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Esoteric Texts and Images
in Hebrew Illuminated

Manuscripts

Prof. Sara Offenberg

Ben-Gurion University of the Negev




This paper will examine the reflection of
esoteric ideas in Hebrew illuminated
manuscripts from thirteenth century
Ashkenaz (German lands), with a focus
on images of knights and Ezekiel’s vision
of the divine Chariot.

It examines the texts and the images in
conjunction with military history, in
order to provide a comprehensive
description concerned with the ideas of
the two principal esoteric traditions in
Ashkenaz: Hasidei Ashkenaz (German
Pietists) and Rabbi Nehemiah, the
Prophet from Erfurt.
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Up in Arms

Images of Knights and the Divine Chariot
in Esoteric Ashkenazi Manuscripts of the Middle Ages

by
Sara Offenberg

Cherub Press



Three main esoteric tradition in Ashkenz:

1. “Special Cherub”. Active in northern France, end of 12t century- beginning of 13t
century

2. R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo Troestlin the Prophet from Erfurt, active in the first third
of the 13™ century (studied primarily by Moshe Idel and now by Na’ama Ben-Shahar)

3. Qalonymus family: R. Judah the Pious (d. 1217), R. Elazar of Worms (d. ca. 1230)
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Erfurt Bible 1, 1343. Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1210, 629 x 470 mm
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Fronda, Rahel, “Micrographic illustrations in a group of thirteenth century Annette Weber, “The Masoret Is a Fence to the Torah: Monumental Letters
Hebrew Bibles from Germany,” in: Hebrdische Schrift zwischen Juden-und and Micrography in Medieval Ashkenazi Bibles,” Ars Judaica 11 (2015), pp.
Christentum in Mittelalter und friiher Neuzeit: Beitrdge zur 45, ed. Peter Stein, 7-30.

Kamen 2016, pp. 37-73

Erfurt Bible 2, 13th century Erfurt Bible 1, 1343
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Rachel Fronda discusses the decorative program of Erfurt 2. Describing Ezekiel’s opening page in a
footnote, she suggests that perhaps it carries mystical connections, but without further elaboration.
Annette Weber discusses the meaning of initial word decorations in Ashkenazi Bibles, including Erfurt 1

and Erfurt 2, in relation to concepts found in the writings of R. Judah the Pious and R.Eleazar of Worms.
I suggest that in Erfurt 2 there is also a connection to the esoteric ideas of
Rabbi Nehemiah ben Shlomo Troestlin, the Prophet from Erfurt.
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Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 381a, 13t" century
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Christ in Majesty, 13t century

Second Coming of Christ, Chartres,

Western facade, c. 1150




Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 381a, 13t" century
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, C(\\-\‘j‘\‘cg;‘/ T divine Throne, as, according to Rabbi
e Shlomo bar Shimshon’s Garmiza’s Siddur,
the Throne is round:

‘ £y (51‘ The circle in the center may represent the

And the Throne of Glory is round ...
Twice the [letter] Kaf appears there
so that when we place them opposite
each other they form a complete
circle like so ().

Ms. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica ebr. 274, fol. 191a
O .
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The words are connected by one word ,
following another in a chain of similar [EEEEEEESEUEEEENIE G.
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words (or words written in the same
manner, even if their meanings are
different); however, the final two seem to be
related by the difference between the Lord’s
love for Israel and the hatred of Esau. The
negative verse from Malachi 1:3, ‘But Esau I
hated’, is written next to the character on
the right, establishing him as a villain.

The main text in the circle seems to be evolving from harsh judgement to mercy
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Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 381a, 13t" century

iy Yo
wr‘nm -H'mw
SrOUNITIYETS

TATTS ORI
THTIR NSO
"’W '{'m \:‘) 5“{ J'“"\
-\-q.; e S
Sk ‘o‘ﬁh—v-!
SRR
""u‘*r:\ N
W R TN
e v
BT o b b
TR R ONTYTO
PR\ Caby aban
Lt e
R b ian)
NS RN

—‘}3'“'\ 'TNH oIn
™ --vg-w:ﬂwa )
e 'V'("J"Ln'\“’\"‘"\

"HJ‘I‘\““:}T\ -
oI J":'a‘l Ly
ﬂ\‘\*;:"\*‘ﬁ ‘/"ﬁ
o "75"“‘?} YRR

G Sy e

NI Sty
“-“"’D.:Z""W‘*
TRUN m"..
T -r« _.3'\*

~ i :“*'3!&“" =
S5 W
TR N P
W‘N‘SJ*‘:

"JT:.'w Yoy
W'\v':n:
n '\1‘\ T -\~ (i e
™ 3"::?'*""& =)
:"V'N TRETETINTRY
NN} v""""‘.‘?”"‘..
cTha- ko)
-\—w-\-‘o -—w -*g\
Wﬁ*v N s~
TN TEN TSR
PSS T
T 3 T T
'\'\9-3-\-‘\"%-%-«:‘\*& \
Lf"‘}b) \'D." “‘N‘
H T o *:N‘\

s TRTHTIIN ¥

D paachee
§ PRI TS

LL. ( ) -,j‘ e e LEVET g \
. g —_— < — o
- (& e & 3 \ e I
C ; =
% (( / é; J (\\" Na ‘*:g; :
[ ey ’ crTHL W ‘ )
. ~ a2
R A s C‘v e » A
A > p > = %
A \ ok [ 0 ,4 Q 4 ‘n
S e gy 2 iy G
i [ 3 & e \
4f \" v A X .
K (4 2 o
O o el WL L’ 2N =
A e R v A 1
2 7 & \ A > &
AN § ¢ & e
e
iz Tex o \-: >
(T, TR it / sl
J {74 Ln « -k
2 Jz = "‘: & %
. 5 ~
f e 2 ,‘i AT
\5 "l\. % B :
3 2 » S S T
18 & \ Sl 20
b Y) >- {‘J N e, /’ 4
3 DIEOrAS 51, et ) —“, ¢ ¢ < A
& 2 e i ko, W OF o D
[} 2 - 7. ’ 2 . r
& 7 . 1] \) \ R \A" 2\
g -y A e ; “,. N : 2
i | P . .
r J TR S N i Al e, 3
r , i - \ (4 . . L)
i 1! X X "~\ ¥ 79 S N, o NS N S [ a
> oy 7 =P\ ‘ v K S T
v | 3 A, |3 5_‘ 4 0’ - A 3 o~ v . _; INsY ‘(.- 3
3 E % . “ Her A& | =\ oY . / G SRS
r P g ey ¢ By \ \ \ - 2 u 7 8 o
“J —yr A M, S 2 IS A IR v % L % ¢ .
] N Y ’
8 o Al 4 T ; — 2 N5ens ~ PN T _,J/ gk A —rrimpwst X
» o NI S <
t T ':-..-/gg_.” S-S
-1
0

T NRYEINY SEs

-

MR IR =‘t!‘;.‘==? :

.3

hu~ahnai-akui
TR IR

; *v*:w:rw :‘uw:
‘:R‘\ U"s\"s"; T\U‘Q\'\:



Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 521a, 13" century
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Shield of Conrad of Thuringia 1240

13t century sword
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The bird on the right is composed of verses referring to 77
(judgement), and the one on the left from verses referring to

117171 (consolation), and the chapter from Jeremiah that deals
with the rebuilding of the house of David.



Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 521a, 13t century

The micrography of both

- . : : *r;:ﬁrtmmw TR
figures 1is base.d.prlmarlly.o’n B
verses describing David’s % gﬂ ; Q
kingship and others from the BRI Q\ e {f
Book of Job. . g gﬂ{y =

The shield is was drawn with
verses from Song of Songs 7.9
and Job 19.17

The lion was rendered with
words appearing in both
figures and in the shield, thus
forming associative and visual
links among all parts of the
scene.




I propose reading this scene in light of the text of the
Seventy Names of Metatron, where the militant
aspect of the shield with the Lord’s name written on
is stressed. In Rabbi Nehemiah’s commentary on
the seventy names we find a gematria: al magen al
tzava (X"2x 9"v 1"an 9"y), literally meaning that the
shield on the troops/army equals taftafia. Moreover,
it notes that King David had a shield of gold with the
seventy-two names engraved upon it, and the word
taftafia engraved beneath it.
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London, BL. Or. 1055, fol. 1052 V0N YW XM NN
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In Rabbi Nehemiah’s commentary Alpha =

Beta de-Metatron, the letter nun (3"1) is
described as a shield with three horns, and |
it was made to resemble David’s shield.

The commentary notes that David passed
it on until it was acquired by Judah the
Maccabi.



In Rabbi Nehemiah’s commentary Alpha Beta de-
Metatron, the letter nun (3":) is described as a shield
with three horns, and it was made to resemble
David’s shield. The commentary notes that David
passed it on until it was acquired by Judah the
Maccabi.

As there 1is a shield iIn the [t *_,
micrography decoration between SRS SRR
the figures made of verses referring

to David’s kingship, I suggest that it i
was inspired by Rabbi Nehemiah’s jl#
writings.




The gematria of the Lord’s name is engraved on the shield.

The shield’s frame is composed of 84 (7"») letters, twice 42 (2"n), as each side is made out
of 28 (n">) letters, and an extra letter was added on the left side to reach 28.

