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The Encyclopedia of the Bible and Its Reception (EBR) is the first-ever and only compre-
hensive reference work on the Bible and its reception.

The Focus
Since the start of publication in 2009, the encyclopedia continues to break new
ground and is an essential reference tool for theological institutions as well as uni-
versities and colleges where religious studies, the social sciences, and the humani-
ties are taught and researched.

The encyclopedia contains up-to-date information on the origins and develop-
ment of the Bible in the Jewish and Christian scriptural canons. Moving beyond
the biblical world, EBR documents the history of biblical interpretation and recep-
tion from ancient times to the present, not only in the Jewish Diaspora and in
Christian churches, but also in Islam, other non-Western religious traditions, and
new religious movements.

Moving beyond the strictly religious sphere, EBR innovates by recording how
biblical texts have been read, interpreted, and integrated into science, thought, and
culture throughout the centuries. Unprecedented in breadth and scope, this pio-
neering reference resource provides extensive coverage of the reception of the Bible
in literature, visual arts, music, film, and dance.

EBR is edited by an international team of scholars, with contributions from
nearly 4,000 specialist authors working in over 50 countries.

A taste of EBR – Volume 18
This brochure contains selected entries from volume 18, which are representative
of the types of entries in the entire encyclopedia. The entry “Material Culture, The
Bible and” documents the history of the materiality of the Bible, a topic of great
interest to biblical and religious studies scholars as well as cultural anthropologists.
Two examples of conceptual topics are the entries on “Matriarch, Matriarchs” and
“Meat.” They demonstrate how these biblical concepts have been understood and
employed throughout the ages and taken up in culture. There are entries on impor-
tant people, places, and things – both biblical, such as “Michal,” and historical,
such as “McLuhan, Marshall.” The entries on “Melville, Herman” (Literature) and
“Messiah (Oratorio)” (Music) illustrate the breadth of EBR’s coverage of cultural



reception of the Bible, just as the “Mesoamerican Peoples” entry attests to the ency-
clopedia’s global scope.

The Encyclopedia of the Bible and Its Reception is available both in print and as an
online database.

Author or User? Now over to you!
If you would like to write articles for EBR, please contact us at ebr@degruyter.com.
We will put you in contact with the appropriate editor on the EBR board.

Should you require further information or if your institution is interested in
purchasing EBR, please see the back of this brochure.
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1. The Bible and the “Material Turn” in Reli-
gious Studies. Norwegian novelist Karl Ove
Knausgaard has written that “we literally do not see
the materiality of what is holy” (Knausgaard). This
blindness is due to a deep-rooted intellectual preju-
dice that represses materiality in favor of intellectual
ideality, a prejudice manifesting in religious studies
as the “presumed antagonism of religion and mate-
riality” (Houtman/Meyer). Indeed, “if there is an in-
herent cultural trajectory toward immateriality im-
plicated in most religious belief,” it comes as no
surprise that the field of religious studies – which
emerged partly under the influence of Protestant
theology, with its suspicion of material representa-
tions of the divine – exhibits a tendency to “repu-
diat[e] the Bible as a material book” (Miller). Thus
the “antagonism between religion and material-
ity … has shaped the modern study of religion”
(Houtman/Meyer).

Scholarly work coming out of the “material
turn” in religious studies over the past two or so
decades has sought to redress this prejudice, render-
ing visible the matter of the sacred, and recognizing
that for religious practitioners, the spiritual and the
material are never in fact neatly separable; in reli-
gious life, if not always in religious studies, the sa-
cred and the profane are “scrambled” (McDannell).
Recent decades have seen a proliferation of publica-
tions – monographs, edited volumes, journal arti-
cles, and, indeed, entire journals – limning multitu-
dinous dimensions of religion and material culture.

For example, the Bible has been approached
from a cultural-anthropological standpoint focus-
ing on the broadly material – i.e., social, cultural,
economic, linguistic, and historical circumstances in
which it was produced and circulated. Thus the au-
thor of The Material Culture of the Bible offers a cul-
tural-materialist assessment of “the advantages for
biblical interpretation of a critical awareness of the
cultures of which the biblical languages formed a
part” (Deist). But here, analysis of the mode of pro-
duction of the Bible is part of a hermeneutical
project aimed at enhanced cognitive payoff-under-
standing the meaning of the scripture. In this way,
attention to materiality implicitly eschews subjec-
tive, embodied experience in upholding theological
idealism.

Whereas the material conditions surrounding
the Bible have been the subject of ample study, less
has been written about the materiality of the Bible
itself: the Bible qua material object, with its attend-
ant bodily and affective potencies. The intensifica-
tion of interest in “material religion” makes the
relatively little scrutiny the Bible has received espe-
cially curious. Scanning tables of contents and in-
dexes of major recent anthologies in this area is tell-
ing: the Bible makes few appearances, and when it
does, it is treated cursorily, usually as an example

1

within a wider discussion of some form of religion
and material culture, rather than an object of study
in its own right. The Bible in the context of material
studies has gone under-theorized.

2. The “New Materialism.” David Chidester has
called for the activation of a “new materialism” in
religious studies, to move beyond 19th-century cri-
tiques of idealist philosophy. This new materialism
would “grasp how practices of religious mediation
effect the presence of [sacred] entities in the world
through bodily sensations, texts, buildings, pic-
tures, objects, and other material forms that involve
bodies and things” (Chidester). Other thinkers of
the material turn have likewise urged a “rematerial-
ization” of the study of religion (Houtman/Meyer).
The broad project of such endeavors is to query into
“how religion happens materially,” in other words,
to begin “with the assumption that [material ob-
jects], their use, their valuation, and their appeal are
not something added to a religion, but rather in-
extricable from it” (Meyer quoted in Houtman/
Meyer: 7).

Despite the shift in focus to material objects,
few studies outside the field of book history have
paid more than glancing, incidental attention to the
Bible as a “material book.” Moreover, among those
who do attend to the Bible, perhaps none has of-
fered sustained theoretical treatment of the excre-
tory excess inherent to the Bible regarded as a thing.
Here thing theorist Bill Brown’s distinction be-
tween “object” and “thing” is helpful. Brown as-
serts that things are “what is excessive in objects, …
what exceeds their materialization as objects in
their mere utilization as objects – their force as sen-
suous presence, the magic by which objects become
values, fetishes, idols, and totems” (Brown: 5).
Things exceed the use-value of objects; they are ex-
perienced as “magic” or charged objects, objects
manifesting excessive energies that demand dis-
charge.

This notion finds support in Georges Bataille’s
materialist approach to “religious facts.” Bataille
counters the prejudicial favoring of ideality over
materiality, insisting that “when the word material-
ism is used, it [must] designate the direct interpreta-
tion, excluding all idealism, of raw phenomena.” In-
deed, matter “can only be defined as the nonlogical
difference that represents in relation to the economy
of the universe what crime represents in relation to
the law.” Irrepressibly excessive, the subjective ex-
perience of religious things exceeds the rationaliz-
ing economies of idealist philosophy and theology.
By Bataille’s account, religious things constitute ex-
cretory “facts”: there is an “elementary subjective
identity between types of excrement … and every-
thing that can be seen as sacred” (Bataille: 94; all
italics original).

Establishing a “subjective” link between excess
and the sacred – and thereby countering the intel-
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lectual tendency to favor ideality over materiality –
Bataille’s “base materialism” represents a means for
potential intervention into the study of the Bible
as a religious thing. Bataille’s approach may seem
oblique, but seeing the materiality of the sacred
may require adopting such a parallax view.

3. The Excessive Nature of the Bible as Material
Form. One of the relatively rare sustained treat-
ments of the Bible as a religious thing is found in
Colleen McDannell’s groundbreaking Material Chris-
tianity (1998). McDannell’s account of the Bible in
Victorian domestic settings attends to the manner
in which “Protestants explored the connection be-
tween faith, sensation, and emotion through the Bi-
ble,” describing how “the redemptive power of the
spirit, through the sacred words of the Bible, be-
came matter” (McDannell: 68). Situating the Bible
as a somatically, affectively charged thing that insti-
gates “affectionate religion,” McDannell analyzes
the Bible as a commodity fetish, a fashion state-
ment, and a means for wielding patriarchal author-
ity as well as conveying maternal nurturance. Ex-
ploring the “Puritan image of the Bible as spiritual
milk,” McDannell claims that “the mother’s use of
the Bible fed, comforted, and delighted her prog-
eny … Bible reading, like breast feeding, should
be intimate, emotional, and all-encompassing”
(McDannell: 81). Extending the implications of this
account, might scholars now take recourse to psy-
choanalysis, conceiving the Bible as the quintessen-
tial “part-object” – the maternal breast – the lacta-
tive discharges of which erotically bind mother
and child?

Another dimension of the sensuous, erotic, and
alimentary aspects of reading scripture issues from
the philosopher Paul J. Griffiths. Griffiths opens his
Religious Reading (1999) with an outcry of amorous
anguish, uttering his desire to “read as a lover, to
caress, lick, smell, and savor the words on the page”
(Griffiths: ix). Although explorations of erotic as-
pects of the Bible (Song of Songs, above all) are not
uncommon, it remains to consider the bodily orifice
of the mouth, with all its salivary profusions, as the
mechanism for imbibing and exuding the Word.

Anthropologist Marcel Griaule writes of the
“magical nature” of spittle, at once a “miracle-
maker” (as in Jesus’ healing of the blind) and a be-
stower of ignominy and insult. “Spittle accompa-
nies breath,” he writes. “Saliva is the deposit of the
soul; spittle is soul in movement” (Griaule: 78). He
concludes, “Spittle behaves like the soul-balm or
filth” (Griaule: 78). Might Griaule’s provocative
linking of spirit and spittle, pneuma and “mouth-
water,” be brought to bear on the act of reading
scripture, the material words of which solicit erotic
imbibement and provoke movements of a wet
tongue (Bataille: 79)? And how might the ambiva-
lence of saliva as balm and filth inflect such readings
of the Bible?
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Of course, the Bible is written matter. David
Tracy emphasizes the multifaceted excessiveness of
the materiality of scripture, noting that the salvific
“Word-as-Word event” as a “happening of lan-
guage” is “purely gratuitous” (Tracy: 386). In his
account, Tracy argues that the very “materiality of
writing” – biblical writing in particular – “calls into
question all claims for totality, the unveiling of the
traces of the silences, conflicts, and power realities
in all religious and cultural traditions” (Tracy: 392).
Taking a parallax view, one is here tempted to in-
quire into the theoretical implications of reconceiv-
ing “trace” in the register of base materiality. What
might be revealed when beholding the trace as ex-
cremental stain? If, following thinkers like Freud,
Bataille, and Mary Douglas, one observes a subjec-
tive link between the sacred and the dirty among
religious practitioners, what are the implications for
considering the Bible as a religious thing the writ-
ten materiality of which questions totality by occa-
sioning the transgression of boundaries – bodily
and cognitive?

Transgression, ambivalence, erotic desire, so-
matic discharge; religious thing, part-object, excre-
mental stain, milky secretion, salivary exudation:
these terms represent just a few apertures through
which the excessive nature of the Bible as a material
form might find intellectual discharge. The attitude
bodied forth through inquiry instigated by such
concepts accedes to that which exceeds pretenses to
ideality, opening up ways in which the scripture is,
for those practitioners who hold it as sacred, not
only understood, but emotionally engaged and sensu-
ously experienced. This corporeal-affective perspec-
tive does not deny the Bible’s sacrality, but accepts
the full ambivalence of materiality. It is a parallax
view that trains the scholarly eye on a matter whose
material reality may otherwise remain repressed, in-
visible.

Bibliography: ■ Bataille, G., Visions of Excess: Selected Writings,
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1985). ■ Bataille, G. et al., “Mouth-Water,” Encyclopedia
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“Writing,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies (ed. M. C. Tay-
lor; Chicago, Ill. 1998) 383–93.

Jeremy Biles
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Matriarch, Matriarchs
I. Introduction
II. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
III. New Testament
IV. Judaism
V. Christianity
VI. Islam
VII. Literature
VIII. Visual Arts
IX. Music
X. Film
XI. Dance

I. Introduction
Matriarchy (literally: mother rule, from Lat. mater =
“mother,” and Gk. ἄρχειν = “to begin, lead”) is a
modern term coined at the end of the 19th century
by legal theorists and legal ethnologists to distin-
guish it from the term gynecocracy (literally: rule by
women, from Gk. γυνή = “woman,” and κρατεῖν =
“to rule”), the latter having roots that go back to
antiquity. In contrast to legal historian Johann
Jakob Bachofen, whose 1861 study Das Mutterrecht
began the modern matriarchy debate, legal ethnolo-
gists proposed that even in societies where a child’s
descent was traced through the mother’s side, but
not through the father’s, authority remained pri-
marily with the men (Wesel). Bachofen coined the
term “mother right” (Mutterrecht) to describe this
way of determining kinship and descent. The
American lawyer Lewis Henry Morgan also made
use of this term in his study of the kinship system
of native North American tribes (Ancient Society
1877).

Instead of mother right, ethnologists prefer now
to speak of matriliny and matrilocality, which relate
to rules regarding filiation and the dwelling place of
the married couple, respectively (Schneider/Gough).
Matrilineal kinship, which is evident in many cul-
tures, constitutes the real socio-historical heart of
the matriarchy concept, which itself has gone
through many stages of metamorphosis. The char-
acter of the authority structures that are bound up
with matriarchy is a point of contention in the lit-
erature (Leacock; Lenz/Luig; Wagner-Hasel 1992:
295–373). Roughly three main lines of academic
discussion can be identified: the legal discourse con-
cerning the legitimacy of female rule; socio-histori-
cal and ethnological family research; and the discus-
sion of mother goddesses in religious studies.

While ancient political philosophers mostly
treated gynecocracy pejoratively and equated it with
tyranny (cf. e.g., Aristotle, Pol. 1269b23–34), the
early modern period brought about a reassessment.
For example, the Jesuit priest Joseph Lafitau (Mœurs
des sauvages Amériquains comparées aux mœurs des pre-
miers temps, 1724) characterized the right of Iroquois
matrons in North America to choose the chief as
gynecocracy. As approaches based on the theory of
evolution were gaining acceptance in the latter half
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of the 19th century, gynecocracy and mother right
became terms to describe certain epochs of human
history (Hildebrandt). Bachofen differentiated be-
tween three phases of gynecocracy – hetaerism, Am-
azonism, and Demetrian motherhood – which he
linked with the primacy of earth and moon religion
and contrasted with the virile, patriarchal phase of
Apollonian sun religion (Wagner-Hasel 1992: 302).
Both Bachofen and Morgan located group marriage
and the system of promiscuity at the beginning of
this matriarchal phase of human history. In his re-
ception of Morgan’s theory, Friedrich Engels (Der
Ursprung der Familie, des Privateigenthums und des
Staats, 1884) assigned group marriage to a matriar-
chal phase of human history that preceded the state
and represented a form of early communism, and
well into the 20th century group marriage was de-
bated as a question of the emergence of institution-
alized hegemony and statehood (Wesel). Even ma-
triarchy’s opposite, patriarchy – a term which
originated in ecclesiastical law (where it refers to the
territory of a patriarch, a Byzantine church ruler) –
belongs to a legal discourse basing the absolute
power of the king on the fatherly authority of Adam
(Robert Filmer, Patriarcha, or the Natural Power of
Kings, 1640/80). In the 19th century the term came
to be understood by historians and sociologists as a
form of individual rule (as distinct from institu-
tional rule) before it became synonymous with male
domination in the New Women’s Movement (Ler-
ner). Attempts to historicize and contextualize the
terms patriarchy and matriarchy have been ongoing
since the 1980s (Hausen; Wagner-Hasel 2001; Fehl-
mann).

Bachofen’s relating of the mother right and fa-
ther right phases with certain gender-determined
religious forms gave rise to interest in the theory of
matriarchy in religious studies and psychoanalysis.
C. G. Jung’s theory of archetypes and Erich Neu-
mann’s concept of the great mother, which was in-
fluenced by Jung (Die Große Mutter, 1956), owe their
fundamental ideas to Bachofen’s theory. The con-
cept of the mother goddess has found its way pri-
marily into the study of prehistory and archaeology,
where discoveries of female statuettes dating back
to the Palaeolithic period have been assessed as evi-
dence for a universally common belief in such a
Great Goddess. While ethnologists point to the var-
iety of functions that female figures have in mar-
riage, initiation and healing rituals among non-Eu-
ropean cultures, prehistorians – primarily those in
the feminist strands of the history of religion – have
adhered to the concept of the Great Goddess who
represents the cosmos (Marja Gimbutas, The Lan-
guage of the Goddess, 1989). From the perspective of
psychoanalysis, the belief in the Great Goddess can
be interpreted as an idealization of the maternal
and as a desire for regression (Distler). Prehistorians
(Meskell; Röder et al.: 273–98; Eller; Röder) and his-
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torians of religion (Lanwerd) have criticized the lack
of differentiation in terms of location and time pe-
riod.

Bibliography: ■ Distler, S., Mütter, Amazonen und dreifaltige
Göttinnen (Vienna 1989). ■ Eller, C., The Myth of Matriarchal
Prehistory (Boston, Mass. 2000). ■ Fehlmann, M., Die Rede
vom Matriarchat (Bern 2011). ■ Hausen, K., “Patriarchat:
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tik und Frauengeschichte,” in Journal für Geschichte 5 (1986)
12–21, 58. ■ Hildebrandt, H.-J., Der Evolutionismus in der
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werd, S., Mythos, Mutterrecht und Magie (Marburg 1993).
■ Leacock, E., “Women’s Status in Egalitarian Society: Impli-
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(1978) 247–75. ■ Lenz, I./U. Luig (eds.), Frauenmacht ohne
Herrschaft (Berlin 1990). ■ Lerner, G., The Creation of Patriar-
chy (Oxford 1986). ■ Meskell, L., “Goddesses, Gimbutas
and ‘New Age’ Archaeology,” in Antiquity 69 (1995) 74–86.
■ Röder, B. et al., Göttinnendämmerung (Neuhausen 1996).
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Beate Wagner-Hasel

II. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
A matriarch in ancient Israel was any mother who
was the female head of the household. Even if this
woman was a grandmother, or her husband had
passed away, she was hailed as the female elder of
the household even above her son’s primary wife. A
prime example of such a matriarch is the queen
mother of the ancient Israelite monarchy. While the
king’s wife may bear a crown prince, she did not
truly hold the highest position in the family if her
mother-in-law was still alive. The queen mother
acted as an advisor to her son the king and received
the title of “great lady” (gĕbîrâ). Even a great-grand-
mother may serve as the matriarch for the family,
as was the case with Maacah. She was the mother of
Abijam (1 Kgs 15:2) and then served as the queen
mother for Asa, Abijam’s son (1 Kgs 15:10), making
her Asa’s grandmother. Either she seized power
from Asa’s mother or Asa’s mother was deceased. In
any case, she was still hailed as the matriarch of the
family as a great-grandmother in Asa’s household,
to the point of holding the high administrative po-
sition of queen mother during his reign.

