












BIBLE ILLUSTRATION AND THE JEWISH TRADITION 67 

Fig. r Dura Europos synagogue, Syria, c. 245 C.E.: The Sacrifice ofElijah, wall painting (after Goodenough) 

Fig. 2 Dura Europos synagogue, c. 245 C.E.: The Sacrifice of the Prophets of Ba' al, wall painting ( after 

Goodenough) 
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Fig. 3 Former church of San Paolo fuori le mura, Rome, fifth century: Potiphar's Wife Attempting to Seduce 

Joseph, drawing after wall painting ( after Waetzold) 

fram a seventeenth-century copy,23 shawed Patiphar's wife attempting ta seduce Joseph (Fig. 3).

The setting is a bedroom and the woman is seen sitting in bed, grasping the young man's gar­

ment. The account in Genesis (39:7-13) says only that Joseph entered Potiphar's hause when 

nobody except the wife was there; she tried to seduce him, but he managed to escape. The ac­

count says nothing about the waman being in bed. However, the rabbinic commentaries, in at­

tempting to explain the unexpected absence of Potiphar's people, added the following legend­

ary details: '"And there was none of the men in the hause' :  is it passible that in so large an 

establishment as the hause of the evil Potiphar, there was not a single man at harne? A Tan­

naite authority of the hause of Rabbi Ishmael [ stated]: that day was a festival day for them, 

and they all had gone off to their temple. But she had said to him, 'I am sick.' She was think­

ing, 'I have never had a day such as this, on which Joseph will submit to me.' "24 The woman's

feigned illness implies that she was in bed. A similar way of representing this scene was cho-

23. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, cod. Barb. lat. 4406,
fol. 46; S. Waetzold, Die Kopien des 17-Jahrhunderts nach Mo­
saiken und Wandmalereien in Rom, Munich and Vienna, 1964, 
55ff. The S. Paolo murals were painted over between 1270 
and 1290 by Cavallini, but presumably the Late Antique 
iconography was preserved. For a discussion of some of 
the murals, see H. L. Kessler, "Pictures as Scripture in 

Fifth-Century Churches," Studia Artiorum Orientalis et Occi­
dentalis, II, no. 1, 1985, 17-31, repr. in idem, Studies in Pictor­
ial Narrative, London, 1994. 

24. Babylonian Talmud, Sota 36b; trans. J. Neusner, The 
Talmud oJ Babylonic: An Academic Commentary, vol. XVII, At­
lanta, 1994, 176. 
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Fig. 4 S. Maria Maggiore, Rome, 

c. 432-435: Moses and the

Egyptian Philosophers,

mosaic (photo: New York,

Art Resources)
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Fig. 5 Catacomb at the Via Latina, Rome, early fourth century: Abraham Receiving the Three Angels, wall 

painting (photo: Rome, Istituto Suore Benedettine di Priscilla) 

ritually polluting himself with the blood and corpses of the guilty couple. One of these mira­

cles, which allowed Pinehas to hold the spear upright to demonstrate the punishment to 

Zimri's fellow Israelites without staining himself with the sinners' blood (Fig. 7 ),85 is shown 

in the catacomb mural. These examples, to name only a few, do not appear in Patristic texts.86 

A minority of Jewish iconographic elements are borrowed from Hellenistic or external 

writings. A pseudepigraphic text says that even when Joseph was imprisoned (Gen. 39: zoff.), 

Potiphar's wife continued trying to seduce him. 87 This motif is known also from rabbinic texts 88 

and rendered pictorially in the Vienna Genesis (Fig. 8), where a female figure is seen standing 

next to Joseph's prison and talking to a male figure, apparendy a guard.89 The rabbinic con­

text is ambiguous,90 the pseudepigraphic source more suitable, and, in view of the Christian 

85. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 82b.
86. For further examples, see K. Schubert, "Wiener

Genesis" (as in note 40 ), idem, "Ashburnham Penta­
teuch" (as in note 40 ), and Kogman-Appel ( as in note 41 ). 

87. Testament of the T welve Patriarchs, Joseph 9: 1,
H. F. D. Sparks, ed., The Apocryphal Old Testament, Oxford, 
1984, 587. 

88. Genesis Rabbah 87: IO, vol. III, 236, see Levin ( as in
note 40 ), 241. 

89. For an interpretation of the female figure as Po­
tiphar's wife, see J. Gutmann, "Joseph Legends in the 
Vienna Genesis," Proceedings of the Fifth World Congress of 

jewish Studies, vol. IV, 1973, 183f.; Weitzmann, "Question" 
( as in note 33), 86; Levin ( as in note 40 ), 241. Revel ( as in 
note 40 ), 128, identifies the woman as Joseph's future 
wife, Aseneth. 

