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Introduction
The corpus of Jewish ceremonial art includes works that range in date
from those that appeared in synagogues of the first centuries CE, both
in Ancient Israel and in the diaspora, and works that were made yester
day. The geographic range of the corpus is similarly broad. And yet,
halakhah (Jewish law ) regarding forms of ceremonial art established
nearly five hundred years ago have remained relevant, even as new types
appeared and were adopted for use as Judaica. This paper first discusses
halakhic principles governing ceremonial art included in the Shulḥ̣an
Arukh, the standard law code written by the Sephardi Joseph Caro
(1488 – 1575 ), and then considers their impact on the evolution of Judaica.
Aesthetic considerations governing Jewish ceremonial art are the third
topic of this paper.
Art and Jewish Law
Ceremonial art, like all other spheres of Jewish life, both the religious
and the civil, falls within the province of Jewish law, whose primary
source is the Hebrew Bible.1 The first corpus of Jewish law, the Mishnah,
was edited ca. 220 CE and then commented on by the rabbis of the
Talmud until the Jerusalem text was closed at the end of the third century
and the Babylonian Talmud in the seventh century. Since then, rabbis
have written codes of law based on the Talmud, as well as responsa to
questions on particular points of halakhah. Their decisions are generally
based on prior rabbinic rulings, a factor that ensures the relevance
of earlier texts for opinions written even in our own time or applied to
new forms of Judaica, for example, those based on technological inno
vations.2 Although an individual text reflects historical circumstances at
the time it was written, many issues remain grounded in earlier
rabbinic decisions.
— An investigation of halakhot concerning ceremonial art
reveals that there are only three types whose forms are completely spe
cified in the authoritative law code known as the Shulḥan Arukh ( The
Set Table), which was completed by the Sephardi rabbi Joseph Caro
( 1488 – 1575) in 1563 and later glossed and annotated for Ashkenazi usage

1 This essay is an expansion of ideas first

presented in the introduction to Vivian B.
Mann (ed. ), A Tale of Two Cities: Jewish
Life in Frankfurt and Istanbul 1750 – 1870.
New York 1982, pp. 19 – 21.
2 For examples of halakhic issues raised
by technological innovations, see Vivian
B. Mann : Jewish Texts on the Visual Arts.
Cambridge 2000 (reprinted 2010),
pp. 58 – 60; pp. 63 – 66.
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3 On the form and writing of the Torah

scroll, see Joseph Caro : Shulḥan Arukh,
Yoreh De’ah, chs. 271 – 77; on writing
a mezuzah: chs. 288 and 290; and for the
texts of tefillin and their boxes, see
Shulḥan Arukh, Oraḥ Ḥayyim, ch. 25.

FIG. 1: Johann Christoph Georg Bodenschatz : Kirchliche Verfassung der heutigen Juden,
sonderlich derer in Deutschland, Pt. 2, Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary, New York BM 316, B6
(Frankfurt, 1748 – 1749)

by Moshe Isserles of Cracow ( ca. 1525 – 1572). The three regulated
types of Judaica are: the Torah scroll, the scroll of the mezuzah (a parch
ment with sections from Deuteronomy that is hung on the doorposts
of Jewish homes), and tefillin ( the boxed texts generally worn during
morning prayers; ▶ Fig. 1).3 All three texts must be written on the skins of
kosher animals – animals that have split hooves and chew their cuds –
that are then primed and scored to ensure the evenness and beauty
of the script. These and other requirements have ensured the consistent
appearance of Torah scrolls and the texts of mezuzot and tefillin used
by Jews who have lived in different periods and resided among varying
cultures.
— All the remaining works of Jewish ceremonial art may
be classified into three other groups: those whose forms are partly deter
mined by Jewish law; those whose functions are required, but whose
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4 On the textual sources for the concept

of hiddur mitzvah as it pertains to the
performance of commandments and the
objects used in their performance, see
Joseph Flug , www.yutorah.org / lectures /
lecture.cfm/ 716315
5 Joseph Caro: Shulḥan Arukh, Oraḥ
Ḥayyim, ch. 671.
6 Op. cit., ch. 673.
7 For a comprehensive collection of
Hanukkah lamps, see Susan L. Braunstein : Five Centuries of Hanukkah Lamps
from the Jewish Museum. A Catalogue
Raisonné. New Haven, London 2004.
8 On these two goblets, see Vivian B.
Mann, Joseph Gutmann : Danzig 1939:
Treasures of a Destroyed Community.
Detroit 1980, nos. 27 – 28.

