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The Bosnian National Museum in Sarajevo possesses a mid-fourteenth-century
illuminated copy of the Passover Haggadah, commonly known as the Sarajevo Hag-
gadah.' Like ten other examples of the Haggadah from late medieval Iberia, it opens
with a chronological picture cycle of the history of the Israelites as reported in the
Pentateuch. As in French and English psalters of the twelfth, thirteenth, and four-
teenth centuries, the biblical cycles of the Sephardic Haggadot are disconnected from
the text of the Passover liturgy and appear as a separate unit. However, unlike other
Sephardic cycles of this type, that of the Sarajevo Haggadah begins with a series of
detailed images of the Hexaemeron (Figs. 1, 2), which is the subject of this study.

Ever since it was first published by Julius von Schlosser and Heinrich Miiller
in 1898,% the Sarajevo Haggadah and its decorative program have attracted a great
deal of interest, as numerous facsimile editions demonstrate; however, the illumi-
nation has never been studied extensively. Von Schlosser and Miiller, together with
David Kaufmann, attributed the manuscript to fourteenth-century Spain and distin-
guished the particular Jewish aspects of the iconography as manifested in numerous
midrashic motifs, a feature shared with most other works of Jewish art from Late
Antiquity onward.? In 1962 Cecil Roth wrote an introduction to a facsimile edition
published in Belgrade.* In an article of 1984 Herbert Broderick discussed in detail
the eight initial panels depicting the creation of the world,” linking some elements
of the creation imagery to Byzantine pictorial sources and others to Western cycles
and concluding that the artist used a variety of models.®

We demonstrate in this essay that the creation cycle of the Sarajevo Haggadah
reveals links between its visual language and a particular school of Jewish scholar-
ship and biblical exegesis in late thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Spain. The topic
of creation, although extremely popular in Christian narrative cycles, was excluded
from Jewish art; it is found neither in the monumental programs of late antique
synagogues nor in medieval Hebrew illuminated manuscripts.” The appearance of
a full-fledged creation cycle as such is thus striking. It should also be emphasized

Studies in Iconography 25 — 2004 89



Aus rechtlichen Griinden steht diese Abbildung nicht im
Open Access zur Verfiigung

Figure 1. Creation. Sarajevo Haggadah; Sarajevo, National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina, fol.
lv. (Photo: after Cecil Roth, The Sarajevo Haggadah [Belgrade: Jugoslavija, 1963]; with permission
of the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina.)
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Figure 2. Creation. Sarajevo Haggadah; Sarajevo, National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina, fol.
2r. (Photo: after Cecil Roth, The Sarajevo Haggadah [Belgrade: Jugoslavija, 1963}; with permission
of the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina.)
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that, although this cycle uses certain motifs borrowed from Christian parallels, it
does not fully follow any pictorial model. Moreover, an examination in relation to
the exegetical school of the thirteenth-century Catalan scholar Nachmanides (R.
Moses b. Nachman, commonly known as “Ramban’) shows that numerous details
of the images visualize his school’s particular concept of creation. Nachmanides was
born in 1194 in Gerona and died in 1270. Among his many followers was R. Bahye
ben Asher (1260-1340) from Saragossa, who was a student of R. Solomon ibn Adret
(“Rashba”), Nachmanides’ most outstanding disciple. Bahye wrote a commentary
on the Pentateuch that is indebted to Nachmanides’ earlier commentary. Nach-
manides’ concept of creation confronted another cosmological view held by a group
of Jewish scholars associated with rationalist philosophy. In what follows we will
argue that visual narration could have been a powerful tool for the communication
of rabbinic teaching and exegesis relevant to a particular background in an overall
atmosphere of cultural transition and scholarly controversy.

Due to the lack of colophons we have no information whatsoever about the
patron of the Sarajevo or any other Sephardic Haggadah. Passover is a holiday of
historical recollection, and the ways in which history was remembered were par-
ticularly crucial in the cultural ambience of fourteenth-century Spanish Jewry. A
picture cycle could reveal a very specific attitude to biblical history. In association
with a particular approach to biblical exegesis, it could be a vessel of specific cul-
tural values. As will be shown elsewhere, the patrons of the Haggadot may well be
found among the same spiritual leadership that held to these values.® The world view
of figures like Nachmanides or Bahye can today only be approached through the
texts they left behind. It should be stressed, however, that what is communicated in
the images and in surviving texts formed part of the topical issues of the time. The
contents of these works were presented in the Sabbath sermon in the synagogue
service and established the essence of the religious view that certain Spanish Jews
were taught at school and grew up with. Bahye was a preacher in early fourteenth-
century Saragossa, and his text records what he communicated to his community
and his disciples.’

The first two pages of the Sarajevo Haggadah present the story of creation in
eight individually outlined compartments. The first image shows the chaos; it is
followed by the separation of light and darkness (Fig. 1). The five following panels
picture the creation of the universe in a cumulative presentation: the firmament and
water on the second day; dry land, oceans, and plants on the third; luminaries on the
fourth day (Fig. 2); on the fifth, fish and fowl; on the sixth day the animals of earth,
the reptiles, and man. The last panel shows the seventh day, the Sabbath rest: a man
seated on a bench, his head bowed.
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Similar sequences were common in Christian art ever since the Old Testament
became a subject for cyclic painting, as in the Morgan Bible (Fig. 3). As mentioned
above, the Hexaemeron is unique in medieval Jewish art, the Sarajevo Haggadah
constituting the only known example. Elsewhere it has been shown that artists of
Jewish picture cycles, when confronted with the challenge to translate Christian
pictorial models into a specific Jewish visual idiom, dealt with christological doc-
trine via Jewish polemical texts that guided them in avoiding certain matters and
altering particular iconographic motifs.'® Whereas most Old Testament themes could
easily be translated along the lines of Jewish scholarship and polemics, the creation
was avoided. Christian creation imagery refers to two major Christian doctrines: the
incarnation and the Trinity. In many cycles the anthropomorphic figure of the Logos
is shown as creator. Not only does his anthropomorphic appearance imply that he
became man, the crossed nimbus identifies him as Jesus and presents the Lord
Creator and the Logos as one, based on John 1:1. Jewish scholars discussed the
Christian claim that Jesus was the only person of the Trinity who became human,
a principle that they rejected as illogical.'! The cross-nimbed anthropomorphic
figure of the Lord in depictions of the creation visualizes all these beliefs. It is the
Logos who performs the creation, not God the Father; God and Jesus are shown as
one, and the latter became human, as indicated by his anthropomorphic appearance
in pre-incarnation scenes. Christian creation cycles are thus heavily loaded with
allusions to Christian doctrines, and this undoubtedly is the reason Jews were wary
of depicting the creation at all.

