


This paper will examine the reflection of
esoteric ideas in Hebrew illuminated
manuscripts from thirteenth century
Ashkenaz (German lands), with a focus
on images of knights and Ezekiel’s vision
of the divine Chariot.
It examines the texts and the images in
conjunction with military history, in
order to provide a comprehensive
description concerned with the ideas of
the two principal esoteric traditions in
Ashkenaz: Hasidei Ashkenaz (German
Pietists) and Rabbi Nehemiah, the
Prophet from Erfurt.





Three main esoteric tradition in Ashkenz:

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

century

2. R. Nehemiah ben Shlomo Troestlin the Prophet from Erfurt, active in the first third 

of the 13th century (studied primarily by Moshe Idel and now by Na’ama Ben-Shahar)

3. Qalonymus family: R. Judah the Pious (d. 1217), R. Elazar of Worms (d. ca. 1230)





Erfurt Synagogue, ca. 1270





Erfurt Bible 1, 1343. Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1210, 629 × 470 mm



Erfurt Bible 1, 1343

Annette Weber, “The Masoret Is a Fence to the Torah: Monumental Letters 

and Micrography in Medieval Ashkenazi Bibles,” Ars Judaica 11 (2015), pp. 

7-30.

Fronda, Rahel, “Micrographic illustrations in a group of thirteenth century

Hebrew Bibles from Germany,” in: Hebräische Schrift zwischen Juden-und

Christentum in Mittelalter und früher Neuzeit: Beiträge zur 45, ed. Peter Stein,

Kamen 2016, pp. 37-73

Rachel Fronda discusses the decorative program of Erfurt 2. Describing Ezekiel’s opening page in a
footnote, she suggests that perhaps it carries mystical connections, but without further elaboration.
Annette Weber discusses the meaning of initial word decorations in Ashkenazi Bibles, including Erfurt 1
and Erfurt 2, in relation to concepts found in the writings of R. Judah the Pious and R.Eleazar of Worms.

I suggest that in Erfurt 2 there is also a connection to the esoteric ideas of
Rabbi Nehemiah ben Shlomo Troestlin, the Prophet from Erfurt.

Erfurt Bible 2, 13th century



Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 381a, 13th century





Second Coming of Christ, Chartres, 
Western façade, c. 1150

Christ in Majesty, 13th century



Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 381a, 13th century



The circle in the center may represent the
divine Throne, as, according to Rabbi
Shlomo bar Shimshon’s Garmiza’s Siddur,
the Throne is round:

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

Ms. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica ebr. 274, fol. 191a



".הָאֵשׁוֹךְרוּחַ סְעָרָה בָאָה מִן הַצָפוֹן עָנָן גָדוֹל וְאֵשׁ מִתְלַקַחַת וְנֹגַהּ לוֹ סָבִיב וּמִתּוֹכָהּ כְעֵין הַחַשְׁמַל מִתּוְהִנֵה וָאֵרֶא: "ד, איחזקאל 
".נַפְשִׁייָדַעְתָּ בְצָרוֹת אֲשֶׁר רָאִיתָ אֶת עָנְיִי וְאֶשְמְחָה בְחַסְדֶךָ אָגִילָה": ח, תהלים לא
".אָפוּנָהאֵמֶיךָנָשָאתִי  מִנֹעַר וְגוֵֹעַ אֲנִי עָנִי ": טז, תהלים פח

".לִבְנִיוּמִמִצְרַיִם קָרָאתִי נַעַר יִשְרָאֵל וָאֹהֲבֵהוּ כִי ": א, הושע יא
".מִדְבָרוָאָשִים אֶת הָרָיו שְׁמָמָה וְאֶת נַחֲלָתוֹ לְתַנוֹת עֵשָו שָנֵאתִי וְאֶת ": ג, מלאכי א
".תִבְגֹדוּצְבָאוֹת וְנִשְׁמַרְתֶּם בְרוּחֲכֶם וְלאֹ ' היִשְרָאֵל וְכִסָה חָמָס עַל לְבוּשׁוֹ אָמַר אֱלֹהֵי' האָמַר שָנֵא שַׁלַח כִי ": טז, מלאכי ב

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

.כי שנא שלח. ואת עשו שנאתי. כי נער ישראל ואהבהו. מנערוגועעני אני . אשר ראית את עניי. והנהוארא

The main text in the circle seems to be evolving from harsh judgement to mercy



R. Nehemiah, Commentary on the Name of 42 Letters. New York, JTS, Ms. 1786, fol. 51bIn R. Eleazar of Worms’s Commentary on the