FIG. 2b: Hanging Sabbath Lamp, bronze; The Jewish Museum, New York, JM 200 – 67 (German Lands [Cologne

or Deutz?], first half of the 14 th century).

forms are not specified; and those works that are not required, but have
developed from a desire to enhance the beauty of a ceremony or festival,
a concept known as hiddur mitzvah or beautification of the command
ment.4 A Hanukkah lamp, used to hold the lights kindled during the eight
days of the holiday, is an example of a ceremonial object with minimal
halakhic requirements (▶ Fig. 2a). Jewish law specifies only that the lights
must be set on the same level and have sufficient fuel to burn for a
minimum period of time.5 Similarly, lights kindled to mark the onset of
Sabbaths or festivals must be at least two in number and burn for a
specified period, their wicks fed by one among a list of acceptable fuels,6
but their shape and decoration, like those of Hanukkah lamps, were
not specified by the rabbis (▶ Fig. 2b). Over the centuries, Hanukkah and
Sabbath lamps have been made of clay or glass, silver, brass, or other
media; they vary in form and ornamentation.7
— A second group of Jewish ceremonial objects are those
whose functions are mandated by law but whose forms and appearance
are at the discretion of the owner, for example, cups used during the
recitation of kiddush, the sanctification over wine. Although this cere
mony is performed often in Jewish life, not only on Sabbaths and
festivals but also at certain events in the life cycle, the rabbis specified
the minimum measure of wine to be sanctified, but not the form of
its container. Cups used for kiddush range from goblets or beakers
purchased ready-made, whose form is no different than those made for
general use (▶ Fig. 3a, b),8 to those fashioned specifically for the ceremony.
Beakers or goblets without an assured provenance may be identified

FIG. 2a: Amit Shor : Hanukkah Lamp, aluminum:

pierced; The Jewish Museum, New York, Purchase:
Judaica Acquisitions Fund 1986-88 (Israel, 1986).
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FIG. 3c: Kiddush Cup for Passover inscribed with
Ha-Laḥma, glass: cut and etched; The Jewish Museum,
New York F 4907 (Bohemia, third quarter of the
19 th century).

9 Vivian B. Mann, Emily D. Bilski : The
Jewish Museum. London 1993, fig. 98; for
kiddush cups identified by their inscrip
tions, see figs. 110 a and c.
10 In the collection of the Museum Fürs
tenburg in Lüneburg is an identical box
that lacks an inscription and was probably
used as a sugar box.
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as a kiddush cup by their decoration or by Hebrew inscriptions indicat
ing their purpose, for example, a Bohemian glass goblet engraved with
the reading ha-laḥmah anya from the Passover haggadah (▶ Fig. 3c).9
— We may also include in this group of works – whose
function is required but whose form is not described – ceremonial objects
meant to safeguard the form or holiness of primary objects, in Hebrew
tashmishei kedushah ( appurtenances of the holy ). For example, an etrog
or citron used during the holiday of Tabernacles is particularly valued
if the pitam ( the stigma and style ) remains attached to the fruit; rigid
cases of various types guard against such damage. Some etrog con
tainers are simply boxes created for other purposes. For example, a silver
box for sugar from Königsberg made by David Benjamin Kohl in 1818
was acquired by Itzig Goldstein for the Mattenbuden Synagogue in
a suburb of Danzig, and was transformed into an etrog container by the
addition of a Hebrew inscription that reads in translation: »Belongs to
the Mattenbuden Congregation through the efforts of the gabbai [officer]
Itzig son of Moshe Goldstein in the year [5]602« [=1841/2]. 10 During the
nineteenth century, melon-shaped containers were often used as etrog
boxes, while in the modern period, artists created specific forms or
added ornament that indicated the function of the work as a container
for the fruit (▶ Fig. 4).
— The Torah, the most revered ceremonial work in Jewish life,
inspired the creation of many types of Judaica intended to protect it
against damage or to enhance its appearance. Maimonides (1138 – 1204 )
enumerated such implements of holiness in the following passage from
his law code:
FIG. 3a, b: Covered Goblets for Kiddush, silver: cast, repoussé, acid-etched, chased, engraved; The Jewish
Museum, New York a) Gift of the Danzig Jewish Community, D 70; b) Gift of Dr. Harry G. Friedman, F 4276.
(Erfurt, first half of the 19 th century).
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»One acts towards a kosher Torah Scroll with additional holiness and great honor […] A tik (a cylindrical case) that was
prepared for a Torah scroll that was laid in it, textile wrappers,
the ark and the reader ’s desk […] and also the chair prepared to
rest the Torah scroll on it, and it rested on it, all are implements
of holiness (tashmishei keddushah) […] and the silver and gold
finials and the like, which are made for the beauty of the Torah
scroll, are implements of holiness […].« 11
In this passage, Maimonides emphasized that works of Judaica must
have been used in conjunction with a Torah scroll to attain the status of
holy implements; their form or decoration alone did not qualify them.12
— By the fifteenth century, long narrow textiles, used as
swaddling cloths during circumcisions performed in Ashkenaz, became
Torah binders that held the staves and parchment of a scroll together
to prevent the ripping of the text. Prior to their use in the synagogue, the
binders were decorated with embroidered or painted inscriptions
recording the child’s name, his date of birth, and the hope that he would
grow to knowledge of the Torah, to the marriage canopy, and to good
deeds (▶ Fig. 5a). In contrast, Sephardi binders, those made for communi
ties whose members descended from Spanish Jewry, were made by
women and marked events in their lives. A Florentine Jewish woman,
Rikah Polacco, created a petit-point binder in 1662 /3 in honor of her
husband (▶ Fig. 5b).13 In both Ashkenazi and Sephardi communities, the
Torah binder was linked to the life cycle and served both as a protective
appurtenance to the Torah scroll and as a demographic record of the
community.
— Maimonides deemed other forms of ceremonial art associ
ated with the Torah scroll, such as finials (rimmonim ), to possess lesser