Although the Sarajevo sequence follows Christian pictorial sources to some
extent, it excludes, of course, the anthropomorphic figure of the Logos. Instead,
divine power is indicated as golden rays of light emerging from above and touching
the specific created object of the day. Only in the creation of the luminaries do the
rays move from below upwards. In general, anthropomorphism is shunned in Jewish
art,' but it was specifically the aspect of incarnation in the trinitarian dogma that
provoked vehement rejection.”” The assumptions that God became human and that
one aspect of the Trinity was causative of another made the idea unacceptable.'

Nevertheless the designer(s)" of the Sarajevo cycle decided to include a visual
expression of the drama of creation. He must have had a good reason for doing so,
and the following discussion will show that it was not necessarily Christian cos-
mology that the Sarajevo sequence confronted. Rather, its context is the cultural
background of late medieval Spanish Jewish scholarship and specifically the intra-
Jewish polemics of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

Like most Western Christian depictions of the creation, the five panels of the
second to the sixth days in the Sarajevo Haggadah show the earth as a small circle.'®
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Figure 3. Creation. Morgan Bible; PML, M. 638, fol. Ir. (Photo: Pierpont Morgan Library, New York.)
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In all the panels this circle is surrounded by another shape, a round-topped rectangle
colored either blue or red, with a white line and a row of white dots emphasizing its
outline. This shape is echoed in the panel depicting day one, where the separation
of light and darkness is indicated by black and white fields, vertically separated and
enclosed in a round-topped rectangle. The earth circle does not yet exist in this
panel, nor is it shown in the first one.

The motif of the round-topped rectangle as a symbol has a long and complex
history in Jewish and Christian art. It emerged as a visual convention for the Ark of
the Covenant as early as the second century C.E., when it was adopted in the escha-
tologically charged images on coins struck during the Bar Kokhba revolt (132135
C.E.)."” The round-topped shape reappears in the middle of the third century on the
murals of the synagogue at Dura Europos. Variations of this convention dominated
the symbolic language of late antique Jewish funerary and synagogal art; numerous
instances were discussed in 1984 by Elisabeth Revel-Neher.'® It also found its way
into Christian art, as a church mosaic on Mount Nebo in Jordan exemplifies."

The round-topped rectangle was also adopted by the author of an illuminated
Christian treatise entitled Christian Topography.®® This treatise, originally written
in the sixth century,?’ survived in a number of extensively illustrated copies dating
from the ninth to the eleventh centuries.”? The author, traditionally known as Cosmas
Indicopleustes, was identified by Wanda Wolska-Conus as Constantine of Antioch.
His cosmological text comprising ten books was written to argue against the scientific
theories of his period. In Book IV the author inserted a drawing of the universe as
a square topped by a hemispheric roof depicting the “short side” of the cosmos
(Fig. 4). This scheme represents the occidental and oriental sides of the “long side”
of the universe, shown as a box divided into two parts topped by what looks like a
semi-circular lid. Inside the cube-box appears an elevation plan of the earth, with
oceans and mountains as well as the course of the sun (Fig. 5). The drawing of the
flat frontal motif of the round-topped rectangle, the “short side,” serves here as the
formal representation of several related motifs: the image of the universe, the image
of the tabernacle, and the image of the Ark of the Covenant. According to Christian
Topography, Moses was instructed on Mount Sinai (Exod. 25:9, 40) to build the
desert tabernacle according to the design of the created world;?* thus the book’s
cosmographic theme declares that the tabernacle structure is in fact the true shape
of the universe.

The round-topped rectangle made further appearances in Byzantine art, as both
the symbol of the creation and that of the tabernacle-temple-ark theme (Fig. 6).%
Broderick? first linked the creation imagery of the Sarajevo Haggadah with the
“short side™ of the universe as depicted in the Christian Topography and in the
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Figure 4. Short side of Universe. Christian Topography; Bibl. Vat., gr. 699, fol. 38v. (Photo: Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana.)
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Figure 5. The Universe. Christian Topography; Bibl. Vat., gr. 699, fol. 43r. (Photo: Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana.)

creation images of the middle Byzantine Octateuchs.”” He holds that the miniaturist
of the Sarajevo Haggadah used Western and Byzantine sources, and must have been
aware of the tabernacle-creation link in the Jewish tradition. Indeed, there can be no
doubt about this: the Sarajevo Haggadah cycle concludes with two images con-
taining the round-topped rectangular shape: one shows the messianic temple (Fig.
7), the other shows the community leaving the synagogue (Fig. 8). Both buildings
are characterized by an arched entrance that alludes to the design of the Ark of the
Covenant (in the messianic temple image) and the Torah shrine (in the synagogue
image), respectively.
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Figure 6. Ark of Covenant. Christian Topography; Bibl. Vat., gr. 699, fol. 48r. (Photo: Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana.)

The temple image of the Sarajevo Haggadah is not the only instance of this
theme in Sephardic book art. In fact, depictions of the temple are one of the corner-
stones in the decoration programs of illuminated Bibles, especially during the four-
teenth century in the Crown of Aragon. Surprisingly none of these includes any hint
of the round-topped shape, and the Ark appears as a rectangular unit framing the
tablets of the law (Fig. 9).® The designer of the Sarajevo cycle therefore deviated
from the most common type of Sephardic temple imagery and chose a symbolically
loaded formula; the version of the Bibles reflects the biblical text more literally (e.g.,
Exod. 25:10).

