


74 Jewish Figural Painting 

Fig. 1. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, MS heb. 5!I, fol. 47v (detail). 
R. Solomon ben Isaac, Commentary on the Bible, Würzburg, 1233.
(All illustrations reproduced by pennission.)

Buchlwnst, 1:72 73; Bezalel Narkiss, "On the Zoocephalic Phenomenon in Mediaeval Ashkenazi 
Manuscripts," in Norms mzd Variations in Art: Essays in Ho1zour of Moshe Barasch (Jerusalem, 1983), 
pp. 214 36; and Therese and Mendel Metzger, "Meir ben Barukh de Rothembourg et Ja question des 
images chez !es juifs au moyen age," Asch/w11as: Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Kultur der Juden 1 
(1994), 59-60. Jewish texts on figural painting are concerned with the special status of the face, and. 
it is possible that they bad an influence on the phenomenon. See, for example, Babylonian Talmud, 
Avodah zarah 42b; for an English version see The Babylonian Talmud, ed. I. Epstein, 6 parts and 
index, in 35 vols. (London, 1935 52), 4/7:211-12. See also R. Meir ben Barukh of Rothenburg, 
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Fig. 3. London, British Library, MS Add. 27210, fol. 9r. 
Golden Haggadah, Barcelona, c. 1320. 
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Fig. 4. Synagogue of Beth Alpha. Mosaic, c. 518-27. 
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Fig. 6. St. Peter-,5burg, National Library°'of Russia, 
Firkovich Collection, MS II B 17, fragment. 
Egypt (?), 929. 

figures do not contradict Jewish law. 19 The earliest dated example of an illumi­
nated Hebrew manuscript is a Pentateuch fragment in St. Petersburg, produced in 
Egypt (?) in 929 (Fig. 6). lt contains various types of ornamental decoration and 
two nonfigurative, rather abstract representations of the Temple.20 In short, whether 
Jews created and used art and what form of art they produced in these periods 

19 Mislme Tarah, Sefer Hamada, Hillchat avadat /wld,avim 3.10, ed. Joseph Kappah (Jerusalem, 
1984), p. 399. For an English version see Mann, }etvish Texts, pp. 23-24. 

2° For more information on manuscripts from the Islamic realm see Bezalel Narkiss, Ill11111inatia11s 
from I-Iebretv Bibles of Leningrad (Jerusalem, 1990); and Kogman-Appel, Baale Art, chap. 2. On the 
iconography of medieval Jewish images of the Temple see Elisabeth Revel-Neher, Le temaignage de 
l'absence: Les abjets du sa11ctuaire a Byzance et dans l'art juif du Xle au XVe siecle (Paris, 1998). 
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Similarly the temporal coincidence of the pictorial cycles in Sephardic Haggadot 
(Fig. 3) with Hame'iri's reflections is remarkable. In Ashkenaz the observation 
that Christians may, after all, not be idolaters created ambivalence; in contrast, 
Hame'iri's views were firm, secure, and presented in great depth. Ashkenazic fig­
ural art, even though appearing as early as the 1230s, developed more slowly than 
Jewish art in Spain and with some hesitation; in most cases it was less inspired by 
Christian imagery than was Sephardic art. Sephardic figural art, on the other hand, 
developed unrestrainedly once Hame'iri had made his arguments; it interacted 
with Christian art in numerous ways and dealt with its messages creatively and 
polemically. 

Kat1"i11 Kogma11-Appel is Associate Professor in the Department of the A1'ts at Ben-Gul'ion 
University of the Negev (e-mail: kat1'in@woobling.o1'g). 




