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In an era of ever-increasing specialization, the 

multi-faceted accomplishments of Cecil Roth’s 

scholarship were especially remarkable. In the 
world of Judaica, he knew about everything in gen- 
eral and about many things in particular. The fields 

of knowledge he illuminated were legion — and 

among them was Jewish art, in which he was a 

pioneer scholar and enthusiast. 

Much of his early rescarch was pursued in Italy 
and he regarded his only work in general history 
The Last Florentine Republic (which was his doc- 
toral thesis and was published when Roth was only 

26) as perhaps his best achievement. He had always 
had a natural interest in art but this was given 

special direction in the years he spent in Italy 
where he was particularly fascinated by the Ren- 

aissance. 

In 1929 he brought out his first major publica- 
tion related to Jewish art — the facsimile edition of 

the Casale Pilgrim with its delightful ilustrations of 
the Holy Places. By now his authority was recog- 

nized and he wrote the entry on “Illuminated Bible 
Manuscripts” in the German-language Encyclo- 

paedia Judaica which was appearing at that time. 

This was a period when the whole outlook on 
Jewish art was undergoing a profound metamor- 
phosis. Roth played an important role in the grow- 
ing appreciation of a Jewish artistic tradition, fully 

recognising the ambivalence in the historic Jewish 

attitude to art but with his own sympathies clearly 

©
 

on the side of those who took a positive stand. 

A stream of studies poured from his pen. His 

major contributions included his participation in 
editions of various outstanding haggadot (including 
the Sarajevo Haggadah, the k Haggadah and the 

Ben Shahn Haggadah) and other noteworthy ex- 

amples of Jewish artistic achievement (such as the 
Kennicott Bible). As with everything he wrote, his 

studies on Jewish art were always eminently read- 

able, a product of his inimitable combination of 

true scholarship with the gift of popularization. It 

was one of his special contributions to bring his 
appreciation and enthusiasm for the subject to a 

broad public in his writings and in his lectures. 

In his last years he was editor-in-chief of the 

English-language Encyclopaedia Judaica and played 

a very important role in ensuring the success of its 

art and illustrations sections. He had the whole 

subject at his fingertips and his unrivalled know- 
ledge was invaluable both in the specific sections 

dealing with Jewish art and in the whole field of 

gathering illustrations. The richness of the end 

product is largely due to his initiative (and very 

often to the use of his wonderful personal collec- 

tion and resources). 
His work in the field culminated in his editing 

of the book Jewish Art which remains the only 

comprehensive survey of all aspects of the subject. 

His introduction to this volume presents a brilliant, 

succinct summation ending with the comment: 

“The Rabbis of old said that there were a hundred 

ways to approach the study of the Talmud. The 
same applies to the study of Jewish art.” 

sh art was not limited Roth’s knowledge of Jewis 

to the theoretical — he himself was a noted collec- 

tor. Although his means were limited, his great 

s knowledge enabled him to obtain many pricel 
treasures. His collection was selective — every item 

was a gem and his home in Oxford was an adven- 

ture in Jewish art as he eagerly led the interested 
visitor from room to room, from cupboard to cup- 

board, from drawer to drawer producing his vari- 

egated acquisitions ranging from his Italian Chair 
of Elijah to his Chinese megillah. He had wonderful 

menorot, ketubbot and manuscripts. Fortunately 

this collection has been maintained as a unity and 

can be seen now in the museum of Beth Tzedek 

Congregation in Toronto. It conveys something of 

the rare combination of enthusiasm, scholarship, 

and practicability that characterised Cecil Roth’s 

attitude to Jewish art. 