Whereas former studies have focused on the question as to whether the appear-
ance of the round-topped symbol in the Sarajevo Haggadah provides proof of a late
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Figure 7. Messianic Temple. Sarajevo Haggadah; Sarajevo, National Museum of Bosnia and Herze-
govina, fol. 32r. (Photo: after Cecil Roth, The Sarajevo Haggadah [Belgrade: Jugoslavija, 1963]; with
permission of the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina.)
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Figure 8. Synagogue. Sarajevo Haggadah; Sarajevo, National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
fol. 34r. (Photo: after Cecil Roth, The Sarajevo Haggadah [Belgrade: Jugoslavija, 1963]; with per-
mission of the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina.)
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Figure 9. Temple implements. Perpignan Bible; BnF, héb. 7, fol. 12v. (Photo: Bibliotheque nationale
de France, Paris.)
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antique prototype,” the present inquiry aims at an elucidation of the immediate
sources of inspiration for the Sarajevo creation cycle, including the decision to use
the round-topped shape in the imagery. Neither the symbol as such nor the idea of
linking it to the creation were new at the time this cycle was painted.’® The questions
are not only the age of this symbol and how it was transmitted as a visual motif and
as an idea expressed in Jewish and Christian texts. What is of interest in the context
of the Sarajevo Haggadah is the meaning of the symbol in the particular ambience
of fourteenth-century Sephardic culture.

It is rather unlikely that the designer of the Sarajevo cycle re-invented the
round-topped shape. Not only does the prominence of the motif in late antique,
especially Jewish, art make such an assumption unlikely, so does its rich evidence
in Jewish thought from Late Antiquity to fourteenth-century Spain. Constantine of
Antioch was neither the first nor the last scholar to link the tabernacle symbolically
to the creation. He was, however, the first to express the notion visually as well. As
early as the first century C.E., Jewish thought attributed symbolic meaning to the
textual parallelism between the description of the creation in Genesis and the
instructions for the building of the tabernacle in Exodus. This allegorical exegesis
is found in post-biblical Apocrypha and associated texts,* in the writings of Philo,”
and Josephus,* and in early Jewish mysticism.* All these texts were adopted by
Christian theologians but abandoned by the Jewish tradition. By the sixth century
they were no longer part of mainstream Judaism.

It is thus quite remarkable to find this same early exegesis both in the
Byzantine-Christian cosmological Christian Topography and in midrashic works
from the tenth to the twelfth centuries.” The eleventh-century southern French
scholar R. Moses the Preacher (Moshe Hadarshan), active in Toulouse and Nar-
bonne, may well provide the link explaining the connection between an idea devel-
oped in late antique Jewish Apocrypha and mysticism, and sixth-century Byzantine
scholarship. Moses the Preacher composed his texts in the literary form of mid-
rashim. His sources have been the subject of numerous modern studies.* Israel Ta-
Shema reviews and summarizes the latest work on this subject and suggests a new
theory as to how early apocryphal and Hellenistic sources reached Moses the
Preacher, while other medieval Jewish scholars refrained from copying or citing these
sources. Ta-Shema suggests that an interest in Jewish literature of the Second
Temple period developed at this time. This trend apparently reached early Jewish
Ashkenazic culture through Byzantine southern Italy. Moses the Preacher was the
first to gather some of this obscure aggadic material and to use it in his own mid-
rashic treatises. But soon after he composed his works, these apocryphal themes
were identified as heretical. These ideas were thus not repeated by Jewish Ash-
kenazic scholars.”
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They reappear, however, in the above-mentioned fourteenth-century commen-
tary of Bahye, a text of particular relevance for the study of the Haggadah’s imagery
and its immediate cultural context. In explicating the verse “and Moses saw all the
work” (Exod. 39:43),%® at the completion of the making of the tabernacle, he

comments:

This is the work of the making of the tabernacle, and the meaning is: “and he saw in the
mountain” as it is written: “exactly according to the design I show you” (Ex. 25:9), and
it is written: “the design shown to you on the mountain” (Ex. 25:40). Thus they made it
in the desert. And in the midrashic interpretation: “And Moses saw all the work,” this
is the work of creation; the verse does not explicitly state “all the work of the taber-

nacle,”-—to teach you that the work of the tabernacle is equivalent to the work of
»39

creation. . .

Similarly, the idea of the parallelism between the creation and the tabernacle
appears also in Bahye’s interpretation of the name of Bezalel, who was appointed
by God to build the tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant. The name Bezalel,
literally, “in the shadow of God,” refers to the special knowledge Bezalel received
from God about the creation. This knowledge enabled him to build the Ark with the
cherubs shadowing it with their wings and creating an image of bezel-¢l (in God’s
shade).* This description echoes the round-topped symbol of the Ark.

Close cultural links had existed between the Crown of Aragon and Languedoc
ever since the Carolingians conquered the northern part of Catalonia in the early
ninth century,*' links that facilitated cultural exchange in both Christian and Jewish
scholarship.®® It is most probably through this channel that Bahye became familiar
with material otherwise unknown in fourteenth-century Sephardic scholarship. It
should be noted that, although Bahye is highly indebted to Nachmanides—as will
be shown later in this essay—the latter does not refer to the creation-tabernacle link.

The attempt to understand the Sarajevo creation images leads us back to the
depictions of the temple (Fig. 7) and the synagogue (Fig. 8) at the end of the biblical
cycle. Both show an interior opening behind a large arch. This arch and its posts
serve as a frame for the utmost essence of each of the images: the Ark of the Cove-
nant and the Torah shrine, respectively. As Broderick” and Revel-Neher** have
shown, this arch on posts is nothing but a variation of the round-topped shape, the
same shape that the designer of the cycle used to express the link between the taber-
nacle and the creation at the beginning of the manuscript.

The compositional scheme of the arch on posts revealing a view of the temple
or the tabernacle interior appears to be typical of medieval Spanish Christian de-
pictions of the temple. Between the tenth and thirteenth centuries it is found in the
Castilian Bibles in Leon (Fig. 10)** and Madrid* for the tabernacle, and in the
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Figure 10. Aaron in the Tabernacle. Leon, Colegiata San Isidoro, cod. 2, fol. 50r. (Photo: Institut
Amatller de Art Hispanic, Barcelona.)
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picture Bibles from Pamplona (ca. 1200)*’ for both tabernacle and temple (Fig. 11).
In all these examples the arch-post motif, apparently a variation of the round-topped
rectangle, figures prominently. It is crucial that it was not only the shape that was
borrowed by the Sarajevo miniaturist, but the entire compositional scheme that
dominates these images. The arch framing the space of the temple or synagogue is
of special interest, suggesting that the designer of the Sarajevo cycle might have
seen examples such as the Castilian or Navarrese Bibles.