Although the biblical text does not use the title
“matriarch” for these women, the text describes the
respect and power accorded to these female elders.
The patriarch of the family wielded power over her,
even though he was her son or grandson. Never-
theless, she still had great latitude in her power and
authority as a mother and matriarch within the
bounds of the patriarchal system. For example,
Sarah worked within the patriarchal system to gain
a(n) (adopted) son through her servant Hagar, but



Matriarch, Matriarchs

then had the woman and her son Ishmael banished
when she felt they threatened her status and the
status of her son Isaac (Gen 16–17, 21). Rebekah
worked within the same system to press her hus-
band Isaac to choose the younger of her twin sons,
Jacob, to receive his father’s deathbed blessing in-
stead of their older son Esau, whose birthright it
was to receive the blessing (Gen 27).

A prime example is Tamar, who claimed the
right of levirate marriage herself (Gen 38) rather
than it being claimed by her deceased husband’s
brother (cf. Deut 5:5–10). When Tamar’s husband
Er died childless, she married his brother Onan,
who refused to impregnate her. When God killed
Onan, the expectation was that she would marry the
third brother Shelah. However, their father Judah
refused to give him to her in marriage. Tamar dis-
guised herself as a prostitute and Judah engaged her
“services” and impregnated her. When Judah dis-
covered Tamar was pregnant, he ordered her to be
killed as an adulteress; but she produced tokens
from their encounter that proved he was the father.
Judah then acknowledged that she was more in the
right than he. Her most famous descendants are
King David (Ruth 4:18–22) and Jesus, the son of
Mary (Matt 1:3–18).

Biblical studies and scholarship traditionally re-
fer to the wives of the “so-called” patriarchs of Gen-
esis as matriarchs. Therefore, the primary wives of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (the great patriarchs of
ancient Israel) receive the title of “matriarch” to cor-
respond with the title of “patriarch.” Abraham’s
primary wife was Sarah (Gen 11:29), although he
briefly took Hagar as a secondary wife (Gen 16:3)
and married Keturah after Sarah’s death (Gen 25:1).
Isaac’s only wife was Rebekah (Gen 24:67). Jacob
married two sisters, Leah and Rachel (Gen 29:23,
28), neither of whom apparently received the status
of primary wife, although Rachel was the favored
wife (Gen 29:30). When Leah and Rachel could not
have additional children, each of them gave one of
their handmaids – Zilpah and Bilhah, respectively
(Gen 30:3, 9) – to Jacob so that they would produce
additional children for their mistresses, although
these women were not elevated to the status of sec-
ondary wives.

Hagar gave birth to Ishmael (Gen 16:15); Sarah
had one child, Isaac (21:2–3); and Keturah bore six
sons, Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and
Shuah (Gen 25:2). Rebekah gave birth to the twins
Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:24–26). Leah bore six sons,
Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Ze-
bulun, and one daughter, Dinah (Gen 29:32–35;
30:17–21); Rachel produced two sons, Joseph and
Benjamin (30:23–24; 35:16–18); Zilpah gave birth
to Gad and Asher (Gen 30:10–13); and Bilhah bore
Dan and Naphtali (Gen 30:5–8). Of all of these chil-
dren, Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob’s twelve sons are con-
sidered the children of the promise made to Abra-
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ham in the covenant between Abraham and God in
Gen 12:1–3; 15:1–5; 17:4–9. For this reason, only
the primary wives of the patriarchs who bore the
children of the promise receive the esteemed appel-
lation of matriarch. Even though Zilpah and Bilhah
gave birth to four of Jacob’s sons who carry on the
Abrahamic promise, they are handmaids rather
than wives, making their children legally the chil-
dren of their mistresses, Leah and Rachel, as if these
two women had given birth to the children them-
selves.

While the term “matriarch” technically defines
the eldest mother of the household (even if she is a
great-grandmother), scholarship usually reserves
the term for Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah, as
they are the primary wives of the patriarchs and
bear the sons that will carry on the Abrahamic
promise. Given that Zilpah and Bilhah bear four of
these sons, this narrow use of “matriarch” may need
reconsideration. While Hagar may bear a son for
Abraham who is not the child of God’s promise,
Hagar eventually becomes the earliest matriarch for
Islam, as the principal prophet Muhammad is de-
scended from her son Ishmael. Hagar also stands as
a symbol of the marginalized, harassed, and abused
woman, speaking meaningfully to a number of fe-
male readers who identify with her; this has made
her a liberating matriarch of marginalized women.
Dinah is associated with, and serves as a symbol for,
enslaved African women, thus serving a symbolic
matriarch for black womanhood. Keturah bears ad-
ditional children for Abraham, but these children
are not included in the Abrahamic promise; yet they
become patriarchs of additional nations, similar to
Ishmael, making Keturah a matriarch along the
lines of Hagar as a matriarch of additional nations.

Genesis only names one wife of the twelve sons
of Jacob, Asenath, who is married to Joseph (Gen
41:45). Biblical scholarship is moving away from re-
ferring to the epoch of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
as the “patriarchal period,” instead referring to the
“ancestral period” to include the matriarchs Sarah,
Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah. As such, the biblical
imagination would significantly benefit from
greater consideration of Hagar, Keturah, Zilpah,
and Bilhah as matriarchs – and perhaps even ex-
panding the status to Dinah, Tamar, and Asenath.
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III. New Testament
In the NT the concept “matriarchy” does not occur
nor are the prominent women such as Sarah, Re-
becca and Rachel named as “matriarchs.” The desig-
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nation “patriarch(s),” by contrast, is used in Acts
with regard to David (Acts 2:29) and to the sons of
Joseph (7:8 and 7:9), and once in Hebrews with re-
gard to Abraham (7:4; cf. also the term “forefather,”
προπάτωρ, as designation for Abraham in Rom 4:1).
However, a specific role of women in the history of
Israel can be perceived in several passages in the NT.

Romans 4:19 and Heb 11:11 allude to the bibli-
cal story about Abraham’s and Sarah’s barrenness
(see esp. Gen 18:11). In both instances the focus is
on the faith of Abraham, who is probably the sub-
ject of both sentences. While this is clear in Romans,
it is also the most plausible reading of the difficult
verse in Hebrews. If in the latter passage Sarah
would be the subject, the sentence would read that
Sarah, “despite she was barren received the capabil-
ity of sowing seed” (αὐτὴ Σάρρα στεῖρα δ�ναμιν εἰς
καταβολὴν σπέρματος ἔλαβεν). It is more likely,
however, that it is Abraham who “received the capa-
bility of sowing seed.” First Peter 3:5 mentions the
“holy women who hoped in God and adorned them-
selves by being subordinated to their husbands.”
The next verse refers to the example of Sarah who
“obeyed Abraham and called him Lord” (Σάρρα
ὑπήκουσεν τῷ Ἀβραὰμ κ�ριον αὐτὸν καλοῦσα). In
Rom 9:9 in a quotation from Gen 18:10 and 14
Sarah is mentioned as the mother of a son promised
by God, i.e., Isaac. Rebecca appears in Rom 9:10 as
the woman who conceived two children at once by
“our father Isaak.” Rachel is mentioned in Matt
2:18 in a quotation from Jeremiah as weeping for
her children. All three of these women are therefore
described in the NT as prominent figures in the his-
tory of Israel.

Another interesting case is the genealogy at the
beginning of Matthew’s Gospel (Matt 1:1–18).
Within this genealogy four women are mentioned:
Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and “the wife of Uriah” (i.e.,
Bathseba). Probably, they occur because they were
of non-Israelite origin and thus foreshadowed the
opening of the people of God to the gentiles which
is an important aspect of Matthew’s story of Jesus
who is the goal of the genealogy. As these passages
demonstrate, in the history of Israel the women are
important in relation to their husbands Abraham
and Isaak or to their children, i.e., to the people of
Israel or to Jacob and Esau, or because they have a
specific meaning with regard to the continuation of
Israel’s history in the story of Jesus.

Bibliography: ■ Attridge, H., The Epistle to the Hebrews (Her-
meneia; Philadelphia, Pa. 1989). ■ Davies, W. D./D. C. Alli-
son, The Gospel according to Saint Matthew, vol. 1 (ICC; Edin-
burgh 1988). ■ Wolter, M., Der Brief an die Römer, vol. 1:
Röm 1–8 (EKK 6.1; Neukirchen-Vluyn/Ostfildern 2014).
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IV. Judaism
■ Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism ■ Rabbinic Ju-
daism ■ Medieval Judaism ■ Modern Judaism

A. Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism
In Second Temple Jewish literature the matriarchs
of Israel, Sarah and Hagar, Rebekah, and Leah, Ra-
chel, Zilpah, and Bilhah, appear alongside their
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male counterparts Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in re-
tellings of Genesis, in parabiblical literature based
on Genesis, and in testamentary literature. For the
most part the matriarchs simply reprise their roles
in Genesis as wives and mothers, although occasion-
ally new information about one or the other de-
signed to fill in gaps in the Genesis narrative (espe-
cially in genealogy) appears. For example, in
Jubilees, Sarah is explicitly identified as Abraham’s
(half-) sister (Jub. 12:9). This identification serves to
vindicate Abraham’s statement in Gen 20:12 that
Sarah is his sister, although her genealogy did not
appear earlier. However, Jubilees here disagrees
with Josephus, who identifies Sarah as Abraham’s
niece (Ant. 1.151), indicating that more than one
tradition about the matriarchs existed.

A concern with genealogy and proper endoga-
mous marriage is also exhibited in certain treat-
ments of Zilpah and Bilhah, who in Genesis are sim-
ply introduced as maids of Leah and Rachel who
become Jacob’s secondary wives (Gen 29:24, 29).
However, in 4QNaphtali (4Q215), the Testament of
Naphtali, and Jub. 28:9 Zilpah and Bilhah are sisters
who are distantly related to Leah and Rachel, thus
making them genealogically acceptable as mothers
of Jacob’s children.

In certain instances the character of a matriarch
is expanded beyond the rather sparse portrayals in
Genesis. This is the case for Sarah in the Genesis
Apocryphon (1Q20). Before Abraham and Sarah
journey to Egypt to escape the famine in Canaan
(Gen 12:10), Abraham has a prescient dream about
the danger that awaits them there. When he wakes,
he and Sarah have a conversation about the dream,
during which Sarah weeps (1QapGen 19:14–21).
Later Pharaoh’s men describe Sarah’s beauty in lyri-
cal terms (1QapGen 20:2–8), reminiscent of the de-
scriptions of the beauty of Esther (LXX), Judith, and
Susannah. Finally, it is Sarah (not Abraham) who
is the recipient of Pharaoh’s bounty when her true
identity is revealed, bounty that includes the Egyp-
tian slave Hagar (1QapGen 20:31–32).

The most expanded portrait of a matriarch is
that of Rebekah in Jubilees. Rebekah acts in concert
with her father-in-law Abraham to ensure that the
promises of the covenant are passed on to God’s
chosen heir Jacob. She acts as a conduit of God’s
blessing in her own right; she blesses Jacob before
he receives (steals) Isaac’s blessing (Jub. 25:11–22),
and she blesses Levi and Judah, Jacob’s most promi-
nent sons in Jubilees (Jub. 31:7). Alone of the matri-
archs she has prescient dreams (Jub. 27:1). She ac-
companies Jacob to Bethel, where Levi is installed
as priest (Jub. 31:30). Finally, like the patriarchs, she
knows the day of her death and gives deathbed in-
structions to her sons (Jub. 35). Thus, Rebekah emer-
ges in Jubilees as the most full-blown matriarchal
character in Second Temple literature.

Finally, the 1st-century Egyptian Jewish philos-
opher Philo subjects the matriarchs, especially
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Sarah, Rebekah, and Leah, to the type of allegoriz-
ing exegesis that we see throughout his work, most
extensively in Cher. 42–48. The patriarchs Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob are allegorized as minds or souls,
while their wives are virtues that belong to those
men, virtues that are aspects of their characters.
Since the matriarchs are virtues, Philo characterizes
them as virgins, thus elevating them from the usual
female world of sense-perception. For Philo, virgin
and male are equivalent and desirable states; the
matriarchs, therefore, must be virgin in order to
perform their roles as virtues for their husbands.
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B. Rabbinic Judaism

The popular late medieval seder song “Who knows
one?” (�Ehøad mi yode�a) answers the question: “Who
knows four?” with “[There are] four matriarchs.”
This follows the tradition recorded in Tractate Śema-
høot, one of the “minor tractates” of the Mishnah:
“We only name the three patriarchs as ‘our father’;
and only the four matriarchs as ‘our mother.’” (Al-
though there is some scholarly controversy, ac-
cepted opinion is that Śemahøot should be dated to
the end of the 3rd cent.) This tradition is also re-
corded in the Babylonian Talmud Tractate Berakhot
(16b). While the classic medieval commentator Ra-
shi (1040–1105) wrote confidently that the four ma-
triarchs mentioned in this source are “Sarah, Re-
bekah, Rachel, and Leah,” (bBer, ad loc.) neither
Śemahøot nor Berakhot list them by name. In fact,
there are conflicting traditions about who is consid-
ered a matriarch. Even the number four is not con-
sistent throughout rabbinic literature.

Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah are mentioned
in the Babylonian Talmud as a group of women,
but are not called matriarchs per se. An unattributed
midrashic comment upon the verse: “Most blessed
of women be Jael wife of Heber the Kenite, most
blessed of women in tents” (Judg 5:24) asks “who
are the ‘women in tents’?” The answer is: “Sarah,
Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah.” (bNaz 23b; bSan 105b;
bHor 10b). On the other hand, the early Palestinian
midrash Bereshit Rabbah (58.4), commenting on the
verse: “Sarah died in Kiriath-arba [lit. ‘the town of
the four’] – now Hebron – in the land of Canaan”
(Gen 23:2), explains that the town is named so “be-
cause four matriarchs were buried there: Eve, Sarah,
Rebekah, and Leah.”

The Palestinian midrash Ester Rabbah offers as
one opinion to explain why Solomon’s throne had
six stairs: “Six, for the six matriarchs, Sarah, Re-
bekah, Rachel, Leah, Bilhah, and Zilpah” (1.12). The
last two were the maidservants of Jacob with whom
they had four sons: Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher.
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In at least one list of Jacob’s children (Gen 35:22–
26) Bilhah and Zilpah are given equal standing to
Rachel and Leah. This list of six is echoed in other
midrash collections.

To summarize, there are two different groups of
four matriarchs in rabbinic literature – Eve, Sarah,
Rebekah, and Leah; Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and
Leah – and a group of six: Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel,
Leah, Bilhah, and Zilpah.
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C. Medieval Judaism

Medieval Jewish exegetes, from the 11th through
the 13th centuries, portray the four matriarchs –
Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah – as unique, indi-
vidual personalities who contribute distinctively to
the patriarchal legacy through their attributes and
actions.

1. The Matriarchs as Preservers of the Patriar-
chal Legacy. The exegetes generally approve of
the matriarchs’ (esp. Sarah and Rebekah) actions to
ensure the patriarchs’ future. David Qimh� i (Radaq;
ca. 1160–1235; Gen 16:1–2) explains that when the
elderly, barren Sarah offers her maidservant Hagar
to be Abraham’s wife, she is boldly ensuring that
he will have progeny to inherit the land of Canaan,
fulfilling God’s promise to him. Ramban (Nah� ma-
nides; 1194–1270) points to Sarah’s foresight in
protecting the patriarchal heritage when she de-
mands the expulsion of Ishmael, Hagar’s son, along
with Hagar. While Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089–1167;
Gen 21:9) infers Sarah is jealous of Ishmael because
he was older than her son, Ramban (Gen 21:9)
claims she perceives Ishmael’s mocking behavior de-
spite his servile status as a threat to Isaac’s rightful
inheritance. Rebekah champions the patriarchal leg-
acy by ensuring through deceptive means that the
righteous Jacob, not his wicked elder brother, Esau,
receive Isaac’s blessing. Radaq (Gen 25:28; 27:4–5;
28:5) posits that Isaac, aware of Esau’s immoral
character, wants to bestow a much-needed blessing
on his eldest son; he knows God will bless the desig-
nated heir Jacob at the proper time. But Rebekah,
ignorant of Isaac’s intent, acts sincerely out of her
great love for Jacob. However, Ramban (Gen 27:4)
presumes Isaac intends to bless his beloved firstborn
with Abraham’s covenantal legacy. Rebekah’s
scheme is lauded as saving the patriarchal legacy,
which is also based on the prophecy told to her
while pregnant that the elder will serve the younger
(Gen 25:23). Ramban speculates that while initially
Rebekah does not reveal this prophecy to Isaac out
of modesty, she maintains his ignorance, knowing
that otherwise, he would not bless Jacob because of
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his great love for Esau, but rather “leave it all in the
hands of Heaven.”

2. Spousal Relationships. Examining the matri-
archs’ spousal relationships, the exegetes, esp. Ram-
ban, offer astute psychological and emotional in-
sights. Sarah’s forthright relationship with Abraham
stands out. Her silence while Abraham promotes
the wife/sister ruse in Egypt intimates her tacit dis-
approval, even though she does not openly contra-
dict him (Ramban, Gen 12:11–13). When Hagar be-
littles Sarah after conceiving (Gen 16:4), Sarah
accuses, “May the wrong done to me be on you!”
(Gen 16:5). According to Rashi (Gen 16:5, based on
BerR 45:5), she blames Abraham for being selfish,
excluding her in his prayer for children (Gen 15:2),
and for being passive in the face of her disgrace.