Merkavah, the minister of the abyss (Sar ha-

Tehom) resembled an ox until Ezekiel asked for

mercy and transformed him to a cherub.
התהוםשרכ"ע.לשורודומהחשךשלהיההראשוןששרלפיעגל

יחזקאלשביקשעדהעגלמעשהלפקודכדיוגםלעגלדומה
לכרובוהפכורחמים

Berlin, Staatsbibliothek Or. Qu. 942Or. Qu .942, fol. 152b

Perceiving the scene from right to left, the image is
related to Rabbi Nehemiah’s Commentary on the Name
of 42 אותיותב"מפירוש) where we find the concept of
harsh judgement being converted into mercy, as the
Throne of Judgement (Kisse Din דיןכסא) rolls on
wheels (ofanim אופנים) into the Throne of Mercy (Kisse
Rahamin .רחמיםכסא )



Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Staatsbibliothek (Preussischer Kulturbesitz) Or. fol. 1212, fol. 381a, 13th century



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



Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, MS. Or. fol. 1212, fol. 521a, 13th century

Great helm. 13th century13th century sword

Shield of Conrad of Thuringia 1240



בְקִרְבִישַרְעַפַיבְרֹב":יט,צדתהלים
."נַפְשִׁייְשַׁעַשְׁעוּתַּנְחוּמֶיךָ

וְאֶתנָבוֹתדְמֵיאֶתלאֹאִם":כו,טבמלכים
לְךָוְשִׁלַמְתִּי'הנְאֻםאֶמֶשׁרָאִיתִיבָנָיודְמֵי

הַשְׁלִכֵהוּשָאוְעַתָּה'הנְאֻםהַזאֹתבַחֶלְקָה
."'הכִדְבַרבַחֶלְקָה

בְמִישׁוֹרעָמְדָהרַגְלִי":יב,כותהלים
"'האֲבָרֵךְבְמַקְהֵלִים

לאֹאִם'האָמַרכֹה":כה,לגירמיהו
שָׁמַיִםחֻקוֹתוָלָיְלָהיוֹמָםבְרִיתִי
."שָמְתִּילאֹוָאָרֶץ

The bird on the right is composed of verses referring to דין
(judgement), and the one on the left from verses referring to

נחמה (consolation), and the chapter from Jeremiah that deals

with the rebuilding of the house of David.



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

The micrography of both
figures is based primarily on
verses describing David’s
kingship and others from the
Book of Job.
The shield is was drawn with
verses from Song of Songs 7.9
and Job 19.17
The lion was rendered with
words appearing in both
figures and in the shield, thus
forming associative and visual
links among all parts of the
scene.



I propose reading this scene in light of the text of the
Seventy Names of Metatron, where the militant
aspect of the shield with the Lord’s name written on
is stressed. In Rabbi Nehemiah’s commentary on
the seventy names we find a gematria: al magen al
tzava ( א"צבל"ען"מגל"ע ), literally meaning that the
shield on the troops/army equals taftafia. Moreover,
it notes that King David had a shield of gold with the
seventy-two names engraved upon it, and the word
taftafia engraved beneath it.

ממונההואכי,א"צבל"ע'בגיטפטפיה.וינצלאותויזכירעליונלחמיםואויביובמלחמההואכשהאדםכי,ן"מגל"ע'גיטפטפיה"
שםעליוחקוקוהיהזהבשללמגןלוהיהישראלמלךדודגם,פסחשלראשוןבלילסנחריבשלחייליוהכהוהואהאויביםאתלהכות

."וינצלהבוראבשםלוויצוהזהשםיזכירסכנהבמקוםהואכשהאדםכי,ד"פחה"צו'ובגי.תחתיוחקוקהיהה"וטפטפי,ב"ע
:מתוך,מטטרוןשלשמותשבעיםפירוש

בעריכת,שמע-תא'מישראלשללזכרוהיהדותבמדעימחקרים:שמעתא,'עיוניתולקבלהמעשיתלקבלהיהודיתממגיה:טפטפיהוהשםדודמגןעלנביאהשלמהכןנחמיה'ר",אידלמשה

.סא-מה'עמ,ב"תשעשבותאלון,א,ואחריםריינראברהם



Erfurt Bible 2, Berlin, Or. fol. 1212, fol. 521a, 13th century

London, BL. Or. 1055, fol. 105aממטרוןאלפא ביתא של 

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



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

As there is a shield in the
micrography decoration between
the figures made of verses referring
to David’s kingship, I suggest that it
was inspired by Rabbi Nehemiah’s
writings.