In none of these Spanish Christian examples is there a link between the arch
motif and the creation. However, the road from the Christian temple composition to
the Jewish creation imagery is a short one, and it leads to Moses the Preacher and
Bahye ben Asher. The earlier Jewish sources, from Philo via the Christian Topog-
raphy to a group of early medieval midrashim expounding the link between the
creation and the tabernacle, have been discussed above. As mentioned, the interpre-
tation does not necessarily belong to mainstream rabbinic hermeneutics. It does not
appear in any of the “classical” aggadic midrashim on the creation. However, the
visualization of an exegetical theme of rather obscure hermeneutical background
was not the main reason to include the creation in the Sarajevo cycle. Nor do we
suggest that it was the purpose of the Sarajevo creation cycle to confront Christian
doctrine. It is more likely that the message of this cycle was one directed to Jews
and reflected, in particular, the view of anti-rationalist Jewish intellectual circles.

After the completion of the reconquest in the mid-thirteenth century, Spanish
and Spanish Jewish culture entered a process of transition from Muslim to Christian
domination. The Islamic-Jewish cultural symbiosis of the period of the Khalifs and
the Taifa kingdoms had given rise to generations of Jewish scholars whose cultural
background differed in many respects from that of the late antique Talmudic sages.
It differed even more significantly from that of contemporary Ashkenazic scholars.
A school of rationalist thought influenced by Muslim philosophy and earlier Greek
sources evolved. Whereas the biblical exegesis of Late Antiquity was dominated by
the midrashic method (interpretation through additional legendary material), that of
the early medieval Sephardic school was guided primarily by linguistic and philo-
logical thinking. This method was represented, for example, by Abraham ibn Ezra,
who was born in Tudela in 1093, lived in Spain until 1140—when he fled from per-
secution—and lived in many other countries till his death in 1167. Other scholars
interpreted biblical narratives, as well as midrashic narratives of the Talmudic era,
allegorically or metaphorically.”® This approach was used by the rationalist philos-
ophers to explain contradictory passages of the Bible or the midrash, in the case of
illogical narratives, miracles, and the like. The contents of such narratives were not
treated as historical facts, but rather as allegories.
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Figure 11. Solomon and the people offer sacrifices before the ark. Pamplona Bible; Augsburg, Uni-
versititsbibl., lat. I, 2, lat. 4 15, fol. 121r. (Photo: after Frangois Bucher, The Pamplona Bible [New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1970], with permission of the Universititsbibliothek, Augsburg.)
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The most outstanding Jewish philosopher was Maimonides (R. Moses ben
Maimon, commonly known as “Rambam’), who died in 1204. He stood for all the
cultural values associated with the Jewish-Islamic symbiosis. However, shortly after
his death his views became a matter of controversy.* Rationalism was considered
by his opponents as a danger to traditional Jewish values and the allegorical inter-
pretation of the midrashim of the Talmudic sages was considered a threat to their
authority. A cultural struggle developed between rationalists and their opponents,
reaching a climax in 1232, when Maimonidean writings were burnt. The burning of
the books was preceded by mutual rabbinical excommunications between Mai-
monidean and anti-Maimonidean authorities. The controversy had been initiated by
Solomon of Montpellier and his student Jonah of Gerona. Nachmanides, although
ideologically on the anti-rationalist side, tried to negotiate a moderate policy of com-
promise. The controversy did not end with the excommunication and the burning of
the books in 1232, and its continuation for several decades left a strong impression
on Jewish culture in Spain and southern France, with far-reaching consequences.
Rationalist scholarship was now challenged by anti-rationalist movements linked to
and influenced by northern French Ashkenazic scholarship, whose representatives
were known as the tosafists. They stood for traditional Talmudic study, an anti-
rationalistic world view, and an uncritical acceptance of the authority of Talmudic
midrash. Allegorical and metaphorical interpretation of the midrash and especially
of the Bible was vehemently refuted; the philosophical approach was shunned.

It was in particular the allegorical exegesis of rationalist philosophers that took
the controversy into its second phase in the early years of the fourteenth century. It
then became a conflict between the acceptance of non-Jewish, Greek philosophy
linked with the tendency to preserve the Judeo-Islamic heritage, and the rejection
of alien thought, together with an ever-growing detachment from Judeo-Islamic cul-
ture. By the time this latter direction had been taken in the early years of the four-
teenth century, Maimonides himself was no longer an issue, and the authority of his
writings had become unquestioned. What remained in dispute were some of the
issues the original controversy had brought to scholarly consciousness. In 1303 the
southern French scholar Abba Mari of Lunel felt that philosophical study was being
carried to extremes among other thinkers, particularly in Provence.’' He urged the
halakhic authority of his generation, Solomon ibn Adret of Barcelona, to ban the
study of Greek philosophy before a student reached the age of twenty-five.> The
actual ban was proclaimed in 1306. Since the most urgent concern was the allegor-
ical interpretation of the Bible as practiced by some of the southern French philos-
ophers, a second ban was therefore proclaimed, at the same date, against scholars
teaching extreme allegorical interpretation.
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In the debate over rationalist philosophy, a controversy developed concerning
the creation,” and the specific images of the Sarajevo creation cycle seem to carry
a message in the context of this polemic. Under the influence of Greek thought,
some Jewish philosophers discussed the possibility of the eternal existence of the
world, a view refuted by anti-rationalist scholars, who insisted on the concept of
creatio ex nihilo.** The rationalist Shem Tov ibn Falaquera (1225-91), roughly a
contemporary of Nachmanides, explained the creation in a now lost Bible commen-
tary, partly reconstructed through quotations in the work of Samuel ibn Zarza, a
scholar active in Palencia during the second half of the fourteenth century.”® Both
ibn Falaquera’s and ibn Zarza’s views were criticized and refuted by anti-rationalist
scholars. Whereas we have no record of a personal, direct reaction by Nachmanides
to ibn Falaquera’s work, it is known that during the fifteenth century Don Isaac
Abrabanel sharply criticized ibn Falaquera, ibn Zarza, and others, and their view on
the creation.’® Ibn Falaquera represents a platonic world view. In his philosophic
work Moreh ha-Moreh he writes:

It seems to me that Plato’s opinion tends toward the opinion of our Torah, . . . Proof of
this for me is that he said that the world came into being when it changed to being
orderly after there had been no order. One can understand the literal meaning of the
verses [of Genesis] that at first everything was chaotic and without order, and afterwards
things were distinguished from each other and became orderly. . . . It is known that this
opinion of Plato was not [deduced] in respect of investigation, for why should it be
eternal in the future and not in the past?*’

The understanding that the creation was an act of putting order into the eternally
existing chaos is discussed again in ibn Falaquera’s lost biblical commentary, quoted
by ibn Zarza:

Rabbi Shem Tov ibn Falaquera wrote about the verse (Gen. 1:2) “the earth was unformed
(tohu) and void (bohu)” that the Aramaic translation “the earth was desolate and empty”*®
means desolate and empty of created things. The ancient scientists said that prior to this
world there was unordered perpetual motion, which God afterwards restored to order,
and finally He brought the soul into existence, together with the heavens. Some scientists
said that light and darkness were eternal. He also wrote that some of the ancient scientists
said that everything subsisted together for an endless time, and afterwards began to
move, and that the intelligence began to move them.*®

In his commentary on Genesis 1:1 Nachmanides leaves no doubt that he
strictly refutes this concept of the eternal existence of the universe.’ He opens his
commentary on the Bible with what he defines as an essential principle of the Jewish
religion:
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One may object that it was indeed very necessary to begin the Torah with the chapter of
“In the beginning G-d created. . . .” For this is the root of faith, and he who does not
believe in this and thinks the world was eternal denies the essential principle of the
religion and has no Torah at all. . . .*! [T]he simple correct explanation of the verse is as
follows: “in the beginning G-d created the heavens,” means He brought forth their matter
from nothing.®

He elaborates this statement in the comments that follow:

The Holy One, blessed be He, created all things from absolute non-existence. Now we
have no expression in the sacred language for bringing forth something from nothing
other than the word bara (created). . . . Instead He brought forth from total and absolute
nothing a very thin substance devoid of corporeality but having a power of potency, fit
to assume form and to proceed from potentiality into reality. This was the primary matter
created by G-d; it is called by the Greeks hyly (matter). After the hyly, He did not create
anything, but He formed and made things with it, and from this hyly He brought every-
thing into existence and clothed the forms and put them into a finished condition. Know
that the heavens and all that is in them consist of one substance, and the earth and every-
thing that is in it consist of one substance. The Holy One, blessed be He, created these
two substances from nothing; they alone were created and everything else was con-
structed from them, As scripture says (Is 34:11): “and he stretched over it a line of tohu
and stones of bohu.” The tohu in Hebrew or hyly in Greek is the line by which the
craftsman delineated the plan of his structure and that which he hopes to make. . . .
Similarly it is written, “they are accounted by Him as nought and rohu (Is 40:17),” as
tohu comes after nothingness and there is nothing yet in it.%?

Nachmanides stresses several points in this text: first, God created the world
out of nothing and whoever explains the creation differently is a heretic. The next
sentences concentrate on the meaning of the words bara (created), tohu (chaos),
and bohu (emptiness). Bara, he declares, is used only for the initial act of creatio
ex nihilo. What follows was produced, formed, or shaped, but not created. He then
tries to define tohu and bohu: tohu is the substance created in the initial act of
creation, the very substance out of which everything else was shaped and made. The
issue of “form” and “shape” is important here: after the tohu was created, nothing
else was created, but only shaped. This means that the fohu had no shape. He
continues to propound that heaven and earth are each of a different substance, the
heavenly substance being fohu, the earthly substance bohu. On this basis he describes
tohu as a shapeless form, whereas bohu is the plan of the structure to be made:%
“Now after having said that with one command G-d created at first the heavens and
the earth and all their hosts, Scripture returns and explains that the earth after this
creation was fohu, that is matter without substance. It became bohu when He
clothed it with form.”®
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Bahye ben Asher’s discussion of the first verse in Genesis draws on Nach-
manides. He simplifies the basic lines of the exposition and also vehemently stresses
the idea of creatio ex nihilo. The second paragraph of his commentary states:

“The earth was fohu and bohu:” tohu is the formless empty mass that has no
name. It is what the sages, in wondering about primeval things, searched when giving
an object a name. The Torah calls this mass tohu, the philosophers call it hyly. Bohu is
this substance after it takes shape. The name bohu is a composite word which means “a
thing that has form. . . ." And the earth after this creation was rfohu, meaning material
without substance, and it became bohu after it received form. . . "%

Bahye's somewhat more naive and less sophisticated discussion seems to have
been the basis for the imagery of the Sarajevo Haggadah. Indeed, unlike Christian
creation cycles, the Sarajevo Haggadah begins with an illustration of fohu and not
with the first day and the creation of darkness and light. Moreover, as described
above, the first panel does not show the round-topped shape, but rather two sub-
stances. In the lower part a white substance is painted in wavy horizontal lines; some
of the lines are light blue. Above it, and covering about two-thirds of the panel,
appears a black substance painted in vertical brush strokes. Vertical wavy golden
lines intertwine with the black. The two substances are simply cut off by the picture
frame, being a feature that together with the undulating brush strokes indicates
shapelessness. The accompanying caption reads: “and the earth was tohu.” Neither
this, nor any of the other captions mention bara (created), the word used, according
to Nachmanides, only for the initial act of creating the first substance.®” Neither is
the expression bereshit (in the beginning) quoted. The act of creatio ex nihilo
appears to be beyond visual expression; the cycle begins with the initial, shapeless
substance already created. The caption indicates that this first image is intended to
show only the tohu. The bohu is not mentioned. Consequently, the panel lacks the
round-topped shape, and the shapelessness of the substance is emphasized. This kind
of visualization of Genesis 1:1 can only be understood, it would seem, in the light
of Nachmanides or Bahye, who separate the rohu, the shapeless, initially created
substance, from the bohu, the form that the substance received.