90. See K. Schubert, "Wiener Genesis" ( as in 
note 40 ), 11. 
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Fig. 6 Catacomb at the Via Latina, Rome, early fourth century: Pinehas Kills Zimri and Cozbi, wall 

painting (photo: Rome, Istituto Suore Benedettine di Priscilla) 
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Fig. 7 Pamplona Bible in Augsburg, 

Universitätsbibliothek, former 

collection Oettingen-Wallerstein, 

MS 1, 2, lat. 40, 15, fol. 78r, Spain, 

late twelfth century: Pinehas Kills 

Zimri and Cozbi ( after Buch er) 

interest in pseudepigraphic writings and their rejection by Judaism, a Christian origin for this 

image seems more likely. The pseudepigraphic vita Adae et Evae describes how Adam and Eve 

built a hut and lamented their expulsion from paradise for seven days.91 A miniature in the

Ashburnham Pentateuch (Fig. 9) illustrates this motif. Numerous Jewish sources in Hellenis­

tic, external,92 and rabbinic 93 texts, as well as the New Testament (Gal. 4:29), mention the tra­

dition of a quarre! between Isaac and Ishmael, so the struggling brothers depicted in the Ash­

burnham Pentateuch cannot be regarded as evidence for a Jewish pictorial prototype.94

A relatively small group of rabbinic elements appearing in Early Christian art seem to 

have been known to the Fathers. The Syriac tradition appears to have played a dominant role 

in their transmission. Fruits of such contacts influenced Early Christian iconography in Rome. 

A painting in the catacomb on the Via Latina shows Cain and Abel with their offerings in the 

91. Vita Adae et Evae 1:1, Sparks (as in note 87), 147.
92. Josephus Flavius, Antiquitates (as in note 13), ,, 12, 3,

vol. IV, 107, mentions Sarah's fear chat Ishmael could 
harm Isaac after their father's death. Therefore she initi­
ated Hagar's dismissal. 

93. Genesis Rabbah 53: 11, vol. II, 24 7; Tanhuma, Shemot, ed,
Levin and Epstein, Jerusalem, 1972, Sa. 

94. (As in note 35), fol. rSr.

Aus rechtlichen Gründen steht diese 
Abbildung nicht im Open Access zur 
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Fig. 8 Vienna Genesis, sixth century, p. 33: Joseph in Prison (photo: Vienna, Österreichische 
Nationalbibliothek) 

presence of Adam, Eve, and the serpent (Fig. rn ). The rabbinic tradition mentions sexual in­
tercourse between Eve and the serpent,95 and some sources imply that the serpent fathered 
Cain.96 Ephrem the Syrian refers to this as well.97 Both the rabbinic tradition and Ephrem also 
mention an encounter between Laban and the Haranites, whom he invites to Leah's wedding. 
An invitation is briefly mentioned in the Bible ( Gen. 29: 22 ), but Laban's conversation with the 
Haranites is described in the commentaries.98 This conversation is illustrated in a mosaic in 
the basilica of S. Maria Maggiore (Fig. n ). Another mosaic, not preserved but known from a 
seventeenth-century drawing (Fig. 12),99 showed the meeting between Aaron and Moses 
(Exod. 4: 27) in the presence of Moses' wife, Zipporah. The Bible says nothing of Zipporah 
being present on this occasion, but it mentions that she accompanied Moses to Egypt. The 
rabbinic tradition adds that, because of Aaron's intervention at their meeting, she was sent back 
to her father. This motif was known also to Ephrem. 100 Whether this triple relationship 

95. Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 145b-146a. commentary on Gen. 27: 3, Hidal ( as in note 65), 123. 
96. Targum Pseudojonathan, Gen. 4: 1. 99. Vatican, Bibi. Apostolica, cod. Barb. lat. 4405, fol. 23.
97. For sources, see Kronholm ( as in note 52 ), 223. 100. Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Amaleq 3 on Exod. 18: 2,
98. Genesis Rabbah 70: 19, vol. III, 41f., and Ephrem's J. Neusner, Mekhilta According to Rabbi Ishmael: An Analytical
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Fig. 9 Ashburnham Pentateuch, sixth-seventh century, fol. 6r: Adam and Eve Lamenting (photo: Paris, 

Bibliotheque Nationale) 
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Fig. ro Catacomb at the Via Latina, Rome, early fourth century: Cain and Abel with Their Offerings, wall 

painting (photo: Rome, Istituto Suore Benedettine di Priscilla) 

between Early Christian iconography, rabbinic sources, and Syrian teachers is explained by the 

iconography having originated in the East or by Ephrem's texts having reached Rome during 

or shortly after his lifetime cannot be determined. Ephrem's work was read and appreciated in 

the West, and some of his writings were translated into Latin at an early period; however, we 

do not know precisely when.1° 1 In any event, the circumstances indicate an exchange of ideas 

and texts between Syria and Rome that probably included pictorial sources. The Vienna Gen­

esis and the Ashburnham Pentateuch both reveal traces of Syrian contacts: some of the former 

are iconographically related to the illustrations of a Syriac Joseph story, 102 while the latter's de­

piction of Rebecca at the Beth Midrash of Shem illustrates a story well known to Syrian writers. 