The lion within the shield was drawn with 36 (1"?) letters — double 18 (°"n), and counting

twice 36 equals 72 (2"v).
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From the two case studies examined here, we can conclude that the
designer of the micrography decoration in Erfurt Bible 2 had the writings

of Rabbi Nehemiah of Erfurt in mind, as well as those of Hasidei Ashkenaz,
especially regarding the transformation of harsh judgement into mercy.
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Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, 13t century



London, British Library Or. 2009, fol. 203a
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The most cutting- edge study research is presently being conducted by group headed by Hanna Liss:
Corpus Masoreticum: The Inculturation of the Masorah into Jewish Law and Lore from the 11th
to the 13th Centuries: Digital Acquisition of a Forgotten Domain of Knowledge (DFG);
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The Inculturation of the Masorah in Westermn European Jewish Learning Culture from the 11th to the 14th DFG Deutsche .
Centuries. Digital Development of a Forgotten Culture of Knowledge. Forschungsgemeinschaft

Long-term project at the Heidelberg Center for Jewish Studies


https://en.mtk-online.urz.uni-heidelberg.de/subproject.php?tp=B04&up

The choice to portray the human figure 1n full armor and as a knight can be explained by

the tradition of Jacob’s 1image engraved upon the throne, based on Ezekiel’s vision that
identifies the human figure as Jacob. The knight in this micrography may illustrate the
verse: Avir Ya’akov(apy> 9°aR), meaning Jacob’s guardian knight or Jacob the Knight.

ne D -
3 23, 3

S ol enny
-~ o 2]

L.y prpy293 94990 TUIab BID33 TSP BUINIR e B
Gany neeniav 9937220 DA 35 NSRS RST S3oe IRAY DD NIV S ¢ s ab e 1593 A s A [7*97 Dl
2 4 -~ . - F 2 -

iy

- .

»" :‘ \-‘-_C-\\ ". 3 :... r
" “r A

»y -

.’.ﬁ TN NADIn ’h,s, N "N N b?',j'”p7"

b iatan]
TN s Sy Neca v przaNT NOEN b das il

AN .-w’\',"ﬂ."'*.“" Fala e Rl L
) uj;-'."f\’p‘ N

O
o
¢ ,\'\.:-.'tujsd ..JN’ v-..'.s‘__'.\u LN

Y 4

Lo j;t
N %
N ) e,
Ve ATudwdins, e amest | ‘.\‘_“.‘ h"o Bk s “_,, s sk v OO S LV T Iy S e Cyafaw C.AME s AL
» s a GG - > . T TE T R o MAAL et
\ & ‘S icon ‘.o..(q"""q" : s o oML due MO %

» B>
v "_-,//‘”’ V0N Nssy A AP e

3, 300428 N3RS A

E-
P

O35 OMEAY, AN . 4
'?v BRISANY DN Dinsan 3D BT say
7
e

Mok, db W

a
5
o
z
2
A
>
A
3
z
-
2
n
?
3
¥
aQ
¢
P
»
n
r

Re baom hins o . w "o
AP 0.y 1 \ 4 vp ety T N STINAN TINYL M woe B YN My,
"B S peahy VW iR YOI vansiy prahs o nety T o0 N neve ow W .L.(:




Bible, Londo

n, BL. Or. 2004, fol. 203a, Ashkenaz 2" half of the 13t century
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R. Haim Palti'el, Commentary on Genes

“By the hands of the mighty one |of| Jacob. Meaning: Who caused him all

of this might and honor? It is Avir Yaakov, that is, Jacob, the
hero/champion.”

S 49.24:
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Double Mahzor, Wroclaw, University Library, Cod. Or. I, vol. II, fol. 89a. Esslingen , ca. 1290
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As part of his discussion on the prayer ‘The Lord our God, king of the universe,
Who opens the gates of mercy’, Rabbi Avigdor b. Elijah Katz of Vienna (1185—ca.
1270) related to those commentaries; the text, which is part of Rabbi Naftali Hirz
Treves’s siddur published in 1559, was thoroughly studied by Na’ama Ben-Shahar,
who showed that Rabbi Treves’s commentary was based on writings of both Rabbi
Nehemiah of Erfurt and Rabbi Eleazar of Worms.

R. Avigdor b. Elijjah Katz of Vienna noted in his
commentary on this prayer that the Throne has
thirteen windows, through which the prayer rises
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There are thirteen roundels around the empty chair and in each
of them is a trefoil, which is an ornamental shape that has three
foils usually found in Gothic windows (e.g., in the thirteenth-
century Erfurt Synagogue). I suggest that this odd number is
intentional and might have been inspired by such a
commentary, which is also found in the writings of Rabbi
Eleazar of Worms, for example, in his Sefer HaShem.
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Thank you!
offenbergs@gmail.com
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