11 Maimonides : Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot
Sefer Torah, 10:4.
12 Note these phrases in the passage cited:
[bold mine]: »A tik that was prepared for
a Torah scroll that was laid in it; and also
the chair prepared to rest the Torah scroll
on it, and it rested on it…. »
13 On the basis of their dedicatory
inscriptions and common style, the binder
and a needlework Torah Curtain dated
1675/ 6 in the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London (511 – 1877 ) can both be attributed
to Rikah Polacco . Vivian B Mann
(ed. ): Gardens and Ghettos: The Art of
Jewish Life in Italy. Berkeley, Los Angeles,
Oxford 1989, cat. no. 128, fig. 185; Italian
translation: Vivian B Mann (ed. ): I Tal
Ya’: Duemilla anni d’arte e vita ebraica
in Italia. Milan 1990, nr. 109. See also:
SUSAN NASHMAN-FRAIMAN : The Fruit
of her Hands: Original Iconography on
a Parokhet from Verona. In: Timorah.
Articles on Jewish Art. Ramat-Gan 2006,
p. 78. – STEFANIA RONCOLATO : On the
Ketubbot of Verona as Treasure Chests of
the Community’s Past. In: Studia Rosentha
liana, 45(2014), pp. 160-62.

FIG. 4: Tsirl Waletzky (1921 – 2011) and David

Nulman (b. 1947), Etrog Container, stained glass;
copper and foil inlay; The Jewish Museum, New York,
Eva and Morris Feld Acquisitions Fund (1984 – 95),
(New York, 1984).
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14 On the donation of ceremonial objects
as a means of self-aggrandizement, see
Julie-Marthe Cohen : Presentation and
Prestige in Amsterdam’s Synagogues. In:
Julie-Marthe Cohen, Jelka Kröger,
Emile Schrijver (eds.): Gifts from the
Heart. Ceremonial Objects from the Jewish
Historical Museum Amsterdam. Zwolle
2004, pp. 97 – 109.
15 For an example of a pillow cover for
use at circumcisions, see Norman L.
Kleeblatt, Vivian B. Mann : Treasures
of the Jewish Museum. New York 1986,
pp. 40 – 41.

FIG. 5a: Torah Binder, linen: painted; The Jewish Museum, New York, Gift of Bettina Baruch (1983 – 122)

(Germany, 1856).
FIG. 5b: RIKAH POLACCO : Torah Binder, linen: embroidered with silk and metallic threads;

The Jewish Museum, New York, Gift of Cora Ginsburg (1988 – 21) (Florence [?], 1662/3).

sanctity since they were made to enhance the beauty of a Torah scroll,
but not for its protection. They belong to the final group of ceremonial
objects, those free of all legal strictures, which were commissioned
or made by Jews to enhance the fulfillment of a commandment ( hiddur
mitzvah ). At the same time, these donations promoted their donor’s
position in the Jewish community.14 Beautifully embroidered pillows for
carrying infants for circumcision are but one of the forms of Judaica
that serve the purpose of hiddur mitzvah.15
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To conclude this section of the discussion, there are only three works,
all texts, whose form is precisely governed by Jewish law: the Torah scroll,
the scroll of the mezuzah and tefillin. Every other object within the
corpus of Jewish ceremonial art has minimal halakhic requirements, or
is free of all legal strictures. As a result, Jews were able to commission
works that reflected the style and types of art created for the majority
among whom they lived in the diaspora. The greatest impact of the art
of »the Other«, Christian and Islamic art, is manifest in works that are
not governed by halakhah.