Spousal love is spotlighted by the commentators
for its pivotal role in shaping the patriarchal des-
tiny. Ramban (Gen 24:67) notes how the HB/OT sin-
gles out Isaac’s love for Rebekah because she com-
forts him from grieving for Sarah and takes over the
matriarchal role. Because of his exceeding love for
her, Isaac prays abundantly for her to bear children
(Radaq, Gen 25:21). Jacob’s greater love for Laban’s
younger daughter, Rachel, preferring her to her sis-
ter Leah, determines his differing relationships with
the two matriarchs. Ramban (Gen 29:15) presumes
Jacob’s emotional bond to Rachel begins with meet-
ing her at the well (Gen 29:9–12), after which he
takes over her arduous shepherding job out of com-
passion, which develops into love. By contrast, Ram-
ban (Gen 29:30–31) surmises that when the HB/OT
first specifies that Jacob “loves Rachel more than
Leah” and then notes that Leah is “hated,” it im-
plies how Jacob acts contrary to the norm of the
land by preferring the younger wife to the older
one. Ramban does not consider the midrash (bMeg
13b) that Rachel gave her sister Jacob’s signs to en-
sure his ignorance, instead positing that Jacob is in-
censed by Leah’s deception of him and her sister
on their wedding night (Gen 29:25). Even if Jacob
understood that her deception was orchestrated by
Laban, he resents her continual betrayal of him the
entire night. Ramban (Gen 44:27) observes how Ja-
cob’s preference for Rachel is poignantly revealed
when Judah, pleading for Benjamin’s release,
quotes Jacob as saying, “You know my wife bore me
two sons.” Judah recognizes Rachel takes prece-
dence in Jacob’s mind as the only wife he married
willingly, as if her sons are his only sons and the
others are from concubines.

3. The Rivalry Between Leah and Rachel. Fo-
cusing on the rivalry between Rachel and Leah, the
exegetes spotlight the matriarchs’ drive to bear the
patriarchal progeny as a primary motivation for
their behaviors. This is acutely apparent in Rachel’s
jealousy of Leah’s fecundity (Gen 30:1). While Rashi
and Radaq (Gen 30:1) view her emotion as positive
envy of Leah’s good deeds that merit her fertility,
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Ramban (Gen 30:1–2) argues that this emotion
drives her unbecomingly to demand that Jacob,
fearing the death of his favored wife, should fast,
wear sackcloth, and pray incessantly until she is
granted children. When Leah ceases bearing chil-
dren, she offers her maidservant Zilpah as another
wife because of Jacob’s desire to fill the land with
children and her desire to outdo her sister in her
maternal role (Ramban, Gen 30:9). Leah’s trade of
Reuben’s mandrakes to Rachel for a night with Ja-
cob highlights for Radaq (Gen 30:16) how the matri-
archs seek relations with the patriarch not for sex-
ual pleasure but in order to bear his progeny. But
Radaq (Gen 30:15) also notes their bitter competi-
tion for Jacob. Leah accuses Rachel of taking away
her husband, for Jacob had relations more often
with Rachel in order to appease his barren wife.
Ramban (Gen 30:15) highlights Leah’s feeling of in-
feriority to Rachel, as if Rachel is the only wife and
she is the maidservant.

4. The Matriarchs’ Physical Appearance. The
matriarchs’ physical appearance that influences
their spousal interactions is also a topic of discus-
sion. One example is how Rachel and Leah are de-
picted (Gen 29:17). Leah’s eyes are described as rak-
kot, which is variously understood negatively and
more positively by the exegetes, the latter perhaps
responding to Christian exegesis that claims Leah’s
weak and sick eyes symbolically represents Synagoga,
in contrast to the beautiful Rachel, the symbol of
Ecclesia (Aran: 137–39). Thus, while Rashi maintains
that Leah’s eyes are tender from excessive crying,
thinking she will wed Esau, Radaq portrays Leah as
beautiful except for teary eyes, and Ramban (Gen
29:9) as well as Joseph Bekhor Shor (12th-cent.; Or-
léans, Gen 29:17) claim she is sensitive to harsh
wind and sun, precluding her from being a shep-
herd for Laban. Yet, noting Jacob’s love for Rachel,
who is flawless, Radaq (Gen 29:18) infers his choice
reflects his wish to have children. Beauty arouses
sexual desire and ensures beautiful children like
them. Radaq also views this as God’s intervention
to assure a righteous person’s happiness, for beauty
brings joy to the heart.

5. Their Moral Virtues. The matriarchs’ modesty
is also noteworthy. Prior to the predicament in
Egypt, Abraham does not discern Sarah’s beauty be-
cause of her modesty (Rashi, Gen 12:11 re Tan Lekh
Lekha 5). Because she is modest, she does not appear
before Abraham’s angelic guests, which Radaq
deems as model behavior for all modest women
(Gen 18:9). Sarah displays modesty when she re-
strains her doubt about bearing a son to inward
laughter (Radaq, Gen 18:12). Rebekah shows her
modesty when she turns away from Isaac, covering
her face with a veil at her first encounter (Radaq,
Ramban, Gen 24:64). Her modesty, like that of
Sarah, is why Isaac loves her so deeply (Radaq, Gen
24:67).
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Other positive traits that prove the matriarchs’
worthiness deserve mention. One example is Re-
bekah’s persona. Abraham’s servant seeks a woman
of sterling character for Isaac – pleasant and gener-
ous to guests (Bekhor Shor, Gen 24:14) and with
good sense (Ramban, Gen 24:14). Rebekah exhibits
these traits when addressing the servant as “my
master” and in her diligence and generosity in tak-
ing care of him and, on her own initiative, his cam-
els (Radaq, Gen 24:18, 21). Because of their upstand-
ing character, Ramban uses the term “righteous
woman – tsaddeqet” in referring to the matriarchs
(Gen 12:10; 18:15; 27:15; 30:2). Fittingly, he applies
it to Rebekah (Gen 27:15) who exerts herself to en-
sure the younger Jacob, contrary to social norm, re-
ceives Isaac’s blessing.

6. Their Spiritual Qualities. Medieval exegetes
ascribe a high level of spirituality to the matriarchs.
Following the midrash, they describe them as pro-
phets (Rashi, Gen 29:34, re BerR 67:9, 72:6; Tan Wa-
yetse 8; Ramban, Gen 30:9). Sarah is also known as
Yiskah, for she “sees – sokhah” prophetically (Rashi,
Gen 11:29). She has a higher prophetic status than
Abraham, revealed by her prophetic voice that com-
mands Abraham to drive out Hagar and Ishmael
(Rashi, Gen 21:12, re Tan Shemot 1). Rebekah is ap-
prised through prophetic inspiration that Esau
seeks to kill Jacob, prompting her to send him to
Laban (Rashi, Gen 27:42, re BerR 67:9). Leah’s pro-
phetic knowledge that Jacob will beget twelve tribes
through four wives explains why she presumes her
matriarchal status is assured after Levi, the third
son, is born (Rashi, Gen 29:34, re Tan Wa-yetse 9).
The matriarchs’ faith in the patriarchal divine mis-
sion is noteworthy. Sarah devotedly travels to an
unknown land, trusting that God had prophetically
commanded Abraham (Radaq, Gen 11:31). Sarah
acts as an equal crusader for monotheism, along
with Abraham; she converts the women, while he
converts the men (Rashi, Gen 12:5). Rebekah seeks
a prophet when she suffers in her pregnancy (Rash-
bam [1085–1158], Gen 25:22; Ibn Ezra, Gen 25:23).
Her belief in prophetic revelation drives her to pre-
fer Jacob over Esau (Rashbam, Gen 25:28). Rashi
(Gen 31:19 re Tan Wa-yetse 12; BerR 74:5) presumes
that Rachel wants to divest her father of his idola-
trous objects by stealing his household gods terafim.

The matriarchs’ prayers testify further to their
faith in God. The exegetes attribute their barren-
ness to God’s desire for such prayers, so that God
can perform miracles for them (Radaq, Gen 25:20).
Rebekah prays for children alongside her husband
(Rashi, Gen 25:21). Leah’s prayers are rewarded by
her being allowed to bear half of the progenitors of
Israel’s tribes (Radaq, Gen 30:17). Rachel acknowl-
edges her prayers are answered when Bilhah gives
birth to Naphtali (Rashi, Gen 30:8) and when she
gives birth to Joseph (Ramban, Gen 30:2; Radaq,
30:22).
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7. Critiques of their Conduct. Yet, the matri-
archs do not escape criticism for their presumed
censurable, even sinful, conduct, although northern
French exegetes, motivated by anti-Christian po-
lemic, were often more circumspect in their criti-
cism than Spanish exegetes (Grossman: 488–92).
Sarah and Rachel are taken to task for spiritual
shortcomings. Contrasting Sarah’s inward laughter
when she hears about her upcoming pregnancy
(Gen 18:12) with Abraham’s jubilation (Gen 17:17),
Rashi (Gen 17:17) exposes Sarah’s sneer, which re-
flects disbelief; this is why God rebukes only Sarah
(Gen 18:13–15). Ramban (Gen 18:15), who initially
queries, “I am perplexed by the righteous prophet-
ess,” posits that she did not recognize the angels,
perhaps because she did not see them, and he places
some of the onus on Abraham who had not initially
revealed to her this divine news. Yet, he argues that
she still should have trusted in God’s miraculous
powers. Despite Jacob’s callous reaction to Rachel’s
plea, “Give me children or I will die” (Gen 30:1–2),
Radaq (Gen 30:2) censures Rachel for attributing to
Jacob supernatural powers, while Ramban (Gen
30:2) infers Rachel mistakenly presumes Jacob can
compel God to do her will through prayer.

The matriarchs’ ethical shortcomings are also
pointed out, for example, when Sarah afflicts Hagar
who demeans her mistress (Gen 16:6). Radaq de-
nounces her conduct as unethically excessive and
lacking the proper restraint and benevolence a per-
son in power should exercise. This is why God
blesses Hagar with a son (Gen 16:11). While Radaq
defends Abraham’s passivity as intended to keep
peace in the household, Ramban censures both of
them, ascribing to their sinful actions typological
ramifications. Their progeny will suffer at the
hands of Ishmael’s descendants, presumably, the
Muslims of medieval times (Ramban, Gen 16:6).
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D. Modern Judaism

The weight of tradition in Judaism equates the term
“matriarchs” (Heb. imahot) with the major wives of
the three biblical patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Ja-
cob: they are Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah. For
example, in the counting song of the Passover Hag-
gadah, �Ehøad mi yode�a (“Who knows one?”), the an-
swer to “who knows four?” is “the four matriarchs.”
The song is first found in the 16th-century Prague
Haggadah (1526), and is thought to have originated
in the previous century.

1. Expanding the List of Matriarchs. Despite
this tradition, Abraham had at least two wives, and
Jacob had four wives. Both in ancient and in mod-
ern Judaism, it has been suggested that other bibli-
cal women, and even post-biblical or modern Jewish
women, can be imahot. In Tiberias, for example,
there is the Qever Imahot, the “Tomb of the Matri-
archs,” which is the traditional burial place of six
women: Bilhah, Zilpah (Jacob’s secondary wives),
Jochebed (Moses’ mother), Zipporah (Moses’ wife),
Elisheba (Aaron’s wife), and Abigail (one of David’s
wives).

The feminist movement featured many promi-
nent Jewish women, such as Bella Abzug, Betty
Friedan, Judith Plaskow, and Gloria Steinem. While
these women may well have eschewed being termed
matriarchs, that is how some regard them decades
later. In a post on The David Project, titled “Celebrat-
ing the Modern Matriarchs,” Bella Abzug is specifi-
cally mentioned, as is Rabbi Sally Priesand, the first
woman rabbi ordained in the United States.

2. Matriarchs in the Liturgy. In the latter part of
the 20th century, in response to the rise of the femi-
nist movement, references to the matriarchs were
added to the regular liturgy in certain progressive
Jewish movements. In the United States, these in-
cluded Reform, Reconstructionist, and Conservative
Judaism, and in Great Britain, Reform and Liberal
Judaism. In these movements, the first paragraph of
the �Amidah prayer had previously been known as
Avot, literally the fathers (i.e., the patriarchs), be-
cause specific reference was made there to “the God
of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Ja-
cob.” The prayer was revised so that it made men-
tion of the matriarchs as well. This revision took
one of two different forms. Either the patriarchs
and matriarchs were linked (“the God of Abraham
and the God of Sarah, the God of Isaac and the God
of Rebekah”) or they appeared separately in two
groups: “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and
the God of Jacob,” and then “the God of Sarah, the
God of Rebekah, the God of Rachel, and the God of
Leah.” Different denominations vary in how they
decide to translate the ending of that prayer in Eng-
lish, referring to God variously as “Sarah’s Helper/
help of Sarah” (�ezrat Sarah; Reform; Reconstruction-
ist) or who “remembers Sarah/Guardian of Sarah”
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(poqed Sarah; Conservative). Some recent Jewish litur-
gies add Bilhah and Zilpah as well.

3. Recent Literature on the Matriarchs. In the
20th and 21st centuries, a number of Jewish books
have focused on the traditional biblical matriarchs,
either individually or as a group, or included sec-
tions which have prominently featured the matri-
archs. Of note are Samuel Dresner’s Rachel, which
surveys the figure of Rachel in the Bible, in later
Jewish writings (Talmud, Midrash, and modern
Jewish writers), and in Christian writing as well. El-
len Frankel, in her work The Books of Miriam, de-
voted large sections to the matriarchs. Anita Dia-
mant’s novel, The Red Tent, featured Leah and
Rachel as important characters. Jerry Rabow’s The
Lost Matriarch focused on Leah. The Torah: A Women’s
Commentary featured many comments and essays de-
voted to the matriarchs. However, David J. Zucker
and Moshe Reiss, in their book The Matriarchs of Gen-
esis, understood the term matriarchs in a wider fash-
ion. In addition to chapters on Sarah, Rebekah,
Leah, and Rachel, they included chapters on Hagar,
as well as on Bilhah and separately on Zilpah. The
book surveys how these seven women were pre-
sented in the Bible, early post-biblical literature,
rabbinic writings, and contemporary and feminist
scholarship.
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V. Christianity
The matriarchs most often written about by Chris-
tian exegetes were the wives and mothers of patri-
archs in Genesis, variously described as weak, seduc-
tive, and exemplary in their faith. In the modern
era, however, matriarchs are more often identified
as those who in any way exemplify female power
(Sanday).

Writing about Sarah, for example, Augustine
and Ambrose were ambivalent about Sarah’s re-
ported laughter upon hearing that she would bear
a child (Gen 18:12), while John Chrysostom detailed
her delight at Isaac’s birth, offering it as a lesson in
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how one who was “no better than dead” might “in
an instant become a mother” (Hom.Gen. 45; Cony-
beare: 19–20). And a 5th-century Syriac verse hom-
ily, by an anonymous author, focuses on Sarah’s
longing to commemorate Isaac after his apparent
death, using the language of the cult of the saints
to present Sarah as a model of selfless love, faith,
and female subservience (Eastman).

The accounts of Hagar in Gen 16 and 21 became
an important source for medieval Christian exegetes
in Western Europe, as they entwined biblical typol-
ogy and history to transform the longstanding asso-
ciation of Hagar with the old law, synagogue, and a
vague Jewish “other” into a figure representative of
Jews living in their midst. This provided support
for moving beyond Augustine’s insistence on toler-
ance to increasingly harsh treatments of Jews in
Christian society (Klepper).

In the Reformation era, both Luther and Calvin
wrote extensively about the Genesis matriarchs,
with Calvin consistently more pejorative in his
judgments and Luther notably becoming more posi-
tive over time, about Eve in particular, and hailing
the women of Genesis as sinners who were also
faithful women of heroic virtue and Christians who
understood the importance of their “seed.” In his
Enarrationes in Genesin (1535–45), Luther hails Eve as
a figure of the tempted Christian and preacher of
the gospel; aligns Sarah with the Virgin Mary, as a
mother of a son born of divine promise, and model
of hospitality and modesty; reads Hagar, contrary to
Paul in Galatians, as a type of the faithful penitent
and mother of the church; and portrays Rachel as a
woman of heroic faith – an interpretation Calvin
countered by holding Rachel culpable for her theft
of her father’s gods (Mattox).

In the modern era, women – including literary
writers as well as womanist and feminist scholars –
have been at the forefront of challenging traditional
interpretations of the biblical matriarchs while ex-
panding Christian ideas of who should be identified
as a matriarch and what makes these women admi-
rable. The contrast between traditional and more
expansive interpretations is exemplified in accounts
of Herodias, wife of Herod, a woman who is men-
tioned in all three Synoptic Gospels and described
by Mark as a woman nursing a murderous grudge
against John the Baptist (Mark 6:19). Commentators
past and present overwhelmingly choose Mark’s
narrative to investigate Herodias’ character, with
many modern commentators echoing the patristic
judgment that Herodias is seductive, lustful, and vi-
olent, and indeed more nefarious than Herod, her
husband, who actually committed the murder.
Thus the Anchor Bible Commentary describes Hero-
dias and her daughter as “daringly evil female fig-
ures” (Marcus: 403); a recent Catholic commentary
describes Herodias as “strong, vengeful, and as a
wicked schemer” (Donahue/Harrington: 198, 200);
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the South Asia Bible Commentary emphasizes Hero-
dias’ status as a powerful woman, explaining she
hated John the Baptist because of he had critiqued
her marriage to Herod (Maben: 1301); and the Af-
rica Bible Commentary argues that “Herodias bit-
terly resented John’s preaching” and equates Hero-
dias with the serpent in Genesis 3 by concluding
that “when Herod took an ego trip into the land of
pride, Herodias struck!” (Cole: 1207–8).

More nuanced accounts include Zora Neale
Hurston’s fictionalized version of Herodias in the
short story “The Seventh Veil,” where Hurston de-
picts Herodias as a classic heroine, “beautiful and
elegantly dressed,” portrays Herod and Herodias as
an old couple deeply in love, and diverges from
Mark’s Gospel in characterizing Herodias’ desire to
kill John: “The more she feared for her security with
Antipas the more she hated John the Baptist” (Hurs-
ton: 243, 254). Womanist scholar Stephanie Buck-
hanon Crowder, examining named and unnamed
women in the Bible, characterizes Herodias as auda-
cious and bold, rather than focusing on the callous
nature of the request for John’s head (Crowder: 95).
Angela Parker contextualizes Herodias by character-
izing her as a woman angry with her limitations
in Roman society, concluding that Herodias is “a
woman who seeks to behead male political author-
ity over female bodies, lives, and inheritance”
(Parker). Parker observes that black women like her-
self can identify with Herodias as one who “contin-
ues to nuance her own identity while being angry at
the systemic injustices of our contemporary world”
(Parker). Feminist commentator Monika Fander ar-
gues that Mark’s implicit critique of Herodias aligns
with the criticism of rulers who have abused their
power (Fander: 632). Amy-Jill Levine, reading Mat-
thew’s version of the narrative, suggests that “the
story indicates the political influence women could
wield and thus foreshadows the unsuccessful at-
tempt by Pilate’s wife to rescue the righteous Jesus”
(Matt 27:19; Levine: 473).

These interpretations of Herodias are repre-
sentative of Christian feminist and womanist
readings of matriarchs in the Bible and early Chris-
tianity that recognize these woman as active, coura-
geous, complicated, and flawed (Gafney: 37, 45, 54).
Notably Mary, mother of Jesus, is still rarely de-
scribed as a matriarch (for an exception, see Blue),
but scholars and pastors now use the term to iden-
tify named as well as unnamed women, including,
for example, ascetic women in early Christianity
(Swan). Thus, the reception of matriarchs has been,
and remains, as important to Christianity as the ac-
counts of patriarchs, for these women, too, demon-
strate the complexity of what it means to be human.
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VI. Islam
The four biblical matriarchs, Sarah (Arab. Sarā), Re-
becca (Arab. Rifqā), Leah (Arab. Liyā), and Rachel
(Arab. Rāh� ı̄l) are not mentioned by name in the
Qur�ān, but all do feature in either the exegetical
(tafsı̄r) tradition or in the Qisøasø al-anbiyā� (“stories of
the prophets”) literature. Only Sarah is alluded to
directly in the Qur�ān: during the accounts of the
visit of the three strangers to Abraham to announce
the birth of Isaac (cf. Gen 17) she is simply referred
to as “his wife” (S 11:71 and 51:2), which is quali-
fied as Sarah in the exegetical tradition (e.g., al-Ma-
hallı̄/al-Suyūt�ı̄: 220; al-Tha�labı̄: 135–42). This is
also the case of other biblical wives, such as Eve
(Gen 3:20; S 2:35) and Elizabeth (Luke 1:5; S 21:90),
who are named in the Bible but not named in the
Qur�ān, and of those who are not named in either
scripture, such as Lot’s wife (Gen 18:16; S 7:83) and
Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39:7; S 12:21). Islamic folklore
also includes accounts of Sarah’s death (al-
Tha�labı̄: 164; cf. Gen 23:1).

Leah is referred to slightly more obliquely. In
the Qur�ānic accounts of Joseph, the Qur�ān states
that, when Joseph was reunited with his family he
“took his parents into his arms” (S 12:99). The exe-
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getical tradition identifies his parents as “his father
and his mother or [and] his maternal aunt [i.e.,
Leah]” (al-Mahallı̄/al-Suyūt�ı̄: 237; al-Tha�labı̄: 230).
This shows that the Muslim exegetical tradition had
some knowledge of Joseph’s family tree, and was
aware that Rachel (his mother) died before Joseph
grew up (see Gen 35:18). Rebecca and Leah are men-
tioned rarely, and often only in passing (e.g., al-
Tha�labı̄: 134). In Muslim tradition Sarah, Rebecca
and Leah are believed to have been buried in the
Cave of Machpelah, known in Arabic as al-H� arām
al-Ibrāhı̄mı̄ (“Abraham’s sanctuary”), with the other
patriarchs. This site was an important sacred site to
Muslims (see Levenson: 88), and continues to be a
contested religious space (see Reiter).

In Islam there are women who could be consid-
ered spiritual matriarchs of the community, partic-
ularly two of Muh� ammad’s wives, Khadı̄ja and
�Ā�isha (Jardim: 49–60). Both women are often re-
ferred to by the title umm al-mu�minı̄n (“mother of
the faithful”). Khadı̄ja was Muh� ammad’s first wife
and a strong support during the early period of his
religious activity. �Ā�isha, another wife of Muh� am-
mad, who is often described as his “favourite” wife
(see Spellberg), played a strong part in the transmis-
sion of høadı̄th, particularly regarding issues relating
to women (see Geissinger). �Ā�isha also sought po-
litical power, but was defeated at the Battle of the
Camel in 36/656. Both of these women are seen as
important female figures in the history of Islam.
The Prophet’s daughter, Fāt�ima is also venerated
and is regarded as an important spiritual figure by
both Sunnı̄s and Shı̄�ı̄s (Williams: 63–99). Fāt�ima is
often compared to the figure of Mary (see Sered;
McAuliffe).

Of course, it is essential to mention Hagar (Arab.
Hājar), the concubine of Abraham, who gave birth
to Ishmael (Arab. Ismā‘ı̄l) and his descendants were
identified with the Arabs. In the Jewish tradition,
Hagar is cast into the wilderness by Sarah (Gen
16:6), but in Muslim tradition she fled to Mecca and
was fed by the well at Zamzam. As the “mother of
the Arabs” she is an important female figure in Is-
lam (see Crotty).

Although the biblical matriarchs do not have a
dominant role in Islam and they do not appear fre-
quently in the sources, they are known. Other
women, such as Fāt�ima, Khadı̄ja and �Ā�isha, also
play important roles as exemplars of faith and as
key figures in the history of the religion. All of them
could be considered Muslim matriarchs.
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VII. Literature

Though the term “matriarch” is usually associated
with matriarchy that denotes female rule, it is often
used by biblical scholars to signify the wives of the
patriarchs in Genesis. These matriarchs appear nor-
mally in literature devoted to their male counter-
parts and very seldom play the main role. Already
in the medieval spiritual play Abramo e Isacco (Abra-
ham and Isaac), performed in Florence in 1449, Sarah
appears, as in most plays of the time that deal with
the sacrifice of Isaac. That is true for Catholic and
Protestant plays as well. In his religious drama Abra-
ham sacrifiant (1550, literally, Abraham sacrificing)
Calvin’s follower Théodore de Bèze introduces
Sarah beside Abraham and Isaac. Also in Hans
Sachs’ poem “Der ertz-patriarch Abraham mit der
opferung Isaac” (1553, “The First Patriarch Abra-
ham, with the Sacrifice of Isaac”), Sarah is men-
tioned, and in his comedy Jacob mit seinem bruder
Esaw (1550, Jacob with his Brother Esau) Rebecca ap-
pears, as in the Latin drama Ordo de Ysaak et Rebecca
et filiis eorum, already written in the 12th century.
Whereas for a long time the hostility between the
two brothers Jacob and Esau played the major role,
beginning with the 18th century literature became
more interested in the love story between Jacob and
Rachel. In 1752 Johann Jacob Bodmer wrote his
two-part epic Jakob und Rahel (Jacob and Rachel) fol-
lowed in 1795 by August Schumanns Jakob und die
schöne Rahel.

In general, the matriarchs are mentioned in fic-
tion in connection with the patriarchs, but in older
literature they always play a minor role compared
to their husbands. An exception to the rule seems
to be Joseph’s Egyptian wife Asenath, mother of
Ephraim and Manasseh because she is the title fig-
ure of Philipp von Zesen’s novel Assenat (1670). Af-
ter he became vice-king of Egypt, Joseph married
Pharaoh’s daughter Assenath and led an exemplary
family life, according to Zesen. But despite being
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the title figure even in this case it is not the matri-
arch who stands in the center of the novel but the
patriarch Joseph. Zesen’s novel was inspired by,
among other things, Hans Jakob Christoffel von
Grimmelshausen’s novel Des vortrefflichen keuschen Jo-
sephs in Egypten erbauliche Lebensbeschreibung (1667,
The splendid chaste Joseph in Egypt). Here the virtuous
Asenath appears as Joseph’s rescuer who helps him
to overcome seduction by Potiphar’s wife Selicha.
She played a role already before in Thiebold Gart’s
comedy Joseph (1540), Jakob Bidermanns Joseph
(1615), Joost van den Vondels Joseph in Egypte (1646),
and Nikolaus Avancinis Joseph (1650). The only title
in which several names of the matriarchs occur is
Joachim Meier’s baroque novel Der durchlauchtigsten
Hebreerinnen Jiska Rebekka Rahel Assenath und Seera
Helden-Geschichte (1697, The heroic history of the digni-
fied Hebrew women Jiska Rebekka Rahel Assenath and
Seera).

In modern times Thomas Mann’s four-part
novel Joseph und seine Brüder (1933–43, Joseph and His
Brothers) describes in detail the relationship between
Jacob and Rachel as well as between Joseph and
Asenath. To the “Women of Genesis” series by the
American author Orson Scott Card belong the three
novels, Sarah (2000), Rebekah (2001), and Rachel and
Leah (2004), which represent the patriarchs through
the eyes and the perspective of the matriarchs. Jill
Eileen Smith wrote about the wives of the patri-
archs: Sarai (2012) and Rachel (2014). Finally, Marek
Halter is author of the novel Sarah (2004) and Zan-
nah Martin of the Song of Sarai (2019).

Bibliography: ■ Lang, B., Joseph in Egypt – A Cultural Icon from
Grotius to Goethe (London 2009). ■ Nabholz-Oberlin, M.,
“Der Josephroman in der deutschen Literatur von Grim-
melshausen bis Thomas Mann” (PhD diss.; Universität Ba-
sel, 1950). ■ Weilen, A. von, Der ägyptische Joseph im Drama
des 16. Jahrhunderts (Vienna1887).
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VIII. Visual Arts
The matriarchs in Genesis ostensibly gain this sta-
tus from their husbands, the biblical patriarchs
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. At times, their status as
wives of “great men” has meant that depictions of
these women has rendered them subsidiary, and to
a certain extent interchangeable. When artists have
focused on the matriarchs as individuals, they have
historically gravitated towards dramatic, salacious,
or tragic narratives. To a certain extent, this is
understandable, as the legibility of artists’ works of-
ten depended on establishing or repeating an easily
identifiable iconography. Referencing the most dis-
cussed or controversial aspects of a character enables
the viewer to identify them and the story unfolding
around them. However, this can also be rather un-
helpful. As feminist biblical critics have argued, the
tendency to reduce these women to their sexual be-
havior or marital spats not only has the potential to
degrade them as literary or historical figures, but as
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prophets and cofounders of the “Abrahamic” reli-
gions.

Traditionally there are four matriarchs: Sarah,
Rebekah, Leah and Rachel, despite the book of Gen-
esis never explicitly defining them as such (Schnei-
der). For concision, this article will focus mainly on
these women. It will demonstrate the ways in which
many artists, especially prior to the modern period,
emphasized a very particular view of these biblical
matriarchs, based on broad tropes of “women-
hood.” Modern, and especially contemporary art-
ists, however, have increasingly elucidated the nu-
ance and individual significance of their subjects,
more suited to a contemporary emphasis upon
women’s unique roles and contributions in reli-
gious traditions.

1. Sarah. Sarah, the wife of Abraham, has histori-
cally been portrayed in juxtaposition to her hand-
maiden/slave/adversary Hagar. Whilst Hagar is al-
most always presented as young, glowing, fertile
and voluptuous (cf. “Lewdness VI. Visual Arts”),
Sarah is older, frail and sometimes even sinister in
comparison, despite her matriarchal status. In both
Caspar Netscher’s 1637 depiction of Sarah Leading
Hagar to Abraham (The Pushkin State Museum of
Fine Arts, Moscow) and Salomon De Bray’s The Ex-
pulsion of Hagar (1662), which is housed in the Nor-
ton Simon Museum in Pasadena, Calif., Sarah is ren-
dered in partial light, with a withered expression
and aged face. Sarah’s gaze towards her husband is
ambiguous and could express either deference to
Abraham or control of the events taking place.
There is no sense here of the beautiful Sarah (Gen
12:11) or devoted servant of God, simply a med-
dling and jealous wife. On the other hand, in Marc
Chagall’s 1960 painting, Sarah and the Angels, the
viewer is exposed to these different facets of the ma-
triarch. With her head bowed in prayer Sarah is be-
ing blessed and God is talking to her (Gen 18:1–15).
She has a jewelled headpiece indicating her status
as a princess and her expression is humble but bold.
The glow in her hands indicates she is holy and a
creator of Isaac, the second patriarch, and of central
importance to the salvation history of the Bible.

2. Rebekah. Rebekah, the niece of Abraham and
wife of Isaac, is unusual as she does not have any
immediate female counterparts to compare her to
as Sarah does with Hagar. Artists have historically
tended to focus on two very different events in Re-
bekah’s life: being selected as Isaac’s bride by Abra-
ham’s servant at the well (Gen 24:15) and master-
minding or presiding over the deception of Isaac
blessing Jacob. In paintings of the well scene such
as that by Antonio Belluci from 1700 (Schloss Weis-
senstein, Pommersfelden, Germany), Rebekah is
pale, shy, and dressed in a virginal white gown. She
is depicted as the ultimate virtuous maiden with
only a seductive hint of cleavage suggesting other-
wise. A glowing young Rebekah can also be seen
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in Rembrandt’s The Jewish Bride 1667 (Rijksmuseum,
Amsterdam) which is believed by many scholars to
be based on the biblical marriage of Rebekah and
Isaac. The bride is again reticent and youthful but
also loving in her caress of her groom’s hand, re-
flecting an affectionate and loving relationship
which is in keeping with the devoted and monoga-
mous marriage recounted in Scripture.

Depictions of Rebekah are radically different
when the subject is the deception of her husband
Isaac and the subsequent blessing of her second son
Jacob (Gen 27–33). In Jose de Ribera’s painting Isaac
Blessing Jacob from 1637 (Museo del Prado, Madrid)
Rebekah is old and ugly, and stands to the left of
the canvas swathed in darkness whilst her hand
presses firmly on Jacob’s back as he receives his fa-
ther’s blessing. Her reputation as a trickster is evi-
dent here, with Esau seen in the background return-
ing home to discover the consequences of his
mother’s actions. Rebekah tends to be depicted as a
young virgin or old manipulator despite her selfless
actions for her son (Gen 27:13). On the other hand,
Siona Benjamin’s Rebekah (2004) represents a more
well-rounded, nuanced representation of her char-
acter. The artist acknowledges Rebekah’s status as
an immigrant to Isaac’s land with her stars and
stripes dress wrapped around her luminescent blue
skin. A vessel of water and pomegranates indicate
her life-giving powers whilst the troubling reflec-
tion of conflict in her mirror may reference her sta-
tus as a prophet in midrashic texts. Benjamin’s Re-
bekah is a complex person attached to her past and
concerned for the future. As with other contempo-
rary, feminist depictions of matriarchs, this image
is not an idealized one but one where her virtues
and her vulnerabilities can exist side by side.

3. Leah and Rachel. One of the most complicated
rivalries in the HB/OT is that of Leah and her sister
Rachel. Their contestation over Jacob’s affections
has been very popular with writers and artists, par-
ticularly in the 18th and 19th centuries. The drama
plays out in Jacob Encountering Rachel with her Father’s
Herds by Joseph von Führich, 1836 (Österreichische
Galerie Belvedere) where a young, beautiful Rachel
is embraced by Jacob in a field. In the background,
striding away dejectedly, is Leah. The contrast be-
tween the two sisters is evident with Rachel sport-
ing an intricate hairstyle and luxurious dress whilst
Leah is more practically clothed, her hair modestly
covered, and her muscular back indicating her
homeliness and arduous work. These differences are
even more apparent in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s
1855 painting Dante’s Vision of Rachel and Leah (Tate,
London). This illustration of Dante’s Purgatorio
(Canto 27) shows Leah, who is supposed to repre-
sent the more active form of worship, collecting
flowers, and Rachel, representing the contemplative
side of faith, gazing reflectively in the well. The dif-
ferences between the sisters are numerous, from
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Fig. 1 Tiepolo, Giovanni Battista, Rachel Hides her Father’s Idols: fresco (1726); Museo Diocesano and Galleria del Tiepolo,
Palazzo Patriarcale, Udine/Italy ©akg-images/Hedda Eid.

childbearing to their relationships with Jacob, and
both figures are consistently contrasted against each
other in visual art as two archetypes of ideal wives
rather than sisters and members of the same kin
group. This is not always the case. In Jacob with La-
ban’s Flock by Nicola Grassi (1682–1748), Leah is
shown without Rachel, addressing Jacob with one
of their children in her arms. The inclusion of the
baby is a reminder that Leah was more than a mere
love rival, she was the mother of most of Jacob’s
children and his first wife. Her confident posture
and gestures in the centre of this composition re-
mind the viewer of her status and place in history.
Furthermore, Rachel’s audacity is highlighted in
paintings of her hiding her father’s idols (Gen
31:34). Depicted by Giovanni Battista Tiepolo in
1726 (Piazza del Patriarcato; see fig. 1), Rachel’s
blue robes and child by her knee quite pointedly
resemble the Virgin Mary, indicating her close rela-
tionship with God. Meanwhile, her daring lie that
she is menstruating is hinted at in her posture
which is defiant as she straddles the missing idols.
In such examples, it is possible to glimpse the com-
plexity of the lives of the matriarchs beyond their
identities as lovers or rivals. When matriarchs are
depicted as individuals, the beholder can view them
as just as flawed, spiritual and complex as any of
their male counterparts.

The last, and potentially most striking example
of the matriarchs in art is Israeli artist Abel Pann’s
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1935 portrait of The Four Mothers. The image depicts
the faces of Sarah as an old woman, a middle-aged
Rebecca and young Leah and Rachel. Whilst this dif-
ferentiation is likely referring to the generational
differences between the women, their appearance
almost creates an impression of a woman’s life cycle,
progressing from youth to old age. The headpieces
and jewelry worn by the subjects are ambiguously
“eastern” and exoticizing which may situate them
as “other” for the beholder whilst paradoxically, the
evocative expressions and dramatic use of shade and
color draws us in and encourages the viewer to re-
flect on the lives and legacies of these compelling
characters (for further discussion re Pann and the
matriarchs, see Southard: 9–15).

Works: ■ Sarah Leading Hagar to Abraham by Caspar Netscher
(Oil on canvas, 1637, The Pushkin State Museum of Fine
Arts, Moscow). ■ The Expulsion of Hagar by Salomon De Bray
(Oil on panel, 1662, Norton Simon Art Foundation, Pasa-
dena, Calif.). ■ Rebecca at the Well by Antonio Belluci (Oil on
canvas, 1700, Schloss Weissenstein, Pommersfelden). ■ The
Jewish Bride by Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn (Oil on
canvas, 1667, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam). ■ Isaac Blessing
Jacob by Jose de Ribera (Oil on canvas, 1637, Museo del
Prado, Madrid). ■ Rebekah by Siona Benjamin (Gouache on
paper, 2014, Private collection). ■ Jacob Encountering Rachel
with her Father’s Herds by Joseph von Führich (1836, Oil on
canvas, Österreichische Galerie Belvedere, Vienna).
■ Dante’s Vision of Rachel and Leah by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
(Watercolour on paper, 1855, Tate London). ■ Jacob with La-
ban’s Flock by Nicola Grassi (Oil on Canvas 1682–1750, Pri-
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vate collection). ■ Rachel Hides her Father’s Idols by Giovanni
Battista Tiepolo (Fresco, 1726, Piazza del Patriarcato, Udi-
ne).
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Rapids, Mich. 2008). ■ Southard, E. K. C., “Reclaiming the
Biblical Narrative: Tradition, Innovation and Gaze in Abel
Pann’s Art and Politics,” in The Bible Retold by Jewish Artists,
Writers, Composers and Filmmakers (ed. H. Leneman/B. D. Wal-
fish; Sheffield 2015) 2–21.
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IX. Music
As pointed out in the biblical articles above, matri-
arch is not a biblical term. However, it has some-
times been used in modern scholarship as a term to
emphasize the importance of female heads of house-
holds in biblical scriptures. In practice the term has
mainly been used for the wives of the most impor-
tant patriarchs, i.e., for Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and
Leah, the wives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, al-
though occasionally also other HB/OT female fig-
ures have been included under the epithet. Music
involving such female figures is treated in the EBR
in connection with individual articles about them,
for instance in “Leah VI. Music” and articles about
Rachel, Rebekah, and Sarah, but also in articles
about figures like Dinah and Hagar (see “Dinah,
Rape of VI. Music” and “Hagar VIII. Music”).

In many cases, these female figures have only
been dealt with in passing as subsidiary characters
in musical works about their husbands, fathers or
sons. Particularly in more recent times, however,
and not least through female composers, the situa-
tion has been somewhat changed, see for instance
the numerous musical works by female composers
listed in “Hagar VIII. Music.” Male composers have,
however, also contributed to music about matri-
archs, as for instance César Franck’s Rébecca: scène bib-
lique (1881; Trevitt/Fauquet, see also “Isaac [Patri-
arch] VIII. Music”) and Arvo Pärt’s Sarah Was Ninety
Years Old (1976, rev. 1990; see “Isaac [Patriarch] VIII.
Music” and “Laugh, Laughter VIII. Music” as well
as Dowling Long/Sawyer: 213). Another example is
Sidney Corbett’s opera Die Andere (2016; The other
one; libretto: Christoph Hein), a psychological study
on Hagar and her relationship to Sarah and Abra-
ham.

Furthermore, a new opera by Torsten Rasch
(with a libretto by Helmut Krauser) was planned to
have its premiere at the Semper Opera in Dresden
in June 2020. The opera, Die andere Frau (The Other
Woman), is based on the story of Abraham, Sarah
and Hagar, and also concerns the birth of Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam.

Bibliography: ■ Dowling Long, S./J. F. A. Sawyer, The Bible
in Music (Lanham, Md. 2015). ■ Semper Opera Homepage
link to the premiere of Die andere Frau: https://www.semper-
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oper.de/spielplan/stuecke/stid/andere-frau/61446.html.
■ Theater Magdeburg (ed.), Die Andere [The other one] (pro-
gram book; Magdeburg 2016). ■ Trevitt, J./J.-M. Fauquet,
“Franck, César(-Auguste-Jean-Guillaume-Hubert),” Grove
Music Online (www.oxfordmusiconline.com).

Nils Holger Petersen

X. Film
Like the biblical stories themselves, film adapta-
tions of Genesis have tended to prioritize their pa-
triarchs over their matriarchs. Cinema has tended
to adopt a male point of view and has done little to
minimize the inherent sexist assumptions of the
text. In some cases, such as Eve the mother of hu-
manity, cinema has made things worse. Eve’s nu-
dity is found in the text, but subjecting her to the
camera’s predominantly male gaze has resulted in
sequences often lying somewhere between titilla-
tion and pornography.

In recent years more progressive visions of the
women of Genesis have begun to emerge, in con-
trast to films such as The Bible (dir. John Huston,
1966, IT/US) which, for example, leaves the text’s
repeated shaming of the childless Sarah very much
unchallenged. One more recent film to draw atten-
tion to the problematic portrayal of Sarah in the
text is 2003’s comedy The Real Old Testament (dir.
Curtis Hannum/Paul Hannum, US) which juxta-
poses ancient values with modern ones by relocat-
ing the characters from Genesis into the format of
a reality TV show, specifically The Real World (created
by Jonathan Murray/Mary-Ellis Bunim, 1992–, US).
The plot sticks closely to the Bible, but Sarah’s mar-
ginalization in the text means she naturally chan-
nels modern values and thus appears as saner and
more rational than her more awe-struck and com-
pliant husband or his egotistical “God.” When God
and Abraham talk about circumcising Abraham’s
entire tribe or sacrificing Isaac, she reacts directly
into the camera, expecting viewers will see the same
peculiarity as she does.

Sadly the next major portrayal of Sarah, in the
TV series The Bible (dir. Crispin Reece, 2013, UK/US)
reverts very much to type, unmoved by the fifty
years of feminism since Huston’s earlier film. In-
deed, few films seek to understand Sarah, let alone
sympathize with her, often depicting her dealings
with Hagar in an even poorer light than the texts
do, perhaps in an effort to make her husband ap-
pear more holy, heroic and relatable, such as in
Abraham (dir. Joseph Sargent, 1994, DE/IT/US/CZ/
FR).

In contrast to Sarah, the Bible portrays Rebekah
in marginally more positive light. She hears God for
herself (indeed her husband is bypassed) and takes
an active role in ensuring the words she has heard
from God come to pass. This may explain why she
was chosen of the subject of one of Henri Andréani
many films for Pathé. Rebecca (1913, FR) told the
story of Abraham’s servant meeting with her at the
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well in the village of Nahor. She has featured in few
films since, however, with Marcello Baldi’s Giacobbe,
l’uomo che lottò con Dio (1963, IT, Jacob: The Man Who
Fought with God) and Peter Hall’s Jacob (1994, IT/DE/
US/CZ/NL/AT/UK) being notable exceptions. In
both she is shown as the initiator of Jacob’s decep-
tion of Isaac in order to fulfill prophecy. In Baldi’s
film, Jacob views Esau’s selling of his birth-right for
a bowl of soup as “just a joke,” but Rebekah has the
foresight to see it as a fulfillment of her prophecy.
Hall’s film further justifies Rebekah’s actions by
giving her the additional insight that Jacob would
make a better leader of the tribe than his brother
because he is “a man who cares about the tribe.”

Unsurprisingly both films also feature Rachel
and Leah. The actresses playing the roles in Baldi’s
film look so physically different that it is difficult to
imagine they are sisters. Rachel is blonde and fair-
skinned, whereas Leah has darker looks, more typi-
cal of the region. Given the way that the Bible con-
trasts Rachel’s beauty with her supposedly “plain”
sister (Gen 29:17–19), it is not difficult to interpret
the differing appearances of these two actresses as
reinforcing racist/sexist western notions of per-
ceived beauty.

Whilst Rachel dies before La Genèse (dir. Cheick
Oumar Sissoko, 1998, FR/ML, Genesis) begins, her
absence (along with the “loss” of her son Joseph)
haunts the film, which charts the woes of Jacob’s
clan’s latter years. Leah, however, is still alive, mak-
ing La Genèse the only film to depict her but not her
sister. Leah gives voice to the unfair treatment she
has received from Jacob, her opening line being the
cry “I have no husband! My children are fatherless.
I have no place in your heart.” She is also shown as
an active character protesting about the rape of her
daughter Dinah by disrupting Hamor’s giving of
gifts to her husband.

Dinah’s perspective is also central to arguably
the most radical retelling of the Matriarch’s stories,
The Red Tent (dir. Roger Young, 2014, US) which also
includes the other women in the stories at its narra-
tive centre. Dinah describes her mother Leah as
“strong and capable and splendidly arrogant” and
Zilpah and Bilhah as “aunts,” rather than as mere
slaves. At the centre of the story (and, by implica-
tion, the tribe) is this community of women and
their private space, the red tent. It also makes it Ra-
chel’s idea to swap places on the wedding night, to
which Leah acquiesces. The series over-idealizes the
way these four women share one husband; however,
alternatively it could be read as highlighting the im-
possible expectation that one woman should em-
body all qualities: wisdom, beauty, and mother-
hood.

Bibliography: ■ Exum, J. C., Plotted, Shot and Painted: Cul-
tural Representations of Biblical Women (Sheffield 22012).

Matthew Page
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XI. Dance
The matriarchs of the Bible, most notably Sarah, Re-
becca, Leah, Hagar, and Rachel, are not figures who
have been extensively used as main subjects or
themes for dance works. Dance artists have tended
to be more occupied with female seductresses.
According to Martha Ann Kirk, the patriarchal ster-
eotypes of strong women as seductive women (see,
e.g., “Femme Fatale IV. Dance”; “Salome [Daughter
of Herodias] VII. Dance” ) as well as Delilah have
predominated as themes for ballets and dance
works (Kirk in Adams/Apostolos-Cappadona: 147).
An ambivalent fascination towards women of more
questionable morals is evident in modern portrayals
of Eve and Mary Magdalene (see “Femme Fatale IV.
Dance”; “Lewd, Lewdness VIII. Dance”).

Meanwhile, the matriarchs turn up as “side
characters” in ballets and dance works dealing with
themes of male figures such as Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob.

Some female choreographers, and a few male
choreographers as well, have created works about
the strong, good women in the Bible. An example
that includes one of the matriarchs is the series of
dances on biblical women created by American
dancer and choreographer Anna Sokolow (1910–
2000), including a dance for Sarah, called Songs of
a Semite. They were first performed at the 92nd St.
Y in Manhattan in 1943. The work was based on
a book of poems bearing that same title by Emma
Lazarus, and the choreography was created as suite
of dances that wove together biblical stories
and World War II events to express themes of perse-
cution, exile, and suffering (see also “Lazarus,
Emma”).

Bibliography: ■ Adams, D./D. Apostolos-Cappadona, Dance
As Religious Studies (Eugene, Oreg. 2001). ■ “Anna Soko-
low’s Songs of a Semite Performance at New York’s 92nd
Street Y, Page 2,” Jewish Women’s Archive [n.d.]. [Available at
https://jwa.org] ■ Daniels, M., The Dance in Christianity
(New York 1981). ■ Manor, G., The Gospel According to Dance
(New York 1980).

Anne Margrete Fiskvik
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/ Sarah (Wife of Abraham)
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McLuhan, Marshall
Herbert Marshall McLuhan (1911–80) was a Cana-
dian pioneering theorist of communications, media
analyst or media critic, philosopher, and teacher.
Educated at the University of Manitoba (BA, Eng-
lish Literature, 1932; MA, 1934) and Cambridge
University (BA, 1936; MA, 1939; PhD, 1942, with a
dissertation on the trivium within the seven medie-
val liberal arts), he taught in the U.S. as a professor
of English at the University of Wisconsin-Madison
(1936–37) and St. Louis University (1937–44), and
then at Assumption University in Windsor, Ont.
(1944–46) before being hired in 1946 at St. Mi-
chael’s College, University of Toronto, where he
taught to the end of his career (1979).

In the 1960s and 1970s McLuhan enjoyed the
public intellectual’s equivalent of rock-star status,
culminating with his cameo appearance as himself
in Woody Allen’s film Annie Hall (1977, USA). Often
credited with prophetic perspicacity regarding the
cultural significance of technological and media de-
velopments, he is famed for his innovative vocabu-
lary and catchy media-critical parlance; many
phrases he popularized into clichés – e.g., his coin-
age, “the medium is the message,” the idea that
“the personal and social consequences of any me-
dium – that is, of any extension of ourselves – result
from the new scale that is introduced into our af-
fairs … by any new technology” (McLuhan 1994b: 7;
see also, e.g., McLuhan/Fiore); and the phrase, “the
global village,” i.e., “a simultaneous happening”
(McLuhan 2001: 83) where, “in the technological
extensions of our bodies, our world has become
compressional by dramatic reversal. As electrically
contracted, the globe is no more than a village”
(McLuhan 1994b: 5; see also, e.g., McLuhan/Pow-
ers). Some have wrongly said that McLuhan bor-
rowed the latter phrase from the French philoso-
pher-priest Pierre Teilhard de Chardin; others
suggest that McLuhan adapted it from the Irish
novelist James Joyce or McLuhan’s friend, the Brit-
ish writer and painter Wyndham Lewis, though it
is also possible, according to his son Eric McLuhan,
that he “came up with the phrase and after the fact
found it echoed in both writers” (Marshall McLu-
han [website]).

McLuhan skillfully employed the media to pro-
mote his critical vision, representing himself as a
cutting-edge secular theorist. Although well suited
to the challenges of understanding and critiquing
secular technology and media, according to David
E. Beard and David Gore, this “deeply secularized”
self-representation “erased” or “effaced” what they
seek to reveal as “the religious dimension of his
thought,” a dimension “scholars have only begun
to recover” (Beard/Gore: 167; see also Gore/
Beard: 221). Beard and Gore contend that McLuhan
“learned to toggle between sacred and secular”
(Gore/Beard: 241). While they focus on McLuhan to
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argue both for “the broader reintegration of the re-
ligious dimension into media and popular culture
studies, into … a ‘Media Theology’” (Beard/
Gore: 166), and for “recovering religion for the his-
tory and theory of rhetoric” (Gore/Beard: 221), the
remainder of our present article is concerned with
the rarely if ever considered specific question of
McLuhan’s use of the Bible.

1. The Bible in McLuhan’s Life. Raised in the
home of a Baptist mother and a Methodist father,
McLuhan passed through a phase of agnosticism as
a young man before converting and being baptized
into Roman Catholicism in 1937, largely under the
influence of the writings of G. K. Chesterton (see,
e.g., Gordon: 74–75; Beard/Gore: 168; and “Chester-
ton, Gilbert Keith”). Despite his image as a secular
theorist, McLuhan is conceivable as a Catholic intel-
lectual (see Beard/Gore: 166): not only did he pub-
lish a considerable number of writings and inter-
views about Catholicism (compiled in McLuhan
1999) but “the connection between his faith and his
media studies emerges clearly in his correspondence
and his private papers” (Gordon: 75). In addition, a
minority of scholars have written about his Catholi-
cism (see, e.g., the entire fall 2011 issue of Renascence
64.1, focusing on Catholic influences upon McLu-
han).

Robert Anton Wilson (15) evokes the NT’s clos-
ing book in speaking of McLuhan’s “usual apoca-
lyptic style,” whereas Ivan Kalmar finds the overrid-
ing “story” of McLuhan’s media theory comparable
to the Bible’s “messianic vision” inasmuch as McLu-
han’s “story” shares with the Bible what Northrop
Frye (1912–1991; see “Frye, Northrop”) defined as
one of the two main forms of myth: the U-shaped
form, i.e., the conventional shape of comedy,
whereby a series of mishaps and misunderstandings
draws the action down from an initial high point
(cf. the positive aspects McLuhan ascribes to “primi-
tive” preliterate life) down to menacing nadir (cf.
the effects of literacy, which, despite its achieve-
ments, McLuhan sees as representing the human
story’s low point), from which twists and turns in
fortune lead the action back up to a happy conclu-
sion (i.e., “humanity electronically recreates what
the alphabet had taken away, all the while preserv-
ing some of the best features of literacy”; Kal-
mar: 232). (Frye’s other main mythic form, tragedy,
has oppositely an inverted U shape.) Despite such
perceived associations with the Bible, the question
of the Bible’s bearing on McLuhan’s thinking, theo-
rizing, and writing has yet to be studied in any sys-
tematic manner.

Far from being pertinent to his thinking and
scholarship only as one of the first texts printed
with movable type as alluded to in the title of his
best-known book on “typographic man” (The Guten-
berg Galaxy, 1962), the Bible is a book McLuhan
read, studied, contemplated, and drew ideas from
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throughout his life, from boyhood to death. The re-
ligious training he received from earliest childhood
conditioned him to continue regularly attending Bi-
ble class at Winnipeg’s Nassau Baptist Church, even
during his university years, a period in which he
peppered his diaries with affected phrases such as
“with God’s help …,” “may a loving God …,” “I
pray God that …” (see Gordon: 25). At the same
time, as an undergraduate at Manitoba, he was ca-
pable of stumping a professor with the seemingly
skeptical question of whether the NT had made any
contributions to philosophy (ibid.: 18). The Bible
classes did not always meet “Marshall’s high expec-
tations of spiritual nourishment combined with en-
lightening insights,” and fell short of the benefits
McLuhan reaped from his own intensive and sys-
tematic study of the Scriptures (ibid.: 25). Only
rarely was his attendance rewarded by a stimulating
nugget of knowledge, “as when he learned that Jo-
seph’s ‘coat of many colors’ [Gen 37:3b] was a mis-
translation from the Hebrew of ‘coat of long sleeves’
[ketonet passim; contrast RSV: ‘a long robe with
sleeves’]” (ibid.).

A distinctive habit that McLuhan formed as an
undergraduate concentrating in English literature,
and that remained with him for the rest of his life,
was of “reading the Bible and secular literature at
the same sitting” (Gordon: 26). His association of
the Bible with secular literature points to a suggest-
ive affinity of interdisciplinary interests between
McLuhan and his eminent colleague and rival of
sorts, the Canadian literary and cultural critic
Northrop Frye (1912–1991; on their relationship
see, e.g., ibid.: 131, 141–42, 182, 190, 251). Frye is
famed not only for his scholarly preoccupation with
the biblically saturated visionary poet and artist
William Blake (1757–1827; see “Blake, William”),
a preoccupation McLuhan shared (see, e.g.,
ibid.: 131–32), but also for his own two book-length
studies on the relation of literature to the Bible,
which Frye dubbed – adapting Blake’s expression –
“the Great Code [of literature]” (see Frye [1986]
2006; [1990] 2008; see “Great Code of Art”). The
Bible’s bearing on visual art likewise fascinated
McLuhan, as he revealed during his Cambridge
years in a letter to his mother discoursing on the
“intense and terrible nature” of Jesus’ image in Ja-
cob Epstein’s newly unveiled sculpture depicting
the Nazarene in the Ecce homo scene of John 19:5
(1934–35, Old Cathedral, Coventry; Gordon: 52–53;
see also “Ecce Homo”; “Epstein, Jacob”).

By the 1970s, McLuhan began on occasion citing
biblical passages in his correspondence with various
academic colleagues and other acquaintances to ex-
pand upon or clarify his media theories. As one of
his biographers points out, a letter from him to Wil-
liam Kuhns on January 5, 1970 shows McLuhan in-
voking a biblical verse to integrate two of his favor-
ite analytical devices: figure/ground analysis (the
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development of a medium or form within a context)
and the concept/percept (detached ideas versus the
participatory, sensory experience from which they
emerge). “[I]t is the same as the difference indicated
in Luke 8:18: ‘Heed how you hear,’” wrote McLu-
han. “The entire text depends on understanding
that. Those who get the word of God as a wonderful
idea or concept soon lose it. Those who get it as a
percept, a direct thing, interfacing and resonating,
are those who represent the ‘good ground.’ The
sower and the seed image [from the parable of the
sower, Matt 13:1–23; Mark 4:1–20; and Luke 8:4–
15] is a direct anticipation of the gestalt figure-
ground relationship” (quoted in Gordon: 221).

Eight years later, Roger Poole wrote to McLuhan
(on March 31, 1978) with questions about his fig-
ure/ground theory, asking whether the Bible might
be “the unstated ground of all [of McLuhan’s] own
figures” (quoted in ibid.: 312). In a letter of Janu-
ary 11, 1972 to Allen Maruyama, McLuhan cites an-
other NT passage to illustrate his idea of user as
content: “There is a good deal of this sort of obser-
vation in the Acts, chapters 16–17. The message is
the effect on the general society, whereas the mean-
ing is the effect on the individual, but don’t say that
I think ‘the medium has no content’! All media are
mythical in the strict sense of being artificial fic-
tions, and forms designed to enhance or speed hu-
man transactions” (quoted in Gordon: 407, n. 11).
In a letter he wrote on June 20 that same year to
Lawrence K. Shook, a Catholic priest, to share
thoughts on the question of the church in the elec-
tronic age, McLuhan again cites the NT in connect-
ing Christianity to media analysis:

There has been a tremendous ‘rip-off’ of the human
flesh and bones, as it were, a fantastic ‘hi-jack’ job per-
formed by electric engineering … Although the church
began, and continues, with a communication theory or
doctrine, … I have been able to find no doctrine of the
changes which man inflicts upon his entire psyche by
his own artifacts. The Old Testament is full of aware-
ness of these changes, which St. Paul, 1 Romans i, calls
‘vain imaginings’ etc. Christianity is itself a theory of
communication … (quoted in Gordon: 223)

McLuhan continued to draw upon the Bible for in-
spiration literally to his grave. With his capacity to
speak impaired drastically after he suffered a stroke
in September 1979, he underwent speech therapy
that involved working daily with his daughter Teri
“from a large print version of the King James ver-
sion of the New Testament and the Book of Psalms.
She would place her index finger under a words and
urge him to say it aloud” (ibid.: 290). McLuhan died
on the last day of the following year, and his “last
publication,” comments Read Mercer Schuchardt
(46), “was … his tombstone, which reads …: ‘The
truth shall make you free.’” In this quotation of
John 8:32, “a highly specific reference with highly
specific meanings,” the “truth” alludes to Christ.
Drawn from the KJV (see “King James Version”), the
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post-Reformation, 1611 scriptural version that Eng-
lish-speaking Protestants used, the quotation “may
thus have been McLuhan’s attempt to speak to ‘the
Greeks’ (the conceptualizers, or Protestants, in his
view) in a language they could hear. But it is also
from the fourth, final, and most anagogical of the
gospels,” the only Gospel that equates Christ and
the Word (ὁ Λόγος, Logos), hence suggesting that
“the medium is the messiah” (Schuchardt: 46; on
this point, see our next section below).

2. The Gutenberg Galaxy’s Discussions of the
Bible and Its Exegesis. Of all his books, surely
the one that first brought him widespread fame, The
Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man
(1962), most clearly reflects the scholarly interest
McLuhan took in the Bible, and especially in medie-
val modes of scriptural exegesis, although this as-
pect of his book goes generally unacknowledged. A
main concern of McCluhan is with how medieval
scriptural exegesis can illustrate oral aspects of pre-
typographic manuscript culture. He pursues that
concern by drawing upon a host of classic studies
by 20th-century historians, medievalists, and other
scholars (e.g., Jean Leclercq, Henri-Irénée Marrou,
Johan Huizinga, Beryl Smalley, Erwin Panofsky,
Otto von Simson, John L. McKenzie, Ernst Robert
Curtius). The biblical interest first surfaces in his
discussion of how the manuscript as a medium
“shaped medieval literary conventions at all levels”
(McLuhan 1994a: 99). Within a quotation from Le-
clercq on ways the medieval monastic practice of
reading aloud influenced the notion of meditation,
prayer, study, and memory, McLuhan’s attention is
caught by the French Benedictine scholar’s quoting
of the Cisterician Arnoul of Bohériss (fl. 1200) that
“The Holy Scripture is the well of Jacob [cf. John
4:5–6] from which the waters are drawn which will
be poured out later in prayer. Thus … in reading
itself, means will be found for prayer and contem-
plation” (McLuhan 1994a: 103). This oral dimen-
sion of manuscript culture, McLuhan observes,
deeply affected composition and writing methods,
and ensured that writing, reading, and oratory
would remain inextricable until well past the birth
of print culture.

The holy scriptures, or a particular development
in the history of their exegesis, are next referenced
in The Gutenberg Galaxy where McLuhan recounts
Marrou’s demonstration that, owing to Augustine
of Hippo, Bible study adapted the ancient egkuklios
paideia or encyclopedic program of grammatica and
rhetorica as Cicero developed it. In this way, scrip-
tural exegesis “ensured the continuity of classical
humanism in the monastic schools from Augustine
to Erasmus,” but the ascent of universities in the
12th century effected a dramatic break with the
classical tradition (McLuhan 1994a: 114–15). In ex-
plaining further the relation of scholasticism to the
oral traditions of aphoristic learning, McLuhan
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quotes Huizinga on the indispensability of the pro-
verb, maxim, and aphorism as modes of oral society:
as “every event, every case, fictitious or historic,
tends to crystallize, to become a parable, and exam-
ple, a proof … as a standing instance of a general
moral truth,” so does “every utterance become a dic-
tum, a maxim, a text,” with the result that Scrip-
ture, along with legends, history, and literature,
furnish for every question of conduct “a crowd of
examples or of types, together making up a sort of
moral clan” (Huizinga, quoted by McLuhan
1994a: 119). Further still, in considering the shared
concern of scribal culture and Gothic architecture
“with light THROUGH, not light ON” (ibid.: 120,
capitalization in text), McCluhan appeals to
Smalley’s examination of the methodological con-
flicts in biblical exegesis extending back to Origen
about the letter and spirit, the visual and nonvisual.
McCluhan views these dichotomies as derived from
writing – as exemplified by Jesus’ frequent formula,
“It is written, but I say unto you,” as McLuhan mis-
quotes it (ibid.: 121); the correct wording is “Ye [or
You] have heard that it hath been [or was] said …
But I say to you …” (Matt 5:21–22, 27–28, 31–32,
33–34, 38–39, 43–44, my emphasis, in, e.g., KJV,
RSV, NRSV), which is not so supportive of McLu-
han’s point. In any case, combining this point with
Simson’s claim that the “decisive aspect” of Gothic
architecture is its transparency that “partakes of …
the luminous quality of light” (quoted by McLuhan
1994a: 121), McLuhan contends that these effects
of diaphanous stone, though attained by glass, “are
quite relevant to the medieval approach to the hu-
man senses and to the senses of scripture” (ibid.).
Citing what Panofsky called the “principle of trans-
parency,” or manifestatio, the postulate of expository
clarification which scholasticism shared with Gothic
architecture, McLuhan finds “this principle of ratio
in the senses as light through Being” to be “every-
where in the study of the senses of scripture”
(ibid.: 122–23).

Exploring the oral aspects of manuscript culture
in The Gutenberg Galaxy helps to confirm for McLu-
han the “deeply oral” nature of the procedures and
organization of medieval exegesis of the Scriptures.
Bible studies in the Middle Ages, in embracing both
ancient grammatica, or literature, and dialectica, or
scholastic philosophy, “prepared the materials in-
dispensable to scholastic dialectical techniques,”
and grammatica and dialectica alike “were extremely
oral in their orientation compared to the new visual
orientation fostered by print” (ibid.: 124). It is also
in The Gutenberg Galaxy that the Bible’s potential
bearing on McLuhan’s notion of the medium as the
message begins to become evident, as McLuhan
quotes from an unpublished master’s thesis by one
John H. Harrington that “[b]oth the book [i.e., the
Bible], and the written word were identified with
the message they carried” (quoted in ibid.: 125).
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McLuhan would later link a similar, related percep-
tion to his own figure/ground theory, claiming that
in the biblical Jesus

there is no distance or separation between the medium
and the message: it is the one case where we can say
that the medium and the message are fully one and the
same … To say that the Word became flesh in Jesus
Christ [John 1:14] is the theological affirmation; it’s the
figure (in the gestalt sense). But to say that Christ
touches all men – beggars, hobos, misfit – is to speak
of ground.” (McLuhan 1999: 103, 104, italics in text)

McLuhan then makes arguably his most definitive
statement anywhere relating the Bible and its effect
on readers to his media theory’s figure/ground, me-
dium/message binaries, alluding to the distinction
Jesus draws between hearing (ἀκο�ω) the word and
understanding (συνίζω) it in his explication of the
parable of the sower (Matt 13:1–23; Mark 4:1–20;
Luke 8:4–15):

… it is only at the level of a lived Christianity that the
medium really is the message. It is only at that level
that figure and ground meet. And that also applies to the
Bible: we often speak of the content of Scripture, all
while thinking that this content is the message. It is
nothing of the sort. The content is everybody who reads
the Bible: so, in reading it, some people “hear” it, and
others don’t. All are users of the Word of God, all are
its content, but only a small number of them discern
its true message. The words are not the message; the
message is the effect on us, and that is conversion.

In other words, if you read the Bible, how do you read
it? Does it pass into your daily life? Only then do you
get the message, that is, the effect. Only in that moment
do medium and message unite. (McLuhan 1999: 104,
italics in text)

Other matters related to the Bible and its interpreta-
tion discussed in The Gutenberg Galaxy include: the
“visual bias” that McLuhan detects, drawing again
on Smalley, in later medieval biblical study, as beto-
kened by the “strongly visual” notion of “levels of
exegesis” (literal, figurative, topological, anagogic)
(McLuhan 1994a: 126–27; cf. 264; see also “Four
Senses of Scripture”); the idea that the “conflict be-
tween an auditory and a visual bias” in biblical
study rarely reached high intensity until “mechani-
cal and typographical technology had conferred on
the visual great preponderance” (ibid.: 129); the ob-
servation that the feudal estate that arose after the
Roman collapse “fits the approach to scripture that
found the total wealth of meaning in the literal text
as inclusive” (ibid: 132), and that when late-19th-
century “‘higher critics’ began to explain the nature
of manuscript culture to the Bible reading pub-
lic …, it seemed to many educated people that the
Bible was finished. But … [t]he scriptures had had
none of that uniform and homogenous character
during the centuries before Gutenberg” (ibid.: 154);
the apparent fact that the “new homogeneity of the
printed page” in the Renaissance “seemed to inspire
a subliminal faith in the validity of the printed Bi-
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ble as bypassing the traditional oral authority of the
Church, on the one hand, and the need for rational
critical scholarship on the other” (ibid.: 164); the
demonstration by John L. McKenzie how 20th-
century studies of the Bible “have abandoned the
concept of the lineal, homogeneous structure of
Scriptural narration” (ibid.: 187); the recognition
that the medieval Book of Nature served for contem-
platio in the same way as the Bible, and served for
applicatio and use in the same way as movable type
(ibid.: 210); and the consideration, with Curtius, of
Francis Bacon’s use of Matt 22:29 in relating science
to the two Scriptures of Revelation (= the Bible) and
Nature, and of Bacon’s recurrent theme that all of
the arts are forms of applied knowledge for reduc-
ing the effects of the biblical fall (ibid.: 212–13) – a
consideration that leads to McCluhan’s contrasting
of the correspondence of Bacon’s Adam to “Shake-
speare’s poet,” John Milton’s prelapsarian Adam,
with “a harassed agricultural labourer” (ibid.: 214).

Among The Gutenberg Galaxy’s final appeals to
the Bible is the observation that the print medium,
in placing the vernacular Bible in the hands of com-
mon people, transformed the vernaculars into mass
media. In Albert Guérard’s words quoted by McLu-
han, print “had the unexpected effect of purifying
Latin out of active existence” (ibid.: 259) while at
the same time, in Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean
Martin’s words, which McLuhan quotes, print made
the German language of Luther “a model” through
the “enormous diffusion” of his printed works, in-
cluding the Luther Bible, to which the faithful as-
cribed a “quasi-sacred character” (ibid.: 262).

3. Appeals to the Bible in Other Works by McLu-
han. After The Gutenberg Galaxy, McLuhan largely
retreats from referencing the Bible and its influence
in his published writings, with rare exceptions. For
example, in Understanding Media (1964), he quotes
Ps 115:4–8 in support of his contention that any
medium, as a human extension and “expediter of
the sense life,” immediately affects the whole range
of senses (McLuhan 1994b: 45). In From Cliché to Ar-
chetype (1970), looking again at the relationship be-
tween “the two books of Scripture and Nature,” he
submits that their “interplay” was never more “vig-
orous” than in the 18th and 19th centuries: the
Book of Nature achieved equivalence with the Book
of Revelation in Bishop Sprat’s History of the Royal
Society (1667); by the time of the second edition
(1694) of John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing, the Book of Nature obtained preference; by
the 18th century’s end, with deists like Thomas
Paine or a poet-prophet like Blake, the Book of Na-
ture was perceived as problematic as the Book of
Revelation; and in the 19th century the new disci-
plines of anthropology and biology “brought the
Book of Nature to the book of Scripture in the name
of the higher criticism” (McLuhan 2011: 31; see
“Higher Criticism”). In The Global Village (1989),
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where he claims that European history of the period
300 CE–950 CE revolved around the missionizing
of the barbarians “into literacy,” McLuhan observes:
“The gospel of good news,” i.e., as communicated
via the NT, “was spread by literates who had culti-
vated the habit of putting their memories on paper”
(McLuhan/Powers: 137).

4. McLuhan’s Influence in Biblical Recep-
tion. McLuhan has not had a significant impact
on the reception of the Bible – at least, not yet. Most
of what anyone has said to bring McLuhan’s theo-
ries to bear upon the Bible has involved applying
his now hackneyed the-medium-is-the-message ad-
age to mostly Christian ministerial concerns with
evangelizing. For example, one U.S. Reformed Bap-
tist minister and scholar cites that adage, “an axio-
matic truth in advertising,” as the “same principle”
that underlay one of the means God and the inscrib-
ers of “His Scripture” employed for the purpose of
communicating: “the structure or construction of a
passage or book can be a useful means to determine
this main point” (Decker: 5). Likewise, a retired
church minister at the University of Geneva and the
Christian Theological Seminary, Indianapolis, cites
McLuhan’s maxim as clearly showing

our use of the Bible as the vector [vecteur] of the ‘Good
News.’ But here it is necessary to distinguish the text
(medium) from its support (the paper or electronic
book). The text is vector of the ‘message’: it includes
parables, apologetic tales, memories, and interpreta-
tions of sentiments experienced by the editors. The text
in this case cannot be THE message, since preachers of
all epochs have expressed it well: the message can also
become pertinent through other quotations, texts, an-
ecdotes and biographical accounts. (Baalen: 4, my trans-
lation)

Schuchardt (2011: 48) goes so far as to say of the
formula “the medium is the message” that it “best
illuminate[s] the theological underpinnings of all
[McLuhan’s] work.” Yet it is not yet clear how ex-
tensive and lasting, if extensive and lasting at all,
McLuhan’s impact might be on religious ministers
in their approach to the Bible. Nor is it yet clear
how successful, if successful at all, Beard and Gore
might be in their effort to encourage an appeal to
McLuhan, as we quoted them earlier, for the sake
of “recovering religion for the history and theory
of rhetoric.”
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I. Ancient Near East and Hebrew Bible/
Old Testament
From 3rd-millennium Ur to Persian-period Yehud,
and from Genesis to Chronicles, the slaughter,
avoidance, and consumption of meat functioned as
symbolic, rendering it a food of the utmost impor-
tance both for human consumption and sacrifice.
Sacrifice was often – though not in the biblical
texts – depicted as divine consumption. In addition
to the biblical text, zooarchaeology (the study of
animal bones), epigraphic texts, and iconography
provide sources from which to determine the role
of meat in the ANE and HB/OT.

Genesis 1 (and 2–3) begins the biblical narrative
by portraying all creatures as vegetarian, which
changes in the divine command to Noah in Gen 9.
The kinds of animals fit for Israelite consumption
are restricted especially through the dietary prohibi-
tions of Lev 11 and Deut 14 (though these do not
limit the amount of meat which could be eaten).
The majority of the prohibited animals do not ap-
pear regularly in consumption patterns of the ANE,
though zooarchaeological and written records indi-
cate pig and camel consumption in many places, in-
cluding the Southern Levant. In Hellenistic times
and later, pig avoidance becomes a central identity
marker for Jews in biblical and Greco-Roman texts.
Bedouin Arabian tribes also ate the forbidden
camel. Furthermore, fish featured frequently, in-
cluding in Israel, where in addition to clean types,
shark and catfish remains indicate considerable
amounts of consumption as part of the local diet.
Finally, various birds were caught for food, such as
partridge and migratory species, while several were
domesticated in Egypt and Mesopotamia, such as
geese and duck. Methods of slaughter also took on
importance, according to Lev 17 and Deut 12:22.

While nearly everyone ate some meat, most of it
appeared primarily on the tables of sanctuaries and
palaces. The festive calendars of Deut 14:22–29; 16
(cf. Exod 12; 23:14–19; 34:18–25) indicate the cen-
tral role of meat for major Israelite cultic celebra-
tions – not to mention their key role in the sacrifices
detailed in Lev 1–7 and the remains from the sanc-
tuary complex at Tell Dan. Such was also the case
for royal celebrations: in victory for Israel (1 Sam
14; 2 Sam 7; Isa 25:6–8) as well as from 3rd-mille-
nium Ur (iconographic depiction of the “Royal Stan-
dard of Ur”) into 1st millennium Neo-Assyria (e.g.,
wall reliefs from Sargon’s Dur-Sharrukin palace:
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BM 118831), and in celebration of the completion of
a monumental building project (Solomon in 1 Kgs
8 and Assurnasirpal II on the completion of the city
of Calah). Mythic texts such as Enuma Elish and the
Baal Cycle mirror the centrality of meat in celebra-
tory settings. Hospitality (Gen 18) and funerary con-
texts (Deut 26:14) are just two of a number of other
occasions in which meat took a leading role.
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II. New Testament
Although certain NT passages mention or imply
meat consumption (e.g., Mark 14:12; Luke 15:29–
30; Rev 2:14, 20), only Paul uses κρέας, the actual
term for meat. The LXX refers to the flesh of all
creatures, whether cattle, sheep, swine, birds, fish,
etc. (e.g., Gen 9:2–4). Paul, an apostle to the Gen-
tiles, did not promote Jewish dietary regulations
but considered all meats to be clean (Rom 14:14;
1 Cor 8:8; cf. Tit 1:15). Conflicts over table fellow-
ship in Romans 14 may reflect that certain believers
maintained kosher foods based on Mosaic Law
(Deut 14; Lev 11). That some ate only vegetables
may rhetorically suggest their refusal to consume
any meat prepared by Gentiles, which might have
been offered to idols, improperly slaughtered, or
otherwise unclean (Rom 14:2; cf. Dan 1:8–16),
though some actual vegetarians within early congre-
gations cannot be ruled out. Paul’s resolution is for
church members to welcome other believers who
had sensitive scruples over food, avoid judging one
another, walk in love, and do not destroy another’s
faith by what they eat: “It is not good to eat meat
or drink wine or anything by which your brother or
sister stumbles” (Rom 14:21).

Some Corinthian members (the “weak”) who
were formerly idolaters avoided eating meat sacri-
ficed to idols, whereas other members thought it
harmless (1 Cor 8). Paul encourages the stronger
members to refrain from such foods when in the
presence of the weak. Since the latter’s consumption
of idol food might draw them back to worshiping
other deities, Paul writes: “I will never eat meat
again so that I may not become the downfall of my
brother or sister” (8:13b). Although the consump-
tion of idol meats, especially in a cultic setting,
could lead to idolatry, the meat itself does not trans-
mit any hex on or spiritual possession of the eater.
The Corinthians may purchase meat in the meat
market (μάκελλον) and eat at a pagan’s home, pro-
vided that they do not ask if the food has been of-
fered to idols. The reason for abstinence again
would be for the sake of others who might be of-
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fended by this consumption (10:23–11:1). For Paul,
eating meat is certainly permissible and recalls
God’s creation of animals as a good thing, for “the
earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof” (10:26).
God’s good creation for human consumption is also
advanced in a refutation against deceptive ascetics
who make food prohibitions (1 Tim 4:1–5).

Early Christian leniency regarding food laws,
doubtless inclusive of meat, is reflected in Luke
10:7, which encourages missionaries to eat and
drink what is given them when guests of others.
Both Matt 15 and Mark 7 have Jesus declaring that
it is not what goes into one’s mouth or body that
defiles a person but what comes out, to which the
latter adds that Jesus made all foods clean (7:19).
God tells Peter to kill and eat animals considered
unclean by Jewish standards of Mosaic Law. This
event functions as a prelude to Peter’s acceptance
of uncircumcised Gentiles, previously considered as
unclean people, into the emergent Christian fold
(Acts 10–11). James decides to maintain fellowship
with uncircumcised Gentiles who have come to
faith, provided that they abstain from consuming
idol foods and meat of strangled animals, presum-
ably improperly butchered and drained of blood.
According to the so-called Apostolic decree, the con-
sumption of blood was forbidden for both Jews and
Gentiles (Acts 15:1–20, 29; 21:25; cf. Gen 9:4; Lev
17:10–14).
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III. Judaism
■ Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism ■ Rabbinic Ju-
daism ■ Medieval Judaism ■ Karaite Judaism ■ Modern
Judaism

A. Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism
The consumption of meat (MT bāśār; Tg. biśrā�; LXX
κρέας) has long been linked with power, gender,
and sex. Attitudes towards meat consumption first
signified piety and cultural/political resistance in
writings referring to Judahites/Jews, Jewish sacred
writings, and Jewish practices often dated between
539 BCE through the mid-2nd century CE. Though
ancient meat consumption remains difficult to
quantify, more fish, domestic fowl, and cattle were
eaten in Palestine and beyond in this period; pig
consumption, especially widespread in Hellenistic
times, might have entered the Jewish Palestinian
diet (Lev-Tov).
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The powerful image of male Jews withstanding
torture and death rather than eating pagan pig sac-
rifices in the narratives of the persecution of Antio-
chus IV (1 Macc 2:15–26; 2 Macc 6:18–31; 7:1–42;
4 Macc 5–21; see also Isa 66:3, 17 and 1 Macc 1:47,
62–63) and Philo’s report that pig-refusal identified
Jewish women during the Alexandrian pogrom of
38 CE (Flacc. 96), embody the still-enduring Jewish
visceral disgust for pig flesh, as observed by pagans
(e.g., Plutarch, Quaest. conv. 4.44–6.2, Gaius per Le-
gat. 361). Even so, some Jews found it and other
forbidden animals tempting (4 Macc 1:33–44; Spec.
4.100–101; note absence of pig in Aristeas).

This contrasts with the lack of concern with
(2 Kgs 25:29/Jer 52:34; Esth 2:9) or predictions
about (Hos 9:3; Ezek 4:13) consuming food offered
by other powers/cultures in some biblical texts.
Whereas Lev 11:1–47 and Deut 14:1–21 designate
certain animals as impure (tøāme�, applicable to un-
avoidable life events) and detestable (šeqesø, cf. Deut
14:3, tô�ebßâ), consuming the wrong food (presum-
ably including meat) is later considered to defile the
consuming individual (yitßgā�āl/ἀλισγέω in Dan 1:8;
μιαίνω in 1 Macc 1:62–63, often used to translate
the factitive piel of tø–m–�).

Whether the reason for avoiding a particular
type of meat is due to species, avoidance of animal
blood (e.g., Gen 9:4–6; Lev 17:4; 1 Sam 14:33) and/
or fat (Lev 3:17), a connection with idolatry (note
wine, e.g., Dan 1:8; JosAsen 12:5; Rom 14:21), or
other issues, the Jewish body serves as the focal
point of devotion to the deity and the command-
ments (perhaps inspired by Lev 11:44; 18:24–25).
Though not stated explicitly, meat avoidance is
likely assumed in Tob 1:10–12; 3 Macc 3:7; Jdt
12:1–2; LXX Esther Alpha-Text C28; and Josephus,
Ant. 14.259–61, and it is clearly evident in the meat-
less diets of 2 Macc 5:27 and Josephus, Life 13–14 –
although such diets could be a form of mystical and/
or ascetic practice (Dan 10:3; Philo, Contempl. 37; Jo-
sephus, Life 11; Mark 1:6) or avoidance of gluttony
(e.g., Philo, Spec. 4.91; cf. Prov 23:20–21).

Some arguments (Let. Aris. 128–69; Philo, Spec.
4.103–18) stress the behavior of animals and their
symbolic implications for human righteousness,
which relates to whether consumption of that ani-
mal should be accepted or avoided. Meanwhile,
others view meat-refusal as a triumph of reason over
emotions or the senses (Philo, Spec. 4.100–102;
4 Macc 1:33–35). Idol meat (εἰδωλόθυτον, a rare
term in Jewish writings aside from 4 Macc 5:2) is a
problem irrespective of species in Jos. Asen. 10:14;
Acts 15:20 with respect to James; and some non-
Jewish Jesus followers (1 Cor 8; 10; Rom 14:21). In
contrast, Acts 10:9–16 and 11:5–10 concern species
only.

Eating meat remains key to paschal and other
offerings. The singular cattle tithe of Lev 27:30 be-
came prominent (e.g., 2 Chr 31:6; Tob 1:6–7; 11Q19
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22:17; Jub. 32:15; 1QapGen 22:17). The temple
Scroll (11Q19 52:19–53:4), in dialogue with Deut
12:20, forbids the eating or slaughter of non-sacrifi-
cial meat within its imagined Jerusalem. MMT
(B58–60) expresses anxiety that dogs may eat left-
over sacrificial bones. Gentile meat offered in its
blood is a concern for the Damascus Document
(4Q269 8 ii:1/4Q271 2:8) and James, per Acts 15:2–
10.

Consuming meat/animals conveys political
power (Dan 7:5; 1 En. 89–90; perhaps Tob 6:3).
Problematic sexual practices are interwoven into
meat avoidance: with outsiders in 1 Macc 2:24–26,
where Mattathias evokes Phinehas (cf. Num 25:1–
15); and 2 Macc 6:4, between males, and with
mother and daughter (Let. Aris. 152). Similar is Es-
ther’s sexual and food revulsion in LXX A-Text
C27–28. In mixing sex, power, and meat avoidance
in its rape-revenge fantasy, Judith brings the theme
full circle.

Bibliography: ■ Cheung, A. T., Idol Food in Corinth (JSNTSup
176; Sheffield 1999). ■ Fiddes, N., Meat: A Natural Symbol
(London 1991). ■ Freidenreich, D., Foreigners and Their Food
(Berkeley/Los Angeles, Calif. 2011). ■ Hamel, G., Poverty and
Charity in Roman Palestine, First Three Centuries, C.E. (Berkeley,
Calif. 1990). ■ Jacobs, N. S. S., Delicious Prose (JSJSup 188;
Leiden/Boston, Mass. 2018). [Esp. 45–53; 151–52] ■ Jacobs,
N. S. S., “Biting Off More Than They Can Chew: Food, Eat-
ing and Cultural Integration in Tobit and Letter of Aris-
teas,” in The Eucharist (ed. D. Sänger/D. Hellholm; WUNT
376; Tübingen 2017) 157–79. ■ Kraemer, D. C., Jewish Eat-
ing and Identity Through the Ages (RAS 29; New York 2007).
■ Lev-Tov, J., “Upon what meat doth this our Caesar feed …?
A Dietary Perspective on Hellenistic and Roman Influence
in Palestine,” Zeichen aus Text und Stein (ed. S. Alkier/J. Zan-
genberg; TANZ 42; Tübingen 2003) 420–46. ■ Rosenblum,
J. D., The Jewish Dietary Laws in the Ancient World (Cambridge
2016).

Naomi Jacobs

B. Rabbinic Judaism
Talmudic rabbis are conscious that, at the time of
creation, God assigned to Adam and Eve only fruits
and vegetables to eat. God explicitly permitted the
eating of meat only following the Flood, when
Noah is told that he can eat “every moving thing
that lives,” so long as he does not eat the animal’s
blood, which is its life-force (Gen 9:3–4; see bSan
59b, BerR 34:13). A possible inference from this is
that the consumption of meat is contrary to God’s
original plan, and that it is at best God’s concession
to the human propensity towards violence and sin.
While the idea of vegetarianism is not entirely alien
to the rabbis, they largely ignore this possible infer-
ence. Rather, talmudic rabbis overall are enthusias-
tic about the consumption of meat, and do not pro-
mote vegetarianism, whether as a spiritual or an
ethical value. On the contrary, they emphasize the
view that meat is a healthful and highly desirable
part of one’s diet.

The talmudic rabbis’ special fondness for meat
leads them to encourage its consumption, especially
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on Sabbaths and festivals, to appreciably increase
the joy of the holy days. In line with this idea, the
Talmud (bPes 109a) states that, when the temple
stood, there could be no rejoicing without meat
(which would have then been in ample supply, due
to the portions of sacrificial animals that went to
the officiating priests and to those who brought sac-
rifices). According to the Talmud, following the de-
struction of the temple the celebratory role of meat
was taken over by wine, which in the post-destruc-
tion period became the paramount symbol of joy.
As an expensive commodity, meat was typically
eaten only by members of the wealthy elite. Con-
sumption by those who generally could not afford
meat made Sabbaths and holidays truly distinctive
and joyous times. Thus, even in talmudic times,
meat retained its special place on the holiday table,
when all of Israel would experience the finest that
a life of holiness could offer.

The rabbis’ attitude towards the consumption of
meat is detailed in a series of pronouncements at
bHul 84a (drawing from tAr 4:27–28). Underlying
the talmudic discussion is the reality of the high
cost of meat, and the idea that meat needed to be
consumed in moderation by all but the wealthiest
members of the community. Recognizing this fact,
the rabbis imagined that the intricate biblical laws
that pertain to the preparation and consumption of
meat were imposed by God not for spiritual reasons
but to reduce people’s ability to access and consume
meat. The law thus protected people’s financial
well-being. This, according to the rabbis, explains
in particular the biblical requirement that one cover
with dirt the blood drained during the process of
slaughter (Lev 17:13). More generally, the financial
cost of meat was also held to stand behind the bibli-
cal prescription that Israelites eat meat only when
they truly crave it (Deut 12:20).

Following this line of reasoning, Eleazar b. Aza-
riah (bHul 84a) asserts that the frequency with
which one consumes meat should be determined by
a person’s level of financial security. Thus, “Who-
ever has [to his name] only a mina should buy a
pound of vegetables for his stew. If he has ten minas
he should buy a pound of fish for his stew. If he has
fifty minas he should buy a pound of meat for his
stew. If he has one hundred minas they should cook
up such a stew for him every day.” The passage con-
tinues by asserting that even people in the lowest
economic classes should eat meat every Sabbath.

In contrast to these regulations limiting the con-
sumption of meat, some authorities believed meat
to have health benefits and encouraged people to
consume it more regularly, no matter their financial
means. Johanan (bHul 84a) states that anyone with
even the slightest amount of money should use it
to purchase meat. Similarly, Nah� man notes that
someone who is not naturally healthy, and who
therefore will especially benefit from consuming
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meat, should even borrow money in order to pur-
chase it, since meat is a powerful agent in enhanc-
ing a person’s health and vigor. Within an extended
list of the specific impacts of the consumption of
certain foods upon a pregnant mother’s eventual
child, the Talmud (bKet 60b–61) states that a preg-
nant woman who eats meat and drinks wine will
have robust and healthy children.

In the aftermath of the destruction of the Jerusa-
lem temple in 70 CE, the association of meat and
wine with temple sacrifices, on the one hand, and
joy, on the other, led some individuals to determine
no longer to consume either, as an ongoing expres-
sion of mourning. The Talmud (bBB 60b) reports
that R. Joshua responded that such ascetic practice
was neither practical nor necessary. One should,
rather, mark the loss of the temple in smaller ways,
e.g., by leaving some foods off a banquet menu
(Papa suggests the hors d’oeuvre of salted fish),
while continuing one’s normal consumption of
meat. Still, the attitude articulated here, that re-
fraining from meat is an appropriate sign of mourn-
ing, is codified in the prohibition against eating
meat during the first nine days of the month of Av,
until after Tish�ah be-Av, which commemorates the
destruction of the two Jerusalem temples, and also
in the custom for mourners not to eat meat on the
day of the funeral.

Another aspect of the talmudic treatment of
meat emerges from the fact that Scripture permits
taking the life of an animal only in the sacrificial
cult (see Lev 17:1–7). An exception was legislated,
in Deut 12:20–21, to account for the consolidation
of sacrifices in Jerusalem. People who craved meat
now would live far from the cult, through which
they previously ate meat of sacrifices. Scripture
therefore permitted people to eat meat “whenever
they have the desire.” From this, rabbinic tradition
developed the concept of beśar ta�awah, that is,
“meat eaten out of desire or craving,” from the root
�–w–h, a word that in Scripture has a negative con-
notation (see, e.g., Num 11:33–34). Reflecting on
this idea, and in contrast to the many passages in
which the consumption of meat is encouraged, the
Talmud, for instance, states that only a person who
has a special appetite for meat should eat it, and,
rather than a commodity purchased in the market,
meat should only be slaughtered by the one who
wishes to consume it. People thus should not easily
give in to their lustful desires (bHul 84a).

Another question that arises around the issue of
meat consumption for pleasure concerns the tempo-
ral and spatial parameters for permitting such con-
sumption. Where and under what conditions is
meat-eating for pleasure permitted. According to
the temple Scroll (11Q19 52:13–16, 19–21), the pro-
hibition against eating meat for pleasure in Lev 17
is still in force and therefore it is permitted only
to someone located at least a three-day walk from
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Jerusalem, based on its understanding of Deut
12:21 (the Karaites agree; see “D. Karaite Judaism”).
The sages, however, understood Deut 12 as render-
ing Lev 17 obsolete, and therefore eating meat for
pleasure was permitted even in Jerusalem (see, e.g.,
mOrl 2:17; Henshke: 225–27). And this permission
was extended to the Diaspora as well. This is accord-
ing to the understanding of R. Ishmael: “At the out-
set [i.e., in the desert], the meat of desire was forbid-
den to them [and anyone who wanted to eat meat
would need to sacrifice the animal as an offering].
When they entered the land of Israel, the meat of
desire was permitted to them. And now that [the
Jewish people] have been exiled, might one think
that they [should] return to their initial prohibi-
tion? Therefore, we learned [in the Mishnah]: One
may always slaughter [non-sacrificial meat]” (bHul
16b–17a). According to R. Aqiva, the meat of desire
was never forbidden and the statement of the Mish-
nah should be understood to mean that “one must
always slaughter,” i.e., forbidding stabbing (nehø irah)
as a way of killing the animal to be eaten.
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C. Medieval Judaism
The biblical laws governing consumption of meat
were extensively remolded during the rabbinic pe-
riod. During the Middle Ages, some of those laws
were expanded or sharpened, while others were
mostly overlooked. For example, the talmudic re-
quirement of temporal separation between eating
milk and meat developed into a range of later cus-
toms that specified a number of hours after a meat
meal before dairy food could be consumed. On the
other hand, the requirement to allocate portions of
meat to priests (Deut 18:3), which was considered
by the rabbis (mHul 10:1) to be a fully applicable
law, fell into desuetude during the Middle Ages.

The list of clean and unclean mammals (Lev
11:1–8) did not arouse significant debate among
medieval Jews, since the Bible supplied tangible cri-
teria in addition to listing the species. The features
of clean fish were ostensibly clear (Lev 11:9–12), al-
though scales proved to be difficult to define. The
list of birds (Lev 11:13–19), however, lacked any cri-
teria. Commentators and glossators offered vernacu-
lar translations of the bird names. Some Jewish
communities used the birds enumerated in the Bi-
ble to extrapolate principles that allowed them to
determine the status of new species they encoun-
tered. Other communities, particularly in Germany,
avoided the uncertainty of such an approach by per-
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mitting for consumption only those bird species al-
ready established as permissible. Insects considered
clean according to biblical criteria (Lev 11:21–22)
were consumed by Jews living in Yemen, North Af-
rica, and Muslim Spain, but the Jewish communi-
ties of Christian Europe were not familiar with
those species and applied a blanket prohibition to
all insects.

Jewish philosophers and kabbalists found sym-
bolic meaning in meat and its laws. Maimonides as-
serted that the biblical prohibitions protected their
adherents from dangerous foods (Guide 3.48). Ger-
sonides (1288–1344) explained that God forbade
Jews from eating heavy foods that cloud the mind
and unhealthy foods that harm the body. Rounded
hooves and toed feet are characteristics of violent
animals, whose humor is excessively black or red,
while split hooves indicate a more positive nature.
Similarly, the flesh of ruminants is more refined
than that of those with a single stomach (Gersoni-
des, commentary to Lev 11:8).

Other exegetes offered ethical rationales for
food laws. Nah� manides (1194–1270) asserted that
the laws of slaughtering “lead us in paths of com-
passion,” the clean species “are to refine our souls,”
and the purpose of the prohibition against taking
the mother with its young “is to teach us the trait
of compassion” (Nah� manides, Torah Commentary,
Deut 22:8). For mystics like Joseph Gikatilla (1248–
ca. 1305) and Bah� ya ben Asher (1255–1340), eating
meat became an ethical process whereby the ani-
mal’s soul was raised to a higher level through the
incorporation of its flesh into the body of a worthy
human. Exegetes such as Joseph ibn Kaspi (1279–
1340) read Deut 12:20 as an ethical denigration of
meat-eating, but stopped short of endorsing vege-
tarianism as a viable lifestyle.
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D. Karaite Judaism

Early Karaite scholars, such as Anan ben David (ca.
715–ca. 795) and Daniel al-Qūmisı̄ (9th–10th cent.),
forbade the consumption of meat, out of mourning
for the destruction of the temple. According to
Anan, this only applied to animals that could be sac-
rificed. Another consideration was that of the gates,
or borders, of Israel (sha�arei Yiśra�el), based on Deut
12:21: “you may eat within your gates to your
heart’s content,” which Yefet ben Eli (10th cent.)
and others understood in relation to the temple,
“gates” referring to “cities,” the cities of the land of
Israel, during the time the temple was standing (see
Erder: 231–41; Henshke: 226–27); therefore, eating
meat outside of the land of Israel was forbidden. In
the later Middle Ages, in Byzantium, under Rab-
banite influence, secular slaughter, i.e., for personal
enjoyment, became permitted outside the land of
Israel, and eventually, this leniency was extended to
anywhere outside Jerusalem (see Mann: 71–72;
108–10; Yaron et al.: 82–83). Eating meat in Jerusa-
lem is still forbidden to this day.
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E. Modern Judaism
Meat is a key ingredient of many traditional dishes
across the Jewish world, particularly for Shabbat
and holidays. The talmudic dictum “When the
Temple was in existence, there could be no joy with-
out meat” (bPes 109a) indicates that meat elevates
celebrations as a reminder of God’s abundance.
However, the same tractate states, more ambiva-
lently, that even though meat was permitted, it
should only be eaten by those who engage in Torah
study (bPes 49b; based on Lev 11:46). The biblical
account of God offering plants and fruits for con-
sumption in Gen 1:29 was interpreted by talmudic
authorities and later biblical commentators to mean
that God intended the human diet to be exclusively
plant-derived. The first Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of
Palestine, Abraham Isaac Kook (1865–1935), ex-
pressed deep feelings for animals as autonomous
subjects and believed that in messianic times, more
spiritually evolved humans would understand that
what they take from animals is theft or murder
(Kook: 23). Kook’s interpretation of Gen 9:3, that
the permission to consume meat was a concession
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to human violence, is often cited as an Orthodox
voice in support of a vegetarian or vegan diet.

Modern industrial production of meat and fac-
tory farming has made meat inexpensive and read-
ily available as an everyday commodity in Western
societies. The welfare of animals reared for meat,
the consumption of meat, and the treatment of
workers in the meat industry, have in recent de-
cades become complex ethical, environmental, and
political issues for an increasing number of contem-
porary Jews, raising questions of how traditional di-
etary laws based on biblical commandments are ap-
plicable to modern society in which animals are
raised and slaughtered on an industrial scale. Ha-
lakhic authorities have addressed some of these eth-
ical concerns in response. R. Moshe Feinstein
(1895–1986) ruled that raising and eating veal
calves is prohibited because the ill health of most
of the calves affects their kosher status, and selling
“white meat” or a higher price, which misleadingly
implies higher quality, is fraud (ona�ah) (Feinstein:
no. 92.2). Responses by American Conservative rab-
bis (Golinkin: 73–77; Barmash) similarly prohibit
the practice, but draw more heavily on the injunc-
tions to avoid cruelty to animals (tsa�ar ba�alei høay-
yim, regarded in the Talmud as a biblical injunc-
tion, bBM 32b on Exod 23:5).

A federal immigration raid at one of the largest
kosher slaughterhouses and meat-processing facto-
ries in the US (Postville, Iowa, 2008) disclosed mis-
treatment of migrant workers and animals alike.
Shocked by these practices in a kosher meat plant,
many American Jews began to consider the ethical
aspects of meat production and change their con-
sumer habits regarding meat. They began buying
kosher meat from sustainable distributors, sourcing
non-kosher organic meat, or abstaining from meat
altogether. Partially in response to this scandal, the
Conservative Movement’s Magen Tzedek Commis-
sion attempted to develop a food certification stan-
dard that would combine strict adherence to dietary
laws “with Jewish values of social justice,” includ-
ing animal welfare.

Vegetarianism, and more recently veganism,
have become increasingly popular choices among
contemporary Jews. An estimated 13% of Israel’s
Jewish population is vegetarian. In the last decade,
veganism has become a rapidly growing dietary
choice. In 2018, 5% of mostly younger Israelis self-
identified as vegans. “The garden of Eden, which
was the ideal society, was a vegetarian society. Adam
and Eve were vegans,” writes Rabbi David Rosen,
one of a group of seventy-five rabbis from across the
world who, in September 2018, signed an interde-
nominational declaration in which they urged Jews
to become vegans (Jewish Veg Rabbinic Statement).
Jewish omnivores who want to make ethical food
choices without becoming vegetarians or vegans are
opting to become “flexitarian,” “meat minimalist,”
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or “weekday vegetarian” with the aim to eat less but
better meat; “meat-free Monday” is a popular choice
in Israel.

While Reform Judaism rejected dietary laws in
the 19th century, its strong focus on ethics and so-
cial justice is rooted in the prophetic traditions of
the HB. The trend to increasing “ritualization” has
also changed Reform attitudes towards food. If eat-
ing can be understood “as a gateway to holiness”
(Eric H. Yoffie in Zamore: xviii) by Reform Jews, as
the comprehensive edited collection The Sacred Table
suggests, then a Jewish food ethic must be devel-
oped that is ethically sound and intentional. In a
similar vein, Ethical Kashrut or Eco-Kashrut is a
Jewish movement that originated within American
Reconstructionism and the Jewish Renewal Move-
ment. Its proponents urge Jewish consumers to con-
sider the ethical implications of their food choices
and the impact of those choices for animals, workers
in the food industry, and the environment. Kibroth-
hattaavah (Num 11:4–6, 31–34), the site in the wil-
derness where the “mixed multitude” among the
Israelites complained for lack of meat and were sub-
sequently punished, has become associated with ex-
cess, gluttony, and self-indulgence. Some commen-
tators read these verses as a warning about how beef
rearing methods contribute to an ecological crisis
and global warming.

The consumption of meat is also increasingly re-
jected for health reasons. The health benefits of a
vegetarian diet are biblically supported by Dan 1:15
and 1:20 where Daniel and his friends appear
“healthier and better nourished” after eating only
vegetables and water for ten days than those men
who had eaten the royal rations (Dan 1:15).
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IV. Christianity
■ Patristics to Modern Times ■ New Christian Churches
and Movements ■ World Christianity

A. Patristics to Modern Times
In the first nine chapters of the Bible, one learns
almost everything there is to know about meat eat-
ing in the histories of Judaism and Christianity. It
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is complicated from the beginning and remains so
throughout the history of these traditions, but par-
ticularly for Christianity. Debates about whether
one should eat meat or abstain span the generations
and hail from myriad positions and theological dec-
larations. Thus, delving into “meat” in Christianity
necessarily means diving into vegetarianism and as-
ceticism, which will be central to this entry.

The range of biblical texts related to the meat
eating discussion is broad, but mentioning just a
few should suffice. In the first chapter of Genesis,
God tells “every beast of the earth,” including the
humans who were just created, that God has given
them “every green plant for food” (v. 30). As a
bumper sticker this author once saw stated, “Para-
dise is a garden full of naked vegetarians.” Rapidly,
things change and the first murder takes place, es-
sentially, over meat eating, when God prefers the
burnt offering of the slain lamb to that of plants
(Gen 4). But the first official permission humans are
given to eat animals comes after the flood when
God declares to Noah and his family that, just as
they were given green plants, now everything is
theirs for food – including other animals who will
now “fear and dread” them, a curse of sorts (Gen 9).
While the parameters around which animals can be
eaten are crafted carefully in the Hebrew Bible, by
the time Christianity develops, meat eating is
broadly accepted and even seemingly lauded by the
Apostle Paul (Rom 14). Even the passages demon-
strating that Jesus multiplied fish for the crowds to
eat (included in all four canonical Gospels), and
those that suggest he shared a Passover meal (thus
eating lamb) before his crucifixion, are used in sup-
port of meat eating. These are only a few of the pas-
sages related to meat, but they demonstrate that
Christianity has inherited quite a complex and in-
consistent biblical foundation for the debates.

The early Church continued to wrestle with eat-
ing animals. For instance, the Council of Ancyra, in
the year 314, stated in its canons that clergy who
choose not to eat meat need to taste it first, and only
after that can they abstain. The canon continued,
“But if they disdain it, and will not even eat herbs
served with meat, but disobey the canon, let them
be removed from their order” (Schaff/Wace: 14:69).
Shortly afterwards, the Synod of Gangra anathema-
tized those who condemn people who eat flesh
(early church texts, Canon 2). In developing Christi-
anity, groups deemed heretical for a variety of rea-
sons, such as the Marcionites and Manicheans, also
happened to shun the eating of flesh. Thus the early
Church conflated, at times, heresy with vegetarian-
ism (see Grumett/Muers). For some of these groups
of Christians, flesh as a whole was viewed as evil;
some even argued that Jesus was a specter, not an
embodied being since the body was evil. Thus, prac-
tices such as sexual abstinence and vegetarianism
were connected. In addition to those heretical
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groups, though, many of the foundational ascetics
and saints – such as the desert abbas and ammas –
practiced abstention from meat eating as part of
their larger ascetical program.

The issue of meat eating remained central to
medieval religious orders as well. One of the most
prominent examples is that of Francis of Assisi,
whose particular case points to the issue of hospital-
ity when one considers which foods to eat. While
Francis seemed to prefer a vegetarian and overall
sparse diet, he would not turn down meat, in part
due to his ideas of the “joyful acceptance of hospi-
tality” (Grumett). While many medieval religious
orders practiced some form of fasting, with a spe-
cific focus on meat, some individuals did take fas-
ting to an extreme. In these instances, starvation
often contributed to their cause of death, particu-
larly in the cases of some medieval women (see
Bynum).

However, the practice of abstaining from meat
is not limited to early Christian ascetics or to mem-
bers of some medieval religious orders. For exam-
ple, John Wesley, who founded Methodism in the
17th century, urged vegetarianism even though
very few of his Methodist followers took this advice.
The growth of Christian health movements in the
19th century, such as Seventh Day Adventism, pro-
moted vegetarianism as part of an overall whole-
some diet.

Likely the most widespread conversations re-
garding meat eating in popular Christianity oc-
curred around the context of Lent, the forty days of
preparation before Easter. For centuries, Christians
were encouraged to abstain from eating red meat
during Lent. Nevertheless, Lent was not the only
time for such fasting. During some centuries Chris-
tians would not eat red meat on any Wednesday,
Friday, or Sunday, although this was also punctu-
ated by feast days, such as the day before Lent
(Mardi Gras) with its abundance.

Even with these various arguments against it,
meat eating did and does remain central in many
Christian communities, particularly when church-
based social events are considered. Feast days, such
as Christmas, often revolve around relatively lavish
meat eating. Studies of Protestant congregations in
the United States reveal a propensity for the potluck
dinner as a central social gathering, with fried
chicken and meatballs as key contributions (Sack:
ch. 2). Even the season of Lent has become meat-
centric with Friday fish fries replacing forty days of
meatless fasting.

While arguably not a central issue for most
Christians, in contemporary Christianity the devel-
opment of ecotheologies has led to an increased fo-
cus on meat eating primarily because of the connec-
tions between factory farming, animal welfare, and
climate change. For example, the Humane Society
of the United States developed a Faith-Based Out-
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reach unit and produced a documentary, “Eating
Mercifully,” that was distributed widely and tar-
geted evangelical Christians, specifically urging
them to consider a vegetarian or vegan diet. Theolo-
gians and scholars such as Carol Adams, David Gru-
mett, Paul Waldau, and Richard Young consider the
ethics of meat eating and the treatment of animals
in the Christian context. Thus, while the historical
context has shifted, the debates over whether or not
to eat meat, how much to eat, and when, continue.
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B. New Christian Churches and Movements
A number of modern-day Jewish organizations have
been set up with the purpose of advancing vegetari-
anism and veganism. These include the Jewish Veg-
etarian Society (founded in the 1960s) and the Jew-
ish Vegetarians of North America (JVNA, founded in
1975). Their avoidance of meat is justified biblically
out of kindness to animals, concern for the environ-
ment, and the belief that there are benefits to health
in avoiding meat (Prov 12:10; Ps 104:10–14). Jewish
vegetarians frequently contend that vegetarianism
was God’s original ideal: Adam is given permission
to eat plants and fruit (Gen 1:29–30), and it is not
until Noah’s time that a concession to meat-eating
was made, provided the animal’s blood was drained
(Gen 9:3–4). Many Jewish vegetarians perceive vege-
tarianism as an aspiration as well as a past ideal,
citing Isaiah’s picture of the utopian age in which
humans and animals will live harmoniously with-
out harming each other (Isa 11:6–9).

Seventh-day Adventists have adopted arguments
for vegetarianism similar to those of contemporary
Jews. The early Adventists John Harvey Kellogg
(1852–1943) and his brother William Keith Kellogg
(1860–1951) are renowned for their vegetarian al-
ternatives to the American meat diet, and in partic-
ular for the development of flaked cereals. Charles
and Myrtle Fillmore, founders of the Unity School
of Christianity, became vegetarians and promoted
vegetarian ideas within the movement, influenced
by Harry Church, a Seventh-day Adventist who
printed their early materials.

Also of note are the “Back to the Garden Minis-
tries,” founded by the Rev. George E. Malkmus (b.
1934), who advocates a diet of uncooked fruit and
vegetables, regarding this as the original Adamic
diet. Malkmus claims to have suffered various medi-
cal disorders, including cancer, for which this diet
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purportedly effected a cure. Malkmus and his wife
Rhonda Jean established a property known as Halle-
lujah Acres, where they hold seminars and sell
plant-based food supplements. Malkmus notes that
the antediluvians enjoyed remarkