented in a letter written by the doge of Venice, a Jew mocked the Holy Sep-
ulcher in Jerusalem. The doge writes of his fear that the Jews may be encouraged to mock sym-
bols of the cross appearing on metals, textiles, or other objects.”” Later expressions of hostility to-
ward the cross were, Horowitz believes, a reaction to the increasing popularity, from the early
eleventh century, of crucifixes among the Christian population. In 1021, in Rome, Jews were ac-
cused of blasphemy against an image of the Crucified, and a similar affair occurred in 1062 in
Artemo, near Pescaro. Both instances took a severe toll on the local Jewish population. In the
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course of anti-Jewish violence and Crusade-related Jewish martyrdoms, many more such occur-
rences are documented.”8

The figure of Haman not only penetrated polemical discourse in a variety of ways, but also
triggered spontaneous anti-Christian hostility. In the circumstances described there can be little
doubt that in the average thirteenth-century Jewish mind the overcoming of Christian anti-Judaism
and the victory over Christian violence were foreshadowed by the narrative of Haman’s hanging.””

The basis of this attitude is already found in late antique practice. Not much is documented
about the late antique Purim festival, but we do know that it included cursing Haman, and hang-
ing and burning of his effigy.80 As has been discussed, hanging could also mean crucifying, From the
Christian point of view cursing the crucified Haman would imply cursing the cross. The custom of
cursing Haman was therefore prohibited in the Codex Theodosianus: “The governors of the
provinces shall prohibit the Jews from setting fire to Aman in memory of his past punishment, in
a certain ceremony of their festival, and from burning with sacrilegious intent a form made to re-
semble the saint cross in contempt of the Christian faith, lest they mingle the sign of our faith with
their jests.”8! Theodosianus’s law thus expects the cursing of Haman to lead to the mocking of the
Crucified. Early medieval Jewish converts in Byzantium had to swear according to the following
formula: “I next curse those who keep the festival of the so-called Mordecai on the first Sabbath of
the Christians’ fasts [=Lent], nailing Haman to wood and then mixing with him the emblem of a
cross and burning them together, subjecting Christians to all kinds of imprecations and a curse.” 82

Horowitz, relying on earlier conclusions by Heinrich Graetz, does not exclude that such mock-
ings actually took place. He suggests that they were a result of the description of Haman as cruci-
fied in the Septuagint and the Vulgate, and that later Jewish self-censorship avoided reports of such
customs. These Purim-related mockeries were carnival-like folk customs, not formally established
rituals. They originated in Byzantium, whence they found their way to southern Italy. From here
they moved to northern Italy, and reached Germany via the migration of the family of Kalonymus.?3

Instances of mocking the cross and related suspicions concerning the Purim festival, however,
led to more serious accusations. The custom of burning an effigy of Haman led to the belief that
Jews killed a real person during the holiday, and hung him up on a cross to reenact the victory over
Haman. Some scholars have suggested that these suspicions were the ground for ritual-murder ac-
cusations, which occurred more and more frequently after 1150. In some years Purim coincides
with Easter, and Cecil Roth has pointed out that the earliest accusation of ritual murder in Nor-
wich lacks any association with Passover, but was linked, rather, to Purim-related suspicions.?*
Evidence of Purim-related Christian suspicions of blasphemy is plentiful and has been discussed
in recent studies by Gert Mentgen?8® and Horowitz.86

The Purim holiday indeed acquired a significantly anti-Christian character, and in some cases
resulted in violence. An incident at Bray-sur-Seine or Brie-Comte-Robert in 119187 began when a
Christian murderer was executed during Purim,®® and resulted in the hanging of several Jews.
Horowitz argues that this reaction was made possible due to the carnival atmosphere dominating
the Purim holiday, which coincides with Christian pre-Easter festivities. Carnival frequently in-
volved violence, especially from the twelfth century onward.?® In 1222 a case occurred in Stam-
ford resulting in the incarceration of the Jews.?® Mentgen links the Fulda blood-libel legend of 1235
to Purim customs rather than to Passover.’!

Bearing such accusations in mind, one cannot reasonably suppose that any association between
Haman and Jesus would appear expressis verbis in Jewish polemical texts or other writings. This
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was particularly so since the Talmud trial in 1240 in Paris, when Jewish texts began to be censored
for potential anti-Christian remarks. It was only in the sphere of visual culture that the Jews dared
to equate Haman so firmly with Jesus. The images of his execution speak for themselves.