16 Maria Stürzebecher : Der Schatz
fund aus der Michaelisstraße in Erfurt. In:
Sven Ostritz (ed. ): Die Mittelalterliche
Jüdische Kultur in Erfurt. Band 1. Der
Schatzfund. Archäologie – Kunstgeschichte
– Siedlungsgeschichte. Langenweißbach
2010, pp. 70 – 80.

The Influence of Other Cultures
The leniency of Jewish law regarding ceremonial art also allowed for the
adoption of new forms first used by majority groups in the diaspora.
I would like to focus on a type of medieval silver that appears to have
been commissioned by wealthy Jews because its form and meaning
were appropriate to Jewish ceremony, the Double Cup or Doppelkopf,
a form found in the Erfurt treasure (▶ Fig. 6).16
— The custom of ceremonial drinking was widespread in the
classical and German worlds and was gradually assimilated into
Christian usage. Toasts were offered on saints’ feast days and on other
occasions, such as the onset of journeys and bridal feasts. The mature
version of the Double Cup, one with handles, appeared in the twelfth
century. In the thirteenth, it became increasingly popular as a wedding
gift among the upper classes, since the two cups that formed one vessel
signified the union of bride and groom. The Double Cup was also used
FIG. 6b: Erna Michael Haggadah, Israel Museum, Jerusalem, MS. 181/18, fol. 45 (Middle Rhine, 1400 – 1420)

FIG. 6a: Double Cup, silver: gilt and enamel;

Thüringisches Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und
Archäologie, Inv.-Nr. 3091/98, 3092/98, 5097/98.
(Erfurt [?]. second quarter of the 14 th century).
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FIG. 7: Torah Shield, silver: repoussé and engraved;
The Jewish Museum, New York, Gift of Dr. Harry
G. Friedman, F 2653 (German Lands, 1669 [date of
inscription]).

17 Moses Isserles : haMappah, Hilkhot
Kiddushin, 62:10.
18 For a discussion of Jewish ownership
of Double Cups, see Vivian B. Mann :
»New« Examples of Jewish Ceremonial Art
from Medieval Ashkenaz. In: Artibus et
Historiae. 17 (1988 ), pp. 18 – 22. This article
was written prior to the discovery of the
Erfurt treasure.
19 Israel ben Petaḥiah Isserlein :
Trumat haDeshen, no. 225; for an English
translation, see Vivian B. Mann : Jewish
Texts. pp. 114 – 16.
20 MargaritHa , a convert to Christianity,
published his »Gantz Jüdisch Glaub« in
Augsburg in 1530.
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for display purposes and signified the wealth of its owner. These latter
functions allowed the Double Cup to be divorced from its association
with Christian ritual and adopted for Jewish use.
— The popularity of the Doppelkopf as a wedding gift coincided
with a major transformation of Jewish weddings during the Middle
Ages. Jewish ceremonies consist of two parts: a betrothal that requires
the drinking of wine, and a marriage ceremony that likewise includes
the ritual drinking of wine. In the talmudic period, these ceremonies
were separated in time, but for various reasons the rabbis of medieval
France and Germany decided that both ceremonies should be held
one after the other, separated into two distinct entities by the reading of
the ketubbah ( the marriage contract ). Moses Isserles ( 1525 – 72 ), who
emended the Code of Jewish Law (Shulḥan Arukh) for use by Ashkenazim,
described the use of two cups during a wedding as »an old custom in
these lands« ( i. e. medieval Ashkenaz ).17 In the same period, and also as
the result of Christian influence, Jewish weddings became public events
and ceased to be conducted in private. Wealthy Jews, like their Christian
counterparts in the nobility or upper levels of the burgher class, com
missioned double cups as wedding gifts whose use and display advertised
their patrons’ status in the community. The same stratum of Jewish
society commissioned illuminated manuscripts like haggadot, service
books for the Passover seder. That Jews owned double cups and employed
them for religious ceremonies is amply demonstrated by the numerous
depictions in these manuscripts (e.g. ▶ Fig. 6b).18 The cups are shown held
