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The many-faceted representation of Jerusalem in Marc
Chagall’s work is a matter of considerable interest. To
him Jerusalem is the physical city, existing in the pres-
ent, which he knew from his many visits to Israel. It is
the historical capital of the kingdom of Israel and the
City of David. It is also Jerusalem of the future, the eter-
nal kingdom of David the Messiah of Israel. And it is
also the visionary city, the Jerusalem that is in the
heart, the beloved of the soul, whose restoration is
daily mentioned in prayer, and it is Zion, fatherland of
every Jew of the Diaspora, to whom it is eternally real
and palpable. All these aspects are imaged in Chagall’s
work, sometimes even side by side in the same picture.

A depiction of the town as Chagall saw it when he
first came to the Holy Land appears in The Wailing Wall,
which he painted on his first visit (see article by
Amishai-Maisels in this volume, Fig. 1). This realistic
representation is unusual for him. However, in all his
pictures he relies on his direct impressions of the city,
although he usually represents it in succinct form and
in symbolic images, placing the same depictions in
works of narrative or poetic or symbolic intention,
without differentiation.

Historical Jerusalem, as a background to scenes of
the past, is seen in Chagall’s etchings to the Bible.!
Here he is usually faithful to the words of the text and
does not give free rein to his imagination. The etchings
are also exceptional in that he does not indulge in his
general practice of infusing images with a personal ref-
erence and depicting matters foreign to the narrative.
These depictions of Jerusalem form a background to
events which took place in the city during the period of
the kings of Israel, as, for instance, in the illustration
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representing David Mourning the Death of Absalom (see
article by Amishai-Maisels, Fig. 24).? The depiction of
Jerusalem of the distant past is based on the appear-
ance of the city today, as Chagall saw it. He looked for
the most explicit and striking image to use in charac-
terizing the city and chose the Tower of David, which
remained the distinguishing mark of most of his works
that contain a reference to Jerusalem.

Here Chagall diverged from the traditional depic-
tion of Jerusalem. Christian works of art usually identi-
fy the Holy City by means of a circular or octagonal
structure topped by a dome — the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre. Examples can be seen in western art (e.g.,
Fig. 1), as well as in Byzantine art,* and later in Russ-
ian art (e.g., Fig. 2).° In the course of time this image
was influenced by the Dome of the Rock as it actually
stands on the Temple Mount, and it was thus repre-
sented by artists who visited the Holy Land,® and others
who relied on engravings made by eyewitnesses.” Jewish
depictions followed in the steps of European art in gen-
eral and usually represented Jerusalem by a domed
building based on the Holy Sepulchre and the Dome
of the Rock, intended to symbolize the future Temple
(Fig. 3).% Although this image of Jerusalem and the
domed edifice at its center frequently occurs in Jewish
art, Chagall did not adopt it, and chose to represent
the city by a different image, that of David’s Tower,
which is seen as one approaches the Jaffa Gate
entrance to the Old City. This choice was perhaps
influenced by the design popular in Jewish artistic cir-
cles in the nineteenth century and later under the
Mandate, when Chagall first visited Palestine, as for
instance in the carpet showing Herzl looking at
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