A Purim sermon by the early fifteenth-century Ashkenazic scholar Israel Isserlein demon-
strates how anxious the Jews were to avoid awakening any suspicions of this sort. The sermon was
put into writing by one of Isserlein’s pupils, and in this form remains entirely ambiguous. It refers
to the words “he called upon Moses” {Lev. 1:1), and hints at a Christian interpretation of wayikra—
“he called.” Omitting the aleph of wayikra leaves a word whose numeric value stands for Jesus.*?
The text ends: “I do not wish to comment on this any further, that who has knowledge, will un-
derstand.”?® According to Israel Yuval’s analysis of the sermon the oral version must have been
more explicit: whereas the Christian understanding would take the New Testament as a natural
continuation of the Pentateuch, Isserlein, following the same line of thought, agrees that this verse
indeed points to a continuation of the Pentateuch, in effect the book of Esther. He was apparently
referring to the notion that the story of Esther is the proper answer to Jesus. The words “he called
upon Moses” are repeated also in the story of Amalek {Deut. 25:17-19). “In other words,” as Yu-
val puts it, “the victory over Amalek and the hanging of Haman offer Isserlein a proof of the doom
of Christianity.” However, if he could express this orally in addressing his community and his
pupils, he could not commit himself to writing it down.?* It should be noted in this context that
the Tree of Jesse also functioned as a link between the Old and the New Testaments. If the hang-
ing of Haman is the proper answer to this link claimed by Christianity the choice of the Tree of
Jesse as “model” receives a further dimension.

Due to Christian censorship and consequent Jewish self-censorship during the later Middle
Ages and the early modern period our view of Jewish perceptions of Jesus is rather blurred and lim-
ited.?> Jewish exegetes never went so far as to associate Haman clearly and unambiguously with
Christ. Christians, however, often expected the Jews to establish an equation between Haman and
Jesus. Most likely and, considering their circumstances, quite naturally, this is what they did, even
though not officially and explicitly in exegetical or polemical texts. In the following paragraphs I
shall present a selection of such texts in an attempt to throw light on the background of the visual
renderings of this equation.

Johann Maier argues that no references to a Haman-Jesus equation can be found in Talmudic
literature.®® Two midrashic traditions, however, link Haman to Christianity. In both cases we can
follow a development from early to later texts toward an association with Christianity. The first
tradition describes Haman in a manner that evokes associations with a crusader; and the second
refers to the way in which he was executed.

The late antique commentary to the book of Esther Midrash Esther Rabbah (1) discusses why
Mordechai refused to prostrate himself before Haman: “When Ahasuerus commanded people to
bow down to Haman, he engraved an idol on his chest intending to make everyone bow down to
an idol. When Haman saw that Mordecai would not bow down to him, he grew angry.”®” A vari-
ant appears in the later, eleventh-century part of Midrash Esther Rabbah (I1): “Bowed down and
prostrated: To make it manifest that the homage due him was of an idolatrous character, Haman
had the image of an idol embroidered on his clothes, so that whoever bowed down before him wor-
shipped an idol at the same time.” %8

A third version of this line of comment is more explicit in its choice of words: “What did
Haman do? He made for himself an embroidered image on his dress, so that everyone who pros-
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trated before Haman also prostrated before the abomination [toeva] that he made. Mordechai saw
this and did not consent to bow down and prostrate himself before his detestable thing [shikutso],
as it is said (Esther 3:2): and Mordechai did not bow down and prostrate himself.”%°

As Horowitz has shown, in the medieval period the expressions abomination (toeva) and de-
testable thing (shikuts) consistently refer to the cross. This is particularly true for “abomina-
tion.” 100 There can be no doubt that both epithets were understood as a reference to Christians.
The reference to the image as an abomination is significantly more hostile; the choice of words re-
flects a much higher degree of tension in high medieval Jewish-Christian relationships than does
the somewhat more neutral version that refers to idolatry.