by the head of the household, presumably for the recitation of kiddush,
or placed on the table during the ritual Passover meal, the seder.
The Evolving History of Jewish Ceremonial Art
Another important point about Jewish ceremonial art is that it is not a
static corpus, but one that has evolved. For example, Torah shields,
created to indicate the place to which a scroll was turned, were an inven
tion of the sixteenth century (▶ Fig. 7).
— That they did not exist previously is indicated by a responsum
of Israel ben Petaḥiah Isserlein ( 1390 – 1460) who lived in Wiener
Neustadt for most of his life and was an outstanding authority on
halakhah. He was asked to rule on placing wood plaques on the scrolls
– made from poles used to hang a curtain before the Torah ark – to
indicate the lection to which the texts were turned.19 Isserlein allowed
the practice but remarked that the plaques were not ornaments to
the Torah in the sense of works that enhanced its beauty ( bold mine ).
By 1530, silver plaques to mark the reading were in use according
to Anton MargaritHa ( b. ca. 1490 /1500 ), who described them in his
»Gantz Jüdisch Glaub«.20 The Torah shield is also known from a contem
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poraneous source, the »Probierbuch der Frankfurter Goldschmiedezunft
für alle die zu Frankfurt in der Zeit von 1512 – 1576 hergestellten und
silberenen Geräte« (Frankfurt, Stadtarchiv, Ugb. C. 30D). Three entries
refer to shields. Rudolf Kolb made a Judentafel in 1545; Karl von Sandt
made a Tabul Moisi darzu die 10 gepott gestochen; and six years later
in 1563, Heinrich Heidelberger fashioned two silver covers for Torah
scrolls.21 The lack of a single name for the object indicates the newness
of the form. Presumably, these silver shields of the sixteenth century,
made of an expensive material and fashioned by an artist, would have
been acceptable to Petaḥiah Isserlein. Several models could have been
used for this new type of Judaica: one was the guild emblem in the
form of a shield, another was the reflecting panel of wall sconces, and the
third was a silver calendar with apertures for changing days, months,
and years.22 The functional Torah shield continued to be used into the
nineteenth century, at which time the form became purely ornamental,
losing its purpose of indicating the lection.
— The rise in the European silver supply following the discov
ery of the Americas appears to have led to an increase in the number
and types of Jewish ceremonial art, as was true of the silver commis
sioned by patrons such as the Church, guilds, and city councils.23 Since
a guild’s economic activities were joined to providing for the social
welfare needs of its members, the same function of Jewish Burial Societies
( Hevrot Kaddisha), the Jewish organizations adopted many of the trap
pings of the guilds.24 One of the ways that ḥevrot imitated guilds was by
commissioning large silver beakers for use at annual banquets that were
occasions for the inauguration of new leaders and members.25 Since
there are no halakhot governing the silver made for these organizations,
their forms varied. At times, members acquired a pre-existent piece
of silver, for example a seventeenth-century Hungarian beaker made in
Hermannstadt ca. 1626, that was acquired 150 years later by the Burial
Society in Old Buda according to its inscription: »Dedicated to the Obuda
Burial Society in 1764 / 5«.26 It would have been used at the annual
banquet when new members were inducted.27 Other societies commis
sioned cups from leading silversmiths, for example the first beaker
belonging to the Burial Society of the venerable Jewish community of
Worms that was made by the Nuremberg silversmith Johann Conrad
Weiss ( a.1699- after 1751 ) in 1711 and inscribed it with the names of its
members. Two decades later, the membership had grown and a second
beaker was required that was made locally (▶ Fig. 8).
The Role of Beauty in Jewish Law
Although much of this discussion has focused on the importance of
function in Jewish laws regarding ceremonial art, halakhic discussions