Tra11slatio11, Atlanta, 1988, vol. II, 2Jf., and Ephrem's com­
mentary on Exod. 4:5, Hidal (as in note 65), 127. 

IOI. See McVey ( as in note 63), 4f. I thank Peter Maser 

for his comment at the Vienna conference, September 
1990. 

rn2. Pächt ( as in note 35). 
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Fig. II S. Maria Maggiore, Rome, c. 432-435: Laban Invites the Haranites to Leah's Wedding, mosaic 

(photo: New York, Art Resources) 
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Fig. 12 S. Maria Maggiore, Rome, c. 432-435: The Meeting ofMoses and Aaron, drawing after mosaic 

( after Waetzold) 
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Fig. 13 Synagogue of Beth Alpha, Israel, sixth century: Binding oflsaac, mosaic ( after Sukenik) (photo: 

Jerusalem, Authorities for Antiquities) 

is also related to a depiction of the Temple implements (Fig. 13). Although the same idea seems 

to underlie both programs, the two examples have little in common visually. Both involve rab­

binic motifs, but in different ways.111 They illustrate different moments of the episode and 

arrange the details in completely different compositions. The mural at Dura shows a tent in the 

upper-right corner with a person at its entrance who is probably to be identified as Ishmael.112 

This detail is not found in any other depiction of the Binding oflsaac.113 

Three rabbinical elements appear in the Dura version of the Infancy of Moses (Exod. 

III. In both examples the ram appears next to a tree in­
stead of a thicket (Gen. 22: 13). This is due to the trans­
lation of the Targum Onqelos, Gen. 22: 13, Targum Onqelos, to 

Genesis, ed. and trans. B. Grossfeld, Wilmington, 1988, 
which mentions a tree. In Beth Alpha, however, the ram 
is bound to the tree, an element that cannot be clearly dis­
cerned in the Dura wall painting, but which has a paral­
lel in a mural in the chapel ofEI Baghawat, L. M. Therel, 
"La composition et le symbolisme de l'iconographie du 
Mausolee de I'Exode a El-Bagawhat," Revista di archeologia 

cristiana, 45, 1969, 223-70. This can also be explained by 
the rabbinic tradition that the ram was created on the 

sixth day of creation and destined from the beginning to 
be sacrificed by Abraham; see, for example, Targum Pseudo­

jonathan, Gen. 22: 13; Tanhuma shelach 14 ( as in note 93), 
vol. 11, 7oa. Apart from the chapel in EI Baghawat, this el­
ement is unknown in later Christian and Jewish art. For 
further background on the Late Antique Jewish iconog­
raphy of this scene, see M. Bregman, "The Depiction of 
the Ram in the Aqeda Mosaic at Beth Alpha," Tarbitz, LI, 
no. 2, 1982, 306-9. 

112. See U. Schubert ( as in note 21 ), 54f.
113. In EI Baghawat ( as in note III), Sarah ( according to 

an inscription) observes the scene, but there is no tent. 
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Fig. 14 Synagogue ofDura Europos, Syria, c. 245: Moses' Infancy, wall painting (after Goodenough) 

Fig. 15 Synagogue of Dura Europos, Syria, c. 24s; The Story of Purim (King Ahasuerus ), wall painting ( after 

Goodenough) 
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Fig. 16 Tripartite Mahzor, Budapest, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Kaufmann Collection, MS A 384, 
fol. 183r, fol. 183r, southern Germany, early fourteenth century: King Solomon (photo: Budapest, 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences) 

that Ahasuerus sat upon it are borrowed from the so-called Second Targum on Esther. 121 A sim­

ilar throne based on the same source is shown in a portrait of Solomon in an early 

fourteenth-century prayer book from southern Germany, the Tripartite Mahzor (Fig. 16). 122 Be­

cause the two images are separated by more than a millennium, do not illustrate the same 

biblical episode, and lack other pictorial elements that might indicate an iconographic rela-

121. Esther 1: 2; ed. B. Grossfield, The T wo Targums of Es­

ther, Collegeville, Pa., 1991. For further thoughts on this 
mural and the written and oral tradition it reflects, see 
Wharton ( as in note 21 ), 45ff 

122. This prayer book consists of three volumes pre­
served in Budapest, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 
Kaufmann Collection, MS A 384, London, Brit. Lib., MS 

Add. 22412; Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Mich. 619. 
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