It is not entirely clear how this version entered exegesis on the book of Esther. The text quoted
above appears in some editions of the Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer, a text that scholars believe to have
been written in ninth-century Palestine, then under Islamic rule.!°! In that original context the
wording does not make much sense. Horowitz found that most printed versions, among them mod-
ern ones,'%2 of Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer give another reading, which is similar to Midrash Esther Rab-
bah (II), whereas early printings normally have the version referring to the image on Haman’s dress
as an “abomination.” 19 Midrash Esther Rabba (11) postdates Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer, and relies
heavily on the latter.19* Apart from changing “abomination” to “idol,” it has the same wording.
Bearing in mind that Midrash Esther Rabba (1) represents the more moderate version, this would
indicate that it also was included originally in Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer. Another midrash on the
book of Esther, Panim Aherim (A), a collection of commentaries on Esther compiled in the twelfth
century, also borrows this particular passage in its moderate version from Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer.1%%
If the two texts that depend on Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer read with the more moderate version, it is
possible that the references to the image on Haman'’s clothes as an abomination entered the text
in later manuscript versions of the Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer under the impression of anti-Jewish
Christian violence.!% There can be no doubt that the image of a figure with a cross embroidered
on its clothes would arouse an association with a crusader in the mind of a thirteenth-century Jew-
ish reader of this text.

The late fifteenth-century commentator Abraham Saba finally leaves no doubt. A native of
Zamora, he left Spain in 1492 for Portugal, to be expelled from there in 1496. As Abraham Gross
has shown, his Esther commentary reflects the trauma of that expulsion, and was written after the
event, when Saba was living in Morocco.!%” His rendering is as follows: “First he [Haman] said that
all the slaves of the king must bow before an idol that he had put on his chest and prostrate before
Haman . .. As do the kings of Edom, whose clerks have on their clothes [an image] of the cross
which is an abomination, and who looks at it bows down or prostrates himself; and Mordechai did
not bow before the idol and did not prostrate himself before Haman.” 198 Abraham Saba’s text can-
not have had an impact on our images, but the idea of Haman with a cross on his clothes was, most
likely, not new, though it was never explicitly expressed. Remote from Christian persecutors and
censorship, Saba could state it more openly.

At all events, whether referring to an idol on Haman'’s clothes, an idolatrous abomination, or
explicitly to a cross, medieval Jews understood even the late antique reference to idolatry as one
to Christianity. For them the Christians were the idolaters,'% and the “idol” of late antique Tal-
mudic discussions was none other than the cross.!'0

Naturally the midrashim frequently talk of the planned execution of Mordechai, the tree-gal-
lows that Haman prepared for that purpose, and the hanging of Haman. In most cases these tradi-
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tions refer to “hanging.” In Esther 5:14 Haman’s wife, Zeresh, recommends hanging Mordechai:
“His wife, Zeresh, and all his friends said to him, ‘have a gallows set up, seventy five feet high,
and in the morning propose to the king that Mordechai be hanged on it.””

The late antique Aramaic Targumim add a list of execution methods, remarking on each that
in the past particular persons were saved, but that nobody could be saved from hanging on a gal-
lows.!1! Early medieval midrashim vary on this point; most of them follow the Bible and read
“hanged”’; some, however, make an explicit reference to crucifixion. Midrash Abba Gurion reads,
for example: “Crucify him on a cross, because one cannot find anybody who was saved from it.” 12
It is certainly possible that this reading was aware of the mockery of Jesus reported in Matt.
27:39-41: “The passers-by wagged their heads and jeered at him, crying, ‘so you are the man who
was to pull down the temple and rebuild it in three days! If you really are the Son of God, save
yourself and come down from the cross.” The chief priests with the scribes and elders joined in
the mockery: ‘He saved others,’ they said, ‘but he cannot save himself. King of Israel indeed! Let
him come down now from the cross, and then we shall believe him.”” Midrash Panim Aherim (B)
has a similar tradition in its commentary on Esther 5:9: “He said: I can kick him, and he will die.
But: I shall crucify him, so that one can learn from it discipline. And for what purpose wanted he
to crucify? Rather he said: this is a time, when the Holy One Blessed Be He can save him from
anything.” 113

Some examples citing Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses being saved from precarious situa-
tions follow, and the commentary concludes: “[God] saved from everything. But from crucifixion
he cannot save.” 11* We do not have much information as to when and where these midrashim were
written. Midrash Abba Gurion, of unknown provenance, is the earliest text and probably predates
the Second Targum on Esther. Geniza fragments can be dated to the tenth century.!!> During the
Middle Ages this was one of the most popular texts on the book of Esther.!'® Midrash Panim
Aherim (B) is probably also from the early Middle Ages, but scholars are divided as to its date. Dag-
mar Borner-Klein and Elisabeth Hollender pointed out that the terms “crucify” and “cross” are
more frequently used in Midrash Panim Aherim than in other midrashim, and interpret this, cer-
tainly correctly, as anti-Christian polemic.!!” More certainty exists as to Midrash Leqah Tov, where
this commentary appears in similar form. The author, Tuvia ben Eliezer, is known, and scholars
assume that he wrote his commentary around 1100 in Bulgaria.!!8