21 Wolfgang Scheffler : Goldschmiede

Hessens. Daten, Werke, Zeichen. Berlin
1965, pp. 92, 96, 106. On silver Judaica
from Frankfurt, see Vivian B. Mann :
The Golden Age of Jewish Ceremonial Art
in Frankfurt. Metalwork of the Eighteenth
Century. In: Leo Baeck Institute Year Book,
XXXI (1986), pp. 389 – 403. German trans
lation: Vivian B. Mann : Das Goldene
Zeitalter jüdischer Zeremonialkunst in
Frankfurt. In: Was übrig blieb. Exhibition
catalogue, Das Museum Jüdischer Alter
tümer in Frankfurt. Frankfurt a. M. 1988,
pp. 105 – 24.
22 For an example of an early seventeenthcentury guild shield see Eugen von
Czihak : Die Edelschmiedekunst Frührer
Zeiten in Preussen. Pt. 1. Leipzig 1903, fig. 8.
23 By 1598, the city council of Lüneburg
owned nearly 300 pieces of silver.
Manfred Meinz : Ratssilber in nieder
sächsischen Städten. In: Cord Meckseper (ed. ): Stadt im Wandel. Kunst und
Kultur des Bürgertums in Norddeutschland
1150 – 1650, vol. 3. Stuttgart 1985, pp. 661 – 5.
24 Sylvie-Anne Goldberg has written
that the emergence of formal Burial
Societies in Ashkenazi communities during
the second half of the sixteenth century
represents a confluence of two factors. One
was the arrival of Sephardim in Ashkenaz
after the Expulsion in 1492 whose Iberian
communities had organized burial societies
as early as the thirteenth century, and who
were familiar with kabbalistic ideas on
death and dying that were incorporated
into their practices. The second factor
was the existence of a model in Christian
guilds, which had social welfare functions.
( Sylvie-Anne Goldberg : Crossing the
Jabbok. Illness and Death in Ashkenazi
Judaism in Sixteenth- through NineteenthCentury Prague. (trans. Carol Cosman )
Berkeley, Los Angeles, London 1996,
pp. 85 – 92.
25 For annual banquets of city councils,
see Manfred Meinz : Ratssilber in
niedersächsischen Städten, p. 661.
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26 On the Obuda beaker, see Norman
L. Kleeblatt, Vivian B. Mann :
Treasures, pp. 58 – 59. Many examples of
the type, a footed beaker, are extant from
the sixteenth century on. (See Roberta
Fineman (ed. ): Baroque Splendor. The
Art of the Hungarian Goldsmith, exhibition
catalogue, New York 1994, cat. nos. 1, 7 – 8,
11 – 12, 23 – 24, 57 and 59.) Some were
used as communion cups in the Church.
( Katalin Dávid : Treasures in Hungarian
Ecclesiastical Collections. Budapest 1982,
no. 70 ).
27 Eliezer Deutsch : Pri ha-Sadeh,
no. 73. Deutsch (1850 – 1917 ) was the
rabbi of Bonyhád (Tolna), Hungary. In the
1909 responsum cited, he describes the
banquet of a Burial Society in the time
of the Hatam Sofer (Moses Sofer [1726 –
1839]), at which new members were
inducted by drinking from the silver cup
of the society. On the role of members and
the varying requirements for membership
in communal Burial Societies, see SylvieAnne Goldberg : Crossing the Jabbok,
pp. 92 – 98.
28 Umberto Eco : Art and Beauty in the
Middle Ages. New Haven, London 1986, p. 5.
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FIG. 8: JOHANN CONRAD WEISS (1670 – 1758): Beaker for the Burial Society of Worms; silver: hammered,

engraved and parcel-gilt; The Jewish Museum, New York, Gift of Michael Oppenheim, Mainz, JM 30 – 51 a-b
(Nuremberg, 1711/12 [date of inscription] ).

demonstrate that the aesthetic character of a work was considered in
assessments of its value. Beauty was a recognizable aspect of a work in
the sense underlying Umberto Eco’s statement on aesthetics during
the Middle Ages: »intelligible beauty was in medieval experience a moral
and psychological reality.«28
— In the responsum on the question of transforming a wooden
curtain pole into plaques for the Torah scroll, Petaḥiah Isserlein
emphasized that the plaques were not Torah ornaments in the sense of
works that enhanced the beauty of the scroll. A more expansive discus
sion appears in a responsum of David ibn Abi Zimra who was born
in Spain ca. 1480 and died in Safed in 1573, after having spent most of
his life as the chief rabbi of Cairo. He was asked about a breakaway
congregation, which wanted to possess some of the ceremonial objects
belonging to the original unified congregation. Ibn Abi Zimra replied:
»The donations of ceremonial objects were made with the implicit consent of the whole congregation and because of that, the
two congregations should use the ritual objects on alternating
weeks. If the works may be appropriately divided, for example,
if there are two Torah crowns and two pairs of finials, each congregation should use one. If one work is more beautiful than
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29 David Ibn Abi ZiMra :
Sh’ut haRadbaz, pt. 8, Warsaw 1882,
no. 170; for an English translation, see
Vivian Mann : Jewish Texts, pp. 80 – 83.

FIG. 9: Prayer Book for Passover, Ink and gouache on vellum, 371 folios; Library of the Jewish Theological

Seminary, New York Mic. 4809 (German Lands [Cologne?], 14 – 15th century).

the other [bold mine], they should be shared through alternating use.« 29
Ibn Abi Zimra’s opinion that the beauty of a work was a valid reason for
instituting alternating use of ceremonial objects presumes a collective
standard of aesthetics recognized by the competing congregations.
— Jair Ḥayyim Bacharach ( 1639 – 1702), the rabbi of various
German communities, expressed a similar opinion in the following
responsum:

Compiled by the Faculty Action Network

Einführung · Introduction

30 Jair Ḥayyim Bacharach : Responsa
Ḥavvot Yair, no. 68; for an English transla
tion, see Vivian Mann : »Jewish Texts,«
pp. 125 – 26.
31 Meir of Rothenburg : Responsa
Maharam of Rothenburg. Jerusalem 1986,
no. 56; for the English translation, see
Vivian Mann : Jewish Texts, pp. 109 – 11.

