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ON THE ILLUMINATIONS OF THE 
HEBREW MANUSCRIPT IN PARMA 

Yael Zirlin 

The Palatine Library of Parma is one of the richest in 

Hebrew illuminated manuscripts, both in number and in 

importance. Of over 1500 Hebrew manuscripts in the 

Library there are two hundred which are illuminated. 

Most of these are merely decorated but some have text 

illustrations. The illuminated manuscripts comprise 

complete Bibles or sections of them: Pentateuchs, 

Prophets and Hagiographa, as well as some single books 

of Psalms, Job and others. There are also some prayer 

books, Passover haggadot, commentaries, Midrashim, 

books on philosophy, kabbalah, astronomy, medicine 

and others. The manuscripts originate from Europe, 

mostly Italy, Germany and Spain, some from Byzantium 

and the East. A fractional selection of manuscripts are 

being exhibited on loan at the J.N.U.L. in Jerusalem. 

The earliest manuscripts in this exhibition are of the 

12th and 13th centuries, such as the book of Former 

Prophets from Spain (no. 6, ms. 1889) and a book of 
Psalms from Central Italy (no. 8, ms. 1870). Other illu- 

minated manuscripts are from the 14th to the 16th centu- 

ries, originating mainly from Italy and Germany. One of 

the most common methods of illuminating Bibles, either 

Spanish or German, is by writing the Masorah Magna in 

micrography which outlines geometric and floral forms, 

or at times even scenes. An example of the use of the 

Masorah as a decoration can be seen in the Spanish 

Bibles of the 13th and 14th centuries exhibited here (no. 
2, ms. 3183 and no. 5, ms. 1889). Micrography appears 

also in other texts which are written in the margins, like 
Rashi’s commentary to the book of Job, from Germany 

(no. 9, ms. 2347). The text in micrography depicts 

hunting and other scenes which were common in 

Hebrew illumination in Germany. Decorated masoretic 

texts appear also in a Spanish Pentateuch of the 13th 

century (no. 4, ms. 2025). 
“The Parma Catalan Bible” of the 14th century (no. 1, 

ms. 2810) contains another tradition of illustration in 

Spanish Bibles. These are carpet pages placed at the 

beginning of the manuscript depicting the Sanctuary 

implements. This tradition, based on Eastern 10th 

century models, was crystalised in Spain during the 13th 

century. It includes depictions of the seven-branched 

Menorah and other implements from the Tent of 

Meeting in the desert, together with those of the temples 

of Solomon and Herod, all arranged haphazardly, 

usually on two facing pages. At that time the Bible was 

considered a substitute for the destroyed temple, and the 

implements expressed the hope of rebuilding it in 

messianic times. The Bible was thus known as migdash 

ya, i.e. the Temple of God. In an Italian Bible of the 14th 

century. (no. 3, ms 2153) there is a text illustration next to 

the book of Lamentation: Jeremiah lamenting the 

destruction of Jerusalem. “The Parma Psalter” (no. 8, 

ms. 1870) is a tiny manuscript richly illuminated with 

foliage scrolls and text illustrations. The decoration 

appears in the margins, around the main text, and 

framing the initial words of all chapters. These 

incorporate also human figures, animals, grotesques and 

dragons, painted in light gouache colours and burnished 

gold leaf. The text illustrations, which depict verses from 

several Psalms, demonstrate the artist’s knowledge of the 

Hebrew text, as well as his vivid imagination. An 

example is the illustration to Chapter 149: “Sing unto 

the Lord a new song,” which depicts a choir with its 

conductor, holding an open music book. 

Prayer books also contain text illustrations as in the 

German siddur of the 14th century (no. 23, ms. 2225). 
The page comprises the prayer for the three pilgrimate 

feasts, and depicts a bull being led to the sacrifice. A 

sumptuously illuminated Italian Prayerbook is one of the 

prides of the Library (no. 21, ms. 2738; see colour plate). 

This Italian mahzor was completed in Monselice on 7 
Iyyar 5249 (8 April 1489). Its opening page is topped 

with a crown illustrating Ibn Gvirol's Qeter Malkhut 
(royal crown). At the bottom in a roundel is a family 

coat of arms with a crouching lion and star. 

Three illuminated haggadot and a prayer book which 
contains an illustrated haggadah are exhibited. Fver 

since the 13th century, when the haggadah was extracted 

as a separate book from the common Prayer Book, it 

became increasingly popular and profusely illuminated. 
The illustrations to the haggadah are of several types. 

There are biblical illustrations like the sacrifice of Isaac 
and the Israelites’ hard labour building Pithom and 

Ramses (no. 28, ms. 2998); illustrations to the text of the 

haggadah, e.g. the depiction of the Rabbis of Bnei-Brak 

(no. 26, ms. 3650); or the depiction of the Four Sons as 

well as the three items of Rabban Gamaliel: Pessah, 

Mazah and Maror (no. 27, ms. 3143). The customs and 

preparations for Passover are also depicted. For 

example, the Seder table (no. 24, ms. 2895), the cleansing 
of the house, burning of the leaven, the making of 
haroset, pouring four cups of wine, and eating the mazah 

and maror. Most haggadot of the 15th century are 

Italian and German, depicting local customs and daily 

life. 

The Hebrew illuminated manuscripts from Parma 

constitute an important sample of the wealth of the 

Palatine Library. The diversity in illuminations bears 

witness to the tradition of decorating manuscripts in 

many places at various times.
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Opening page of an Italian mahzor. Monselice, 1489. Parma, Bibliotheca Palatina, ms. 2738, fol. I. 
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