Following this distinction of fohu and bohu, Bahye develops his cosmology
further. He borrows the Greek notion of four elements: fire, air (which he calls
ruach—usually understood as “spirit” or “wind,” but not “air”), water, and dust (soil
or earth). The ensuing acts of “making” were basically a proper arrangement of
these four elements:

Since He started from the earth, He arranged the elements in their proper order, namely
the fire and the ruach and the water. He mentioned “and the darkness” (Gen. 1:2),
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which is the basic fire and is dark, before mentioning the ruach, since the fire surrounds
the ruach. And He mentioned the ruach before the water since the ruach circles above
the waters and the waters surround the earth. . . . And scripture teaches us here, saying
“the earth was rohu and bohu” (Gen. 1:2), that the earth was shaped with form and
darkness which is the fire above the water, was mixed together with the dust and the
two together were named tehom (the deep), like the waters of the ocean where dust is
mixed with water . . . and the ruach that was blowing entered the darkness and hovered
above the water.®

What we see, then, in the upper part of the first panel of the Sarajevo creation cycle
(Fig. 1) is the black fire (the darkness) and the ruach hovering over it. In the lower
part of the picture are the dust and the water mixed together, to depict the tehom.
Both Nachmanides and Bahye provide the basis for understanding the com-
position of the first two panels of the creation cycle. They both discuss the word
choshekh (darkness) that appears first in verse 2 as the darkness that “covered the
deep” and again in verse 4 as the darkness representing night when “God separated
the light from the darkness.” Both refer to the darkness of the primeval fohu as a
“supernal darkness” and as “the darkness of fire”® in contrast to the darkness of the

first day which is a “lack of light.” In the words of Nachmanides:

This is not “the darkness” (1:2) mentioned in the first verse which, as explained above,
refers to the element of fire; rather, the “darkness” (1:4) mentioned here means the
absence of light, since G-d gave a length of time to the light and decreed that it be absent
afterwards until it returns.™

The darkness and the swaying flames pictured in the first frame create the effect of
fire. The darkness in the second panel, depicting day one, is set against the light as
if projecting a concept of time that measures day and night. The bare white surface
on the right of this picture represents light, and the black surface on the left repre-
sents darkness. Nachmanides’ commentary expounds:

... and then He divided between it and the darkness by assigning to each a certain
period. Light now remained before Him for the length of night, and then in the morning,
He caused the light to shine upon the elements. In this way night preceded day. It is
further possible that we should say that when the heavens and the earth came forth from
nought into existence, as mentioned in the first verse, time came into being. For although
our time consisting of minutes and hours is measured in light and darkness yet from the
moment some substance came into existence time was already part of it. If so, after the
heavens and the earth were created they so remained for the length of a night without
light. Then He said, “Let there be light™ and there was light, and He decreed that it remain
the same period as the first, and that after that, it be absent from the element. Thus,
“there was evening and there was morning.”"
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The straight line between the clearly defined black and white areas of the second
panel (Fig. 1, top left) provides a sense of measurement of day and night. It is clear
that the darkness of night is thus different from the undefined darkness of the
primeval tohu.™

Whether the wavy golden lines represent the ruach, or the fire as darkness, it
is clear that the designer of the Sarajevo picture cycle did not visualize Genesis 1:1-2
literally. The concepts of tohu and bohu are extremely ambiguous, as are the first two
verses of the book of Genesis, and any visualization of the two would have called for
further interpretation. In addition, one should keep in mind that the initial image of
the creation cycle was not modeled after a Christian pictorial source. It appears to be
the invention of the designer of the Sarajevo cycle, who sees Genesis 1:1-2 through
the eyes of Bahye ben Asher and Nachmanides, his teacher. In this context the image
clearly opposes the rationalist view of the eternal existence of the world.

Further examination of the rest of the creation cycle and its specific details
strengthens this line of thought. For example, the space above each of the vaulted
tops delineating the cosmic shape of all six days of creation is filled with concentric
semi-circles forming four blue and four white arcs. The designer seems to have used
this recurrent motif of alternately colored, curved lines to represent the recurring
biblical expression of “and there was evening and it was moming” of each day. Nach-
manides’ commentary on the initial occurrence of this verse cites “some scholars”™
who interpret it in a way he accepts: “‘And there was evening and it was morning,
one day’ is a reference to the rotation of the sphere upon the face of the whole earth
in twenty-four hours. As every moment thereof is morning in some different place
and night in the opposite place.”™ Each entire day consists of evening and morning
that occur simultaneously in different places. Thus the blue and white arcs forming
the vaulted shape above could be understood as a graphic motif representing the
notion of the spherical movement of transition from “evening” to “morning” in the
heavens above.”

Nachmanides’ school of exegesis provides the explanation for an iconographic
model used repeatedly in the Sarajevo cycle. This detail represents the water men-
tioned in the Bible on the second day and depicted from the third panel on as wavy
blue lines filling the bottom half of a sphere suspended under the celestial vault.
This model of a globe with water in its lower part appeared earlier in the Pamplona
Bibles (Fig. 12). It was apparently adopted by the designer of the Sarajevo Hag-
gadah to illustrate the different acts of creation starting from the second day and
continuing through the sixth. The round shape horizontally divided into two sections
presents the dry land above and the sea below, illustrating the cosmological ideas
known at the time and voiced by Nachmanides’ school:

112 The Sarajevo Haggadah



Aus rechtlichen Griinden steht diese Abbildung nicht
im Open Access zur Verfiigung

Figure 12, First day of Creation. Pamplona Bible; Augsburg, Universititsbibl., lat. I, 2, lat. 4°,
15, fol. Lr. (Photo: after Frangois Bucher, The Pamplona Bible [New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1970], with permission of the Universititsbibliothek, Augsburg.)
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Or perhaps G-d’s decree was that the earth be spherical, partly visible and mostly sub-
merged in the waters, as the Greeks imagine in their proofs, apparent or real. Thus there
were two decrees, that is, two matters done by the Will of G-d that are contrary to their
natural inclination. For in view of the heaviness of earth [which would cause it to sink]
and the lightness of the waters [which would cause them to rise], it would have been
natural that the pillar of the earth be in the center and that the waters should cover it, thus
surrounding it from all sides. Therefore, He said, “Let the walers under the heaven be
gathered together,” that is to a lower place, and then He said, and let the dry land appear.
He gave them names as they assumed these forms for at the beginning their collective
name was the deep.”

The pictorial motif of a globe with water in its lower part used repeatedly in this
Haggadah seems to capture this understanding.

Both of the panels depicting the creation of the third and fourth days display
identical vegetation. The only difference is in the lighting. The fourth day (Fig. 2)
is lit up by bright white patches between the same trees, bushes, and grasses that are
in dark shade on the third day (Fig. 1). The idea seems to be that the creation of the
third day was performed in the dark. This emphasis is in keeping with Nachmanides’
interpretation’” and repeated in Bahye’s™ comment on the verse “Let there be lights

in the firmament of the heavens.” Nachmanides says:

Now the light was created on the first day, illuminating the elements, but when on the
second day the firmament was made, it intercepted the light and prevented it from
illuminating the lower elements. Thus, when the earth was created on the third day there
was darkness on it and not light. And now on the fourth day the Holy One, blessed be He,
desired that there be in the firmament luminaries, the light of which would reach the
earth. This is the meaning of the words: “in the firmament of the heaven to give light upon
the earth,” for there already was light above the firmament which did not illuminate the
earth. The meaning of the words, “Let there be lights,” is as follows. He decreed on the
first day that from the substance of the heavens there should come forth a light for the
period of the day. And now He decreed that it become corporeal and that a luminous body
come forth from it which would give light during the day with a great illumination. And
that another body of lesser light should come into existence to illumine at night, and He
suspended both in the firmament of the heavens in order that they illumine below as well.

Additional evidence for the connection between the creation cycle and the
ideas of Nachmanides’ and Bahye’s words may be seen in the captions appearing
with each panel. These captions quote fragments of the biblical text, with one excep-
tion. The panel of the fourth day, depicting the creation of luminaries in the firma-
ment is accompanied by the following words: “Fourth day—let there be lights—sun,
moon, and stars.” The text of Genesis 1:14-19 does not explicitly mention the sun
and the moon, only the “lights on earth to govern day and night.” It is clear that
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these lights refer to sun and moon, and it is again Bahye who elaborates at some
length on the sun and the moon in his commentary on the fourth day.”

Bahye’s exegesis may be associated with yet another graphic detail. The golden
rays portraying the word of God change direction in this panel. Whereas on the other
days the rays shine from heaven to earth, on this day their beams are directed from
the earth upward toward the sun-and the moon in the heavens. Broderick relates this
phenomenon to Genesis 2:5-6, which mentions mist rising from the earth and
irrigating its surface.*® These verses refer to the earth prior to the creation of the
plants, as verse 5 explicitly states. The Sarajevo image, however, shows the fourth
day and clearly exhibits the flora, created on the third. Bahye writes: ““To give light
on earth’ (Gen. 1:15), means that the lights placed above in the sky as part of the
upper spheres were put there for the purpose of serving the world below.”® The
reverse order of the golden rays in the picture of the fourth day emphasizes two
important issues of the creation concept as explained by Bahye. It refers to the
reliance of earthly existence on the two luminaries above. Unlike before, the lumi-
naries now enable the controlling of time on earth. As the biblical text articulates:
“and let them serve as signs both for seasons, and for days and years” (Gen. 1:14).
The creation of the lights in the firmament on the fourth day was to enable the
marking of time (days and years),*” the determination of the seasons,® and the
holidays® on earth.

The hanging of the luminaries after the creation of vegetation reinforces. the
philosophical concept of creatio ex nihilo. It becomes obvious that the luminaries
had no function in the creation of plants. Therefore, it is this sequence of events em-
phasized by the reversed rays that enables the creatures on earth to recognize the
greatness of the creation and its Creator. This is summarized by Bahye,* who quotes
the blessing to be said at the sight of the sun, the moon, and the stars in their proper
orbits: “Blessed be the maker of the Creation.”® This notion is further elaborated:

... it was necessary to create the lights [the sun, moon, and stars] on the fourth day, after
the creation of plant life on the third day to teach us the truth of the dogma of ex nihilo.
Had it been in reverse order, where the divine utterance “let there be lights™ was on the
third day and the utterance “let the grass grow” on the fourth day, this would be proof
of the dogma of the eternity of the universe because then the trees and the plant life would
not have been the products of the divine utterance, but the result of the lights that had
been created previously, because they (the lights) give energy to everything that grows.
But now, since the divine utterance of “let the earth give forth vegetation” preceded the
utterance of “let there be lights” this is absolute proof of the dogma of Creation. For in
the time when there were no lights in the world to affect sprouting and blossoming of
vegetation, God decreed “let the earth sprout forth” and vegetation appeared as a result
of the divine utterance, before the power of light could bring them forth in God’s order
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of things. . . . From this order of things and the order of the lights man sees and under-
stands the majesty of God and then praises and exults Him, as it says (Isaiah 40:26), “Lift
up your eyes on high and see who has created these.” This is the good thing, in that man
acknowledges this fact they will thus know that they are created and they will not err.”’

Another detail alluding to the influence of Nachmanides’ hermeneutical
approach occurs in the panel depicting the fifth day (Fig. 2). This picture represents
the fowl, the fish, and the great fish. The fish are seen in the water, the fowl] at the
top of the trees, but in addition, on the ground appear four-legged animals, which
were created on the sixth day, not on the fifth. In comparison, the Morgan Bible
(Fig. 13) shows fish (including the great fish) in the water and birds flying above the
earth, but no four-legged animals. These appear—in accordance with the biblical
account—on the sixth day. The deviation from the text might be due to Nachma-
nides’ explanation that the blessing uttered on the fifth day is not mentioned on the
sixth day for cattle and beasts, since, he thought, they were included in the blessing
of the fifth day: '

“And G-d blessed them saying,” He decreed the blessing on them and said of them that
they should be fruitful and multiply, meaning that they should bring forth abundantly,
that one creature should bring forth many like itself. . . . Nor did He mention a blessing
on the sixth day for cattle and beasts because in the decree of abundancy which He de-
creed for the moving souls in the waters there were included the moving souls on the
earth, as all living souls that do not speak are in the same class of creation.®®

The four-legged animals appear in the Sarajevo Haggadah again as expected, in the
creation of the sixth day, together with Adam who is shown seated on the ground
surrounded by the animals. The golden rays shine on him as he receives “into his
nostrils the breath of life” (Gen. 2:7). Adam’s posture and the rays shining on him
strikingly recall parallels in the Byzantine Octateuchs (Fig. 14). Again it is inter-
esting to note the ideas expressed by Nachmanides on this matter:

“And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea,” . . . his intent is to say what [
have mentioned, that the formation of man as regarding his spirit, namely, the soul which
is in the blood, that was done from the earth, just as in the command of formation of the
beasts and cattle. For the souls of all moving things were made at one time, and afterwards
He created bodies for them. First He made the bodies of the cattle and the beasts, and then
the body of man into whom He imparted this soul [which resides in the blood and is akin
to that of the cattle and beasts], and afterwards Fe breathed into him a higher soul. For
it is concerning this separate soul that a special command was devoted by G-d Who gave
it, as it is written, “And He breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” (Gen. 2:7).%
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Figure 13. Creation. Morgan Bible; PML, M. 638, fol. lv. (Photo: Pierpont Morgan Library, New
York.)

The figure of Adam in the picture of the sixth day articulates visually the com
mentary, “first He made the bodies of the cattle and the beasts, and then the body of
man into whom He imparted this soul . . . and afterwards He breathed into him a
higher soul.”
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Figure 14. Creation of Adam. Octateuch, Bibl. Vat., cod. gr. 746, fol. 30r. (Photo: Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana.)
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Man as the pinnacle of creation is represented in the panel of the seventh day
(Fig. 2). Here man imitates the divine act of rest on the seventh day. The designer
of the cycle transforms the portrayal of man on the Sabbath into the crowning glory
of the entire creation. In this context it is striking that the panel illustrating the
seventh day is narrower than the panels depicting the six days of creation. There can
be no doubt that this figure is a man® and not God, as in Christian parallels. His
appearance parallels that of the Israelites in the biblical cycle throughout, and of the
contemporary Jews in the ritual scenes, as in the depiction of the community leaving
the synagogue (Fig. 8). The viewer seeing the Jew resting on the Sabbath in the
closing picture of the creation cycle is drawn back to the opening picture (Fig. 1),
which has a frame of exactly the same size. Both the first and the last frame are
narrower than the frames of the other panels, and both of them are presented without
the round-topped rectangular shape. In the Sabbath image the round-topped shape
was transformed into an architectural setting. As we argued above, the first panel,
captioned “and the earth was void,” alludes to the act of creatio ex nihilo. It depicts
Nachmanides’ interpretation of the biblical text: “bereshit bara Elohim—in the
beginning God created . . . and the earth was unformed and void” (Gen. 1:1-2). This
means that in the beginning God created the initial, shapeless substance that was the
tohu. The last panel depicting the Sabbath rest illustrates the text describing the
accomplishment of creation together with the new thrust that was to follow: *, ..
bara Elohim la’asot—he rested from all His work which He had made” (literally
created to make, Gen, 2:3).

Bahye in his commentary on this verse quotes Nachmanides to bring out both
the use of the words bara Elohim and of the infinitive form of the word la’asof (to
make) at the end of the verse:

“Which God in creating had made”: Nachmanides interpreted that He rested from all his
work which He created out of nothing; to make from it all the works mentioned on the
six days. Thus the verse states that God rested from creating and forming—from the cre-
ation He created on the first day, and from the formation He formed on the rest of the
days. It is possible to explain that the conclusion of the account of the creation, “bara
Elohim” (Gen. 2:3), being the same expression as “in the beginning bara Elohim” (Gen.
1:1) is designed to connect everything that had been created to the one Creator in order
to teach us that He, may He be blessed, who started it all in the beginning, concluded it
all. And in ending the verse with the word la’asot (to make) it tells us that since He, may
He be blessed, created everything and brought forth everything that is, out of nothing,
He thereby instructed those living la’asot—to make something from something exist-
ing—henceforth.”

The plan of the eight panels comprising the creation cycle in the Sarajevo
Haggadah suggests that the designer decided to break the taboo on visualizing the

Studies in Iconography 25 — 2004 119



story of creation with the purpose of stressing the ideas presented by this com-
mentary. The overall design of the frames seems to emphasize this. The first and last
panels are identical in size, whereas the other six are wider and include the round-
topped shape. The first narrow panel depicting the tohu, gives visual expression to
the creation ex nihilo. The last panel, representing the completion of creation, ex-
presses the words bara Elohim la’asot, which means that man is obligated to con-
tinue the act of creation by continuing to make something from something existing.

The vaulted rectangle of the six days of creation alludes to the connection
between the created world and the building of the tabernacle-temple according to the
divine design shown to Moses on Mount Sinai. The scheme of the tabernacle-temple
symbolizes man’s ability to create something from something existing and thus imi-
tate God who, having created the world ex nihilo on the first day, gave it form during
the other days. _

The creation cycle of the Sarajevo Haggadah is unique in Jewish art and in its
relation to Christian parallels. In view of the deliberate avoidance of the creation
theme in the Jewish visual arts prior to the fourteenth century, the eight panels pic-
turing the Hexaemeron stand out as a daring enterprise. As the foregoing analysis
shows, the cycle appears as a visual statement of a particular doctrine of creation
linked with the exegetical school of Nachmanides and his followers. The designer
of the cycle did not begin it with the initial act of creation, but rather with a de-
piction of the fohu, the shapeless primal matter, the darkness of fire in contrast to the
darkness that is represented opposite the light on the first day. He depicted the entire
six days of creation under blue and white arcs expressing the structure of “and it was
evening and it was morning.” He painted the vegetation of the third day in dark
colors as a contrast to the bright colors of the same vegetation on the fourth day. He
presented the light rays in a reversed position to suggest the importance of the lights
in controlling ordinary and sacred time on earth. He used various details in depicting
the fifth, sixth, and seventh days to emphasize God’s absolute authority over the
entire created world and the partnership of man in the act of creation. And finally,
he added the symbolic convention of the Ark of the Covenant and the tabernacle to
enclose each of the six days of creation, thus visualizing the act of giving form and
shape (bohu) to the primal matter (tohu).
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