27

»A congregation had a silver lamp that hung before the Torah
ark […]. It was stolen, and the congregation lacks the means to
replace it with another silver lamp. Some congregants want to
replace it with a brass lamp [referred to in the original text as a
Mess from the German for Messing or brass], but others say that
hanging a brass lamp in the synagogue similar to those found in
homes does not accord with the dignity of the synagogue. What
should be done?«
[Rabbi Bacharach answered:] »If the lamp is large and has
many nozzles for wicks and its brass is gilt so that it is unusually attractive, a type found only in the homes of the nobility
and the extremely wealthy, then clearly the law sides with the
donors. […] (▶ Fig. 2b). When the congregants become wealthier,
they can replace the brass lamp with a silver one […] On the
other hand, an individual who wishes to donate an expensive
lamp requires the community’s consent. The community should,
therefore, grant permission for a lamp to be donated only if it
is proper and respectable, and fit to honor the synagogue.« 30
In this opinion, Bacharach, like Ibn Abi Zimra, assumed that a com
munity shares a common standard of aesthetics regarding ceremonial
art, and, therefore, a donor needed the approval of the community to
dedicate a work to the synagogue.
— Sometimes, a rabbi’s acknowledgment of the aesthetic appeal
of a ceremonial object was couched in negative terms. Meir of Rothen
burg ( ca. 1215 – 1293), when asked the permissibility of illuminations in
prayer books, answered:
»You are surprised I do not object because of the Second Commandment, which seems to forbid such images. However, there
is no prohibition because there is no substance to pictures that
are made merely from paints. [But] it seems to me that when
the owners of these prayer books look at these forms, they do
not concentrate during their prayers on their Father who is in
heaven.«31 (▶ Fig. 9).
St. Bernard of Clairvaux ( 1093 – 1153), who established the Cister
cian Order, wrote in a similar vein about sculpture in the cloister of a
monastery:
»In the cloister, under the eyes of the brethren who read there,
what profit is there in those ridiculous monsters, in that mar-
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FIG. 10: BERTHOLD WOLPE (1905 – 1989) and the Workshop of Rudolf Koch , Wall Hanging, linen: embroidered
with linen thread, Gift of Milton Rubin; The Jewish Museum, New York, JM 33 – 48 (Offenbach, 1925).
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32 Meyer Schapiro : On the Aesthetic

Attitude in Romanesque Art. Selected
Papers: Romanesque Art. New York 1979.
33 Ibid., pp. 8 – 9.
34 For an overview of Adler’s oeuvre, see
Brigitte Leonhardt, Hans Ottomeyer, Dieter Zühisdorff (eds.):
Spurensuche: Friedrich Adler. Zwischen
Jugendstil und Art Déco. Stuttgart 1994.
35 Norman L. Kleeblatt, Vivian B.
Mann : Treasures, pp. 176 – 77.
36 On Wolpert, see Sharon Weiser–
Ferguson : Forging Ahead: Wolpert
and Gumbel, Israeli Silversmiths for the
Modern Age. Jerusalem 2012.
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velous and deformed beauty, in that beautiful deformity? […]
So many and so marvelous are the varieties of shapes on every
hand that we are more tempted to read in the marble than in
our books, and to spend the whole day wondering at these things
rather than in meditating the law of God.« 32
Meyer Schapiro wrote of St. Bernard’s words that they reveal a
highly developed appreciation of art on the part of their writer.33 The
same may be said of Rabbi Meir’s opinion written a century later.
Contemporary Works
Like the Torah shields, which became mere decorations for scrolls during
the nineteenth century rather than functional works indicating the
lection to be read, other forms of Judaica ceased to be creative solutions
to individual commissions. The building of many synagogues following
the emancipation of the Jews of Europe multiplied the demand for
ceremonial objects, while the artistic revival movements popular in late
nineteenth-century decorative arts emphasized historical models. The
result was the fabrication of works whose compositions were repeated
over and over with little variation, and in which individual craftsman
ship was replaced by the newly available means of mechanical
reproduction.
— With the advent of modernism in the first half of the
twentieth century, which emphasized hand craftsmanship, a few silver
smiths and designers began to produce individualized works of Judaica.
For some, like Friedrich Adler ( 1878 – 1942 ), Jugendstil ceremonial
works were a small part of a large oeuvre.34 Other European artists who
migrated to work and teach at the Bezalel Academy, the first arts
academy in Palestine established in 1906, transferred the Jugendstil or
art nouveau style to the Land of Israel. Many of their works were
ceremonial art: Hanukkah lamps, Passover plates, wall hangings that
functioned as invocations to spirituality ( mizraḥim and shiviti ) and
the like.
— The designers and silversmiths who worked in the orbit of
the Bauhaus created the first Judaica in a modern style. Berthold Wolpe
( 1905 – 89) and his teacher, Rudolf Koch ( 1876 – 1934), fashioned wall
hangings with Hebrew texts in a newly-designed typeface during the
1920’s for the patron Siegfried Guggenheim of Offenbach ( 1873 – 1961;
▶ Fig.10).35 Ludwig Wolpert ( 1900 – 1981) was distinguished among German
silversmiths of the 1930’s by his specialization in Jewish ceremonial
art.36 His career in Germany, like those of other Jewish and avant-garde
artists, was cut short by the rise of Nazism. Wolpert fled to Palestine
and was later recruited to head the Tobe Pascher workshop at the Jewish