If Borner-Klein and Hollander suppose the mention of crucifixion in the context of Mordechai
and Haman in Midrash Panim Aherim (B) to be based in anti-Christian polemics, this is decidedly
the case for another text, in which the notion of crucifixion is far more frequent. The midrashic
anthology Yalqut Shim’oni, was, scholars assume, composed in thirteenth-century Germany by Si-
mon the Preacher. If this is so, it was roughly contemporary with the images of Haman on the Tree
of Life. The Yalqut is neither a rewritten Bible, as is the Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer, nor an independ-
ent exegetical text. Rather, its approach being clearly anthological, it is a collection of earlier
midrashim, most of them going back to the late antique period and quoted literally.!!? In reading
the Yalqut on Esther, however, two things become apparent: first, it refers again and again to a cru-
cifixion and it does so significantly more frequently than any other midrash; second, despite the
overall anthological approach of the work, almost none of these particular comments have earlier
parallels. It seems that they must have been the result of modifications made in thirteenth-cen-
tury Germany, thus adding an explicitly anti-Christian polemical feature to the earlier midrashic
sources the Yalqut relies on.
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On Esther 2:5 the Yalqut reads as follows: “Mordechai—yesterday he was intended for cruci-
fixion and now he crucifies his crucifier.” 120 And a few lines later: “That who lets us watch the
crucifixion of Bigtan and Teresh, will let us watch also the case of Haman.” 12! On Esther 5:12 we
read: “That is why he was crucified and he was crucified.” 122 As commentary to Esther 5:14 the
Yalqut has the motif quoted above in Midrash Abba Gurion and Midrash Panim Aherim (B) refer-
ring to the advice given by Haman'’s wife.122 On Esther 6:10 the Yalqut again comments independ-
ently: “I [Haman) had put up the cross for him and I came to you to ask for him.” 124 Finally, the
explanation to Esther 6:13 reads as follows: “If Mordechai is a Jew: When we advised you to cru-
cify him, we did not think that he belongs to those who praise the Holy One Blessed Be He, as the
One."” 125

These observations indicate that anti-Christian polemics began to enter midrashic exegesis on
the book of Esther at some time during the early medieval period, and became stronger and more
explicit under the impression of medieval anti-Jewish violence. Haman as Christian clerk, knight,
or crusader with a cross on his clothes appears only in a hinted form in a variant of Pirqe de Rabbi
Eliezer, and explicitly in Abraham Saba’s commentary written far from Christian persecution. The
association with the cross erected by Haman and used for his own execution appears occasionally
in early medieval sources, and becomes dominant in the thirteenth-century Yalqut.

On the other hand, since hanging and crucifying meant basically the same in Roman law and
later literature, medieval Jewish polemicists usually refer to Jesus as “the hanged one.” David
Biale traces a link between the tradition of Jesus hanged and a commentary on the book of Esther.
The so-called Sefer toldot yeshu, a polemical rendering of the story of Jesus written sometime be-
tween the sixth and the eighth century, has Jesus asking all of the trees to take an oath not to
agree that he be hanged on them. When it finally comes to his execution only a cabbage is will-
ing to cooperate.!26 This account is reminiscent, Biale believes, of a similar story, reported later
in Midrash Esther Rabbah (11}, according to which no tree agrees to have Haman hanged on it, ex-
cept the thornbush.12’

Finally, numerous references to Jesus hanged can be found in thirteenth-century polemical
texts, such as the Nitsahon hayashan: “In addition, ask them why they fast on Friday. If it is be-
cause Jesus was hanged on that day, then they should have made it a joyous festival since they
maintain that they were saved from hell through his hanging and torments.” 128 Or on another oc-
casion: “How old was Mary when she gave birth to the hanged one?” 12°

