WHAT ABOUT BREASTPLATES!
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One of the important considerations in Jewish art
historical research is the correct translation and
description of Hebrew terminology. The purpose
of this short note is to correct one of the English
language terms used to designate and describe the
torah ornaments. Among the terms used to des-
cribe the ornaments we find ‘“Torah crown,”
“Torah headpieces” or “rimmonim,” “Torah poin-
its Sl Tonah breastplate.” It is this last
term, “‘breastplate,’”” which we find inaccurate.

The name ‘‘breastplate’ first appears in the
King James Bible of 1611. Earlier English Bibles,
e.g., Tyndale 1530, Coverdale 1535, and the
Matthew Bible of 1537 use the term “breastlap,”
this being a folded piece of material as, in fact, the
hoshen mishpat was (Exodus 28:15—30).

Two passages in the King James Bible are es-
pecially important in this discussion. In Exodus
28:30 we find a description of the placing of the
“breastplate” — “Finally put urim and tumim into
the breastplate and they will be over Aaron’s heart
when he enters the presence of the Lord.” The
second description appears in Exodus 39:8f — “And
he made the breastplate. It was worked by a seam-
ster in gold, violet, purple and scarlet yarn and
finely woven linen.”

In both descriptions we find that the “breast-
plate” was not a plate at all, not made of any kind
of metal, but a pocket made of richly colored silk.
We are told further that it was a span broad and a
span long and ornamented most beautifully in
front by the setting of twelve precious and semi-
precious stones engraved with the names of the
twelve tribes. There was also the container for the
lot stones, urim and twmim. Fastened with gold
chains to the ephod, the high priest’s garment,
Aaron wore it on his breast and thus took it to the
Holy of Holies into the presence of God for his
decision through the wrim and tumim. Thus the
translation of the Hebrew hoshen mishpat as ‘‘the
shining one of judgment’ is quite appropriate.

The English Bible of 1970 corrects the King
James Bible and uses the term ‘‘breastpiece.”
Thus, we see that after centuries of wrong usage in
English, the name ‘“‘breastplate’ has been discarded
and ‘‘breastpiece” takes its place. This is surely a
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correct translation but, in my opinion, not a very
beautiful one, and not appropriate to the high
standards of the English Bible Translations. I
would therefore like to suggest the term ‘‘breast
ornament” which is certainly more pleasing to the
ear.

A second incorrect use of the term ‘“breast-
plate’” is in describing the beautiful Torah orna-
ment which hangs on the front of the Torah scroll.
This highly ornamented piece of silver, often gilt,
serves as a label to indicate the holiday for which
the torah is next to be used. The Hebrew name for
this plate is “tass,” correctly translated “shield.” In
Kayser-Schoenberger,? we unfortunately accepted
the wrong term, ‘“‘breastplate.” This error will be
corrected in a forthcoming edition to ‘‘Torah
shield” or “‘holiday shield.”

Our purpose in presenting this article was to
correct an inaccuracy in the translation of Hebrew
terminology relating to the term ‘‘breastplate.”

Only by correctly translating and designating
“breast ornament” and ‘“Torah shield” can we
identify and distinguish correctly between these
two items of Jewish ceremonial art.

During final stages of printing we were informed
of the passing away of Professor Guido Schoen-
berger. We regret that the doyen of Jewish art his-
torians was not able to see what seems to be his last
paper in print.

"The Septuagint designates the hoshen mishpat as Abyov Tww.
kpioewy. The Vulgate translates it as “rationale judicio.” Both
translations are more or less correct. In the German Bible Luther
translates wrongly “Schild” or “Antzschild,” and Kautssch chose
2“Drakeltasche."
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