Compiled by the Faculty Action Network

30

Jewish Art / Jewish Law: A Case of Inverse Proportions

FIG. 11: TAMAR DE VRIES WINTER (b. 1946): Marriage Cups, enamel and

FIG. 12a: KAREM RASHID (b. 1960): Menorahmorph, silicon and stainless steel;

silver; The Jewish Museum, New York, JM 2000 – 2 a-b (Cambridge, England, 2000).

The Jewish Museum, New York, JM 2004 – 50. (New York, 2004).

Museum, New York, whose aim was the production of modern Judaica
for a broad Jewish public. As a result of his migrations, Wolpert inspired
the development of modernist ceremonial art in three countries. The
later years of his career coincided with a period of intense creativity in
the field of ceremonial art as many more artists turned their attention
to creating Judaica, particularly in the United States where many new or
expanded synagogues were built in the decades after World War II.
— Modern and contemporary works serve the same functions
for which the earliest, medieval works were designed, but fashioned
in a contemporary style. One example is the double wedding cup created
by Tamar de Vries of Oxford ( b. 1946 ) in 2000, which is based on
the medieval Doppelkopf, but interpreted in modernist terms that
emphasize the beauty of the materials ( enamel and silver) and simple
shapes unencumbered by decorative embellishments (▶ Fig. 11).
— Once, silver reigned supreme and was the most desirable
medium for Jewish ceremonial art.37 Now, contemporary artists create
Judaica out of various materials, both new ones like plastic or recycled
ones. Menorahmorph, a Hanukkah lamp of 2004, was made by Kahrim
Rashid (b. 1960) of silicon and stainless steel (▶ Fig. 12a). Tony Berlant’s
( b. 1941 ) A Leg Up, a charity box, is made from recycled tins (▶ Fig. 12b).
— The corpus of modern and contemporary Judaica is also
remarkable for the creation of new types. A Sabbath set made in 1963
by the Jerusalem-born silversmith Moshe Zabari ( b. 1935 ) – who spent
several decades working alongside Ludwig Wolpert in the Bezalel
School and then in the Tobe Pascher Workshop – serves as an example.
The set includes two candlesticks, a kiddush cup, a board and knife for

37 Joseph Juspa Hahn (1570 – 1637 ),
head of both the rabbinical court and
yeshiva in Frankfurt, recommended
owning a silver Hanukkah lamp or, if that
were unaffordable, one that had at least a
single silver light. Joseph Juspa Hahn :
Yosif Ometz. Frankfurt 483 [1723], f. 1322
(Hebrew).
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FIG. 12b: TONY BERLANT (b. 1941), A Leg Up,
Alms Container, Found metal collage on plywood;
steel brads; The Jewish Museum, New York, Gift in
honor of Joyce and Steven Bloom's twenty-fifth wedding anniversary by their friends, JM 1999 – 2. (Santa
Monica, CA, 1998).
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FIG. 13: MOSHE ZABARI (b. 1935), Sabbath Set, silver and wood, Collection of the Artist (New York, 1963).

two breads ( ḥallot ) – over all of which blessings are recited at the
beginning of Sabbaths and festivals – as well as a container for salt that
may be sprinkled on the bread as a reminder of sacrifices in the
Jerusalem Temple (▶ Fig. 13). Of all these objects, Jewish law requires only
the candlesticks and the kiddush cup, and it is their functions, not the
form or material of these objects that is significant; they could look very
different. Earlier, in Ashkenaz, a hanging lamp was commonly used
instead of candlesticks, and the kiddush cup may be made of any medium.
The other objects in Zabari’s set are »newcomers«, silver works that
fulfill the concept of hiddur mitzvah, but are not required by Jewish law.
A modern aesthetic is expressed by the pieces’ clean-cut forms; the
only decoration is cut-out inscriptions of the blessings recited over wine
and bread.
Conclusion
The strictest laws concerning ceremonial art pertain to the basic texts
of the Jewish tradition ( the Torah, scroll of the mezuzah and tefillin),
an indication of the primacy of the written word within Judaism. These
laws coexist with an openness regarding all the other works necessary
for the performance of the commandments. The result has been the
adoption of types created for others, and the absorption of the style and
iconography of the art of societies in which Jews have lived in the
diaspora. Often, Jewish needs have enriched the iconography and forms
of the art of the majority, but that is another discussion. ◀
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