Haman and Crusade Ideology

The Jewish images of the hanging of Haman produced during the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies in southern German Mahzorim thus demonstrate what Ivan Marcus calls “cultural mirror-
ing.” By that he means the “appropriation of Christian motifs that the Jewish writer used to craft
an anti-Christian cultural polemic. One of the weapons Jewish defenders of the faith had at their
disposal, was a Jewish awareness of the symbols of Christianity.” 130 Recent scholarship has de-
voted much energy to research on mutual awareness of the other’s symbols.!3! Such symbols could
either be adapted and translated into one’s own culture, or, as Yuval has shown exhaustively, they
could be used polemically.!32

An example of such an adaptation is a commentary on the opening verse of Psalm 22: “My
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God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” {Ps. 22:1}. Put into the mouth of Jesus on the cross in
Matthew 27:56, Christian theologians naturally interpreted the first verse of Psalm 22 as a refer-
ence to the crucifixion.!33 The Jewish commentary Midrash Psalms reads it rather as a reference
to the book of Esther, and adds a lengthy commentary to the story.!34

It thus seems that the designs of the images in the German Jewish manuscripts under discus-
sion represent two trends. On the one hand, they show how familiar Jews were with Christianity’s
most vital symbols; on the other, it becomes clear how this familiarity could be exploited in order
to turn these symbols into an unambiguous message of persecution. Crusader enthusiasm created
a situation in which, more than ever before, Jewish suffering was linked with the cross. Taking
two symbols of particular relevance for the Christian belief in salvation through the cross—the
Tree of Jesse and the Tree of Life, or rather the Tree of Jesse as the Tree of Life on which the Cru-
cified is displayed—and turning them into a message of persecution and death conveys a power-
ful statement that Christian values and symbols in general and crusader enthusiasm in particular
had brought the Jews nothing but violence and fear.

The period of the 1260s-1270s, when the visual renderings of Haman’s death were developed,
is marked by a revival of the Crusade idea. Since the 1230s the Friars had constituted a major chan-
nel for the transmission of papal Crusade propaganda.!3% During the crisis between the papal see
and Frederick II, and in particular since 1241, during the pontificate of Innocent I'V, Crusade prop-
aganda in Germany was aimed against the Hohenstaufens. After Frederick occupied the papal ter-
ritories, the struggle against the Hohenstaufens received the status of a Crusade. In southern Ger-
many, however, the propagation of anti-Hohenstaufen policy proved risky, and many mendicants
were attacked and harassed. In 1249 the German mendicants were again ordered—on threat of ex-
communication—to preach the anti-Hohenstaufen Crusade despite the danger of harassment. In-
nocent’s propaganda was, however, not successful and the pope turned to diplomatic means to pro-
mote his anti-Hohenstaufen case. During the 1250s this kind of Crusade preaching was therefore
at its height, in particular in Germany.

Around 1260, however, under Pope Urban 1V the idea of the Crusade to the Holy Land was
propagated with renewed vigor. Urban died in 1264, but his successor Clement IV continued to en-
courage the Crusade idea. Meanwhile the situation in Palestine was steadily deteriorating. Haifa
and Arsuf fell in 1265; Caesarea, Ashdod, and Safed fell in 1266. Already early in 1260 Urban IV
had issued letters to the Dominicans in France, Germany, and Lombardy calling on them to preach
the cross.!6 From early 1263 onward, Albertus Magnus preached in Germany, supported by
Berthold of Regensburg, who was commissioned to preach in Germany, Bohemia, and other Ger-
man-speaking areas.!3” In 1265 news about further Mamluk attacks reached Europe and Clement
IV issued a bull to the Franciscans and Dominicans in France, Germany, and Scandinavia, again
with an urgent demand to preach the cross. Urban’s and Clement’s efforts proved successful and
in March 1267 Louis IX took the cross, followed by Prince Edward, later Edward I of England. In
1269 Louis set out for Tunis, never to return to Europe.

Even greater efforts to launch another Crusade were undertaken under Gregory X, elected in
1271. His hopes for a new Crusade influenced his strong support for the election of Rudolf I of Hab-
sburg in 1273. In 1274 a Crusade was pronounced and planned at the Second Council of Lyon. In
consequence in 1275 both Philip III of France and Rudolf took the cross. The planned Crusade,
however, never materialized. Rudolf was too occupied with his rival Ottokar of Bohemia and never
set out. Gregory died in 1276.
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There can be no doubt that the Jews in southern Germany were aware of all of these activi-
ties and sensed the atmosphere they created. Since the late eleventh century the propagation of
Crusade ideology had been accompanied by outbreaks of anti-Jewish violence. The First Crusade
was marked by the massacres in the Rhineland. It was not a coincidence that the earliest blood-
libel legends came into being in an atmosphere of Crusade propaganda,!38 shortly before the Second
Crusade. While the latter was being preached by the monk Ralph, violence could be prevented only
with great difficulty. A similar process can be observed in 1188 around the time Frederick I set out
on the Third Crusade, joined by Richard Lionheart of England; in 1190 a massacre of took place in
York.!3? Recently Gert Mentgen has shown how anti-Jewish outbursts in early thirteenth-century
France were connected with the Crusader movement.!40 This recurrent pattern can still be ob-
served in 1309 and during the shepherds’ Crusade in 1320, when Jews were persecuted by Chris-
tians who had taken the cross shortly before.!4! Yuval linked the massacres during the Hussite war
in the early fifteenth century with Crusader ideology.!42

The massacres of 1096 were documented in Hebrew chronicles in several versions.}*3 A few
decades later, when Ralph preached violence against the Jews shortly before the Second Crusade
in 1146, Ephraim of Bonn reacted to Ralph’s sermons in his Sefer Hazekhira, equating him with
Haman: “For Radulf was wicked and he treacherously persecuted the Jews. Radulf, the priest of
idolatry, arose against the nation of God to destroy, slay, and annihilate them just as wicked Haman
had attempted to do.” 14* After these experiences, popular preaching by the Friars during the 1260s
and 1270s, urged by the popes and performed by such figures as Berthold, undoubtedly aroused se-
vere anxieties in Jewish communities everywhere. Christoph Cluse has recently shown that the
Crusade atmosphere in England caused fear and tension, in particular during a Christian proces-
sion on the third of Sivan in 1268. The third of Sivan is one of the so-called Three Days of Limi-
tation before the feast of Shavuot {Pentecost). The procession took place in the area of the “Great
Jewry” of Oxford and certainly was perceived as provocative by the Jews. Cluse concludes that “the
crusading context made the situation really explosive.” Moreover, Cluse adds, Crusades could also
result in severe financial losses, since crusaders could be exempted from the payment of interest
on loans taken from Jews.14

It is interesting to observe, finally, that the theme of the Tree of Jesse appears also in Crusade
preaching. In a model sermon by Gilbert of Tournai written after his retirement around 1260, and
intended to guide fellow Franciscans in preaching the cross, he refers to the Tree of Jesse as follows:

(6} This is the sign which Christ had to sign his soldiers; he wanted to be signed first,
so that he could precede all others with the banner of the cross. John 6: God Father has
signed him, to whose flesh the cross was attached, which is now attached to your clothes
with soft thread. And just as archers and balisters compete with each other to hit a sign,
so the Jews [competed with each other] unanimously to crucify, Christ, Lamentations 3:
He set me as a sign for the arrow, he sent the shafts from his quiver into my loins: I be-
came a joke to all people, their song filled me with bitterness all day long.

(7) The cross is aptly called a sign, because it offers itself to the senses and represents
something else to the mind. For it is a sign of direction, distinction, recollection [and] re-
ward. So signs are sometimes used in battles, at crossroads, for friendship [and] as prizes.

(8) A sign of direction is put at the crossroads, like crosses, to show the right way, and
if one has taken a wrong turn, one can resume the right way at the cross. [saiah 11: The
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root of Jesse, standing as a sign for the peoples; the nations will beseech him, and his sep-
ulcher will be glorious. The root of Jesse {is] Christ, who descended from Jesse in the flesh
and offered himself to a burnt-offering out of burning love. Hence, Jesse is also interpreted
as fire or the “island of the burnt-offering.” He stands as a sign for the peoples, meaning
the cross, which is the sign for the people to show the right way to paradise. If it is right
according to the Philosopher that between two lines [there is] a shortest distance, then it
is certain that the way of taking the cross is the better way to salvation, because the
shorter a way the better it is. The cross most quickly makes devout crusaders, real mar-
tyrs indeed, fly from earth up to heaven for the cause of Christ, whence Luke 9: “Who
wants to come after me, let him renounce himself and carry his cross and follow me.” 46

Gilbert of Tournai first describes the crusaders with the cross attached to his clothes. He then
reminds his audience that the Jews were to blame for the crucifixion; finally, he describes the Tree
of Jesse as a sign of the cross and links it to the Sepulcher to be freed by the crusaders. Taking the
sign of the cross is the shortest way to salvation.

This idea was not new when Gilbert of Tournai thus expressed it. James R. Johnson argued
that the Jesse window at Chartres may have propagated the royal claims of Louis VII of France.
The latter took the cross from Bernard of Clairvaux in 1146. It was at Chartres, at the time when
the window was probably under construction, that Bernard preached the Crusade twice, first in
1146 and again in 1148. Johnson points out that the window displays a fleur-de-lis, the sign that
he expects the Capetian troops to have had on their banners when setting out on the Second Cru-
sade. He therefore links the design of the window with events taking place in Chartres during the
late 1140s.1%7 If he is right, Gilbert of Tournai may have been aware of this particular background
of the Chartres Jesse window.

It cannot be said with certainty that this motif reached Franciscan preachers in Germany.
Gilbert of Tournai wrote the sermon sometime between his retirement shortly after 1260 and his
death in 1284. His sermons have come down to us in more than sixty manuscripts, indicating that
they were quite widely disseminated.!#® Theoretically and hypothetically the motif of the Tree of
Jesse as a crusader symbol may have been known in the 1270s in Germany. From the Jewish point
of view it would have been expected to bring more violence and death. The image in the Worms
Mahzor conveys this idea.

Model sermons such as the one quoted here do not explicitly preach the persecution of Jews.
Popular preaching, however, did. And popular preachers were guided by model sermons. Gilbert’s
linkages between the Jews accused of the crucifixion, the call to take the sign of the cross symbol-
ized by the Tree of Jesse, and the Holy Sepulcher could in a popular version easily have included
a call to attack the Jews. Not only that, the general language of Crusader sermons could have in-
cited such attacks, even without explicitly calling for them.

In conclusion, then, in the context of Crusade-related anti-Jewish violence of the thirteenth
century, the Jewish depictions of Haman and his sons hanging on a tree whose appearance is that
of the Christian Tree of Life or Tree of Jesse emerge as a manifestation of what Christendom meant
to the Jews. Referring to Christianity’s most precious symbols and inverting them into images of
the persecutor’s punishment, these miniatures react not only to the general ideas transmitted by
these symbols, but also in particular to visual renderings that imply polemical anti-Jewish mes-
sages (Fig. 272). The images, however, could also convey a warning. As Horowitz, in his analysis
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of Jewish mockeries of the cross, points out, Jews were sometimes attracted by the cross. Hostile
gestures denigrating the cross were thus also intended to prevent this sort of attraction.!*® What
was believed by Christians to bring redemption, especially to those who set out on a Crusade,
brought persecution, forced baptism, and death to the Jews. The images, with their focus on the
punishment of Haman, and his followers with him, warn those who might be tempted by the pos-
sibility of associating themselves with those who shed the blood of Jewish martyrs in the name of
the cross. In the circumstances of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries victory over the perse-
cutor—the only way to salvation—was a purely eschatological hope. Such feelings were particu-
larly acute in times when the Crusade idea was in the air, and Crusade ideology was preached.
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NOTES

1. For a facsimile edition, see The Worms Mahzor, Jew-
ish National and University Library, Ms. heb. 49781/1, ed.
M. Beit-Arié (Vaduz, 1986). In his contribution to the com-
mentary volume Beit Arié remarks that a marginal emen-
dation referring to the text wekhol bekhoreihem haragta
{“and all their firstborn you have killed”) mentions that it
belonged to the Wiirzburg rite. Beit Arié¢, Worms Mahzor,
20. This confirms also Aliza Cohen-Mushlin’s analysis of
the illumination style, which she attributes to Wiirzburg;
see her contribution Beit-Arié, Worms Mahzor, 92. On the
possibility that Shemaya Hatsarfati was responsible for the
images, see Beit-Arié, Worms Mahzor, 16.

2. This version is rare in Hebrew manuscript illumina-
tion; it appears, however, in the so-called Regensburg Pen-
tateuch from southern Germany, ¢. 1300, Israel Museum,
Ms. 180/52, . 157r.

3. Wroclav, University Library, Ms. I. F 401.

4. Ch. Dolfen, Codex Gisle (Berlin, 1926), 10, argued for
a later date, c. 1350, and linked the nuns in the image of
the Tree of Life with Saint Bridget and her order {c. 1303-
1373). This contradicts an inscription in the codex that
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