י נָיואֹחֲזָהבְתָמָראֶעֱלֶהאָמַרְתִּ אֲשֶר. בְסַנְסִּ

The gematria of the Lord’s name is engraved on the shield.
The shield’s frame is composed of 84 ( ד"פ ) letters, twice 42 ( ב"מ ), as each side is made out
of 28 ( ח"כ ) letters, and an extra letter was added on the left side to reach 28.
The lion within the shield was drawn with 36 ( ו"ל ) letters – double 18 ( י"ח ), and counting
twice 36 equals 72 ( ב"ע ).



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

From the two case studies examined here, we can conclude that the
designer of the micrography decoration in Erfurt Bible 2 had the writings
of Rabbi Nehemiah of Erfurt in mind, as well as those of Hasidei Ashkenaz,
especially regarding the transformation of harsh judgement into mercy.



London, British Library Or. 2091, fol. 203a



The most cutting- edge study research is presently being conducted by group headed by Hanna Liss:
Corpus Masoreticum: The Inculturation of the Masorah into Jewish Law and Lore from the 11th
to the 13th Centuries: Digital Acquisition of a Forgotten Domain of Knowledge (DFG);
https://en.mtk-online.urz.uni-heidelberg.de/subproject.php?tp=B04&up

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


The choice to portray the human figure in full armor and as a knight can be explained by
the tradition of Jacob’s image engraved upon the throne, based on Ezekiel’s vision that
identifies the human figure as Jacob. The knight in this micrography may illustrate the
verse: Avir Ya’akov ( יעקבאביר ), meaning Jacob’s guardian knight or Jacob the Knight.



Bible, London, BL. Or. 2091, fol. 203a, Ashkenaz 2nd half of the 13th century

R. Haim Palti’el, Commentary on Genesis 49.24:

“By the hands of the mighty one [of] Jacob. Meaning: Who caused him all
of this might and honor? It is Avir Ya’akov, that is, Jacob, the
hero/champion.”



Great helm of Albert von 
Prankh Intended for jousting 
ca. 1350. 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Hofjagd-
und Rüstkammer, Vienna B 74 

Helmet of Sir John Gostwick, 1541
Royal Armouries Museum Leeds



Bible, 
Ashkenaz, 2nd half of the 13th century

Leipzig Mahzor, 
Worms, c. 1310



Bible, 
Ashkenaz, 2nd half of the 13th century



Double Mahzor, Wroclaw, University Library, Cod. Or. I, vol. II, fol. 89a. Esslingen , ca. 1290



As part of his discussion on the prayer ‘The Lord our God, king of the universe,
Who opens the gates of mercy’, Rabbi Avigdor b. Elijah Katz of Vienna (1185–ca.
1270) related to those commentaries; the text, which is part of Rabbi Naftali Hirz
Treves’s siddur published in 1559, was thoroughly studied by Na’ama Ben-Shahar,
who showed that Rabbi Treves’s commentary was based on writings of both Rabbi
Nehemiah of Erfurt and Rabbi Eleazar of Worms.

:"רחמיםשעריהפותח"לפיוט(1270-1185)מווינהץ"כאביגדור'רפירוש

עולהשהתפלהחלונותג"יהפותחאבשהואגאוןסעדיהרב'פיץ"ית"
,ץ"יתג"אבוזהותפלהשערי'חחלונות'חוכן,אביהםויעקבשבטיםב"ינגד,בהן

'התפלבפניהעומדהשטןמפניומגיןדיןגזרקורעהוא'פי,ן"שטע"קר.המשפטשנותץ
."הלבמן'הבא

R. Avigdor b. Elijah Katz of Vienna noted in his
commentary on this prayer that the Throne has
thirteen windows, through which the prayer rises



There are thirteen roundels around the empty chair and in each
of them is a trefoil, which is an ornamental shape that has three
foils usually found in Gothic windows (e.g., in the thirteenth-
century Erfurt Synagogue). I suggest that this odd number is
intentional and might have been inspired by such a
commentary, which is also found in the writings of Rabbi
Eleazar of Worms, for example, in his Sefer HaShem.

לפיוט(1270-1185)מווינהץ"כאביגדור'רפירוש

ג"יהפותחאבשהוא":"רחמיםשעריהפותח"
."בהןעולהשהתפלהחלונות



:(בובר'מהד)א,אזוטאהשיריםשיר"
האריאתלראותלשוראפשראיבארץ"

והאריהשורבמרוםאבל,לשור,שונאשהרי
זהואוהביםביניהםושלוםבמרכבהשניהם

שמות)אחיואלאישופניהםשנאמר,לזה
שנאמר,ורעותאהבהנוהגיםשהיו,(כ,ה"כ

.(ב,ה"כאיוב)במרומיושלוםעושה



Thank you!
offenbergs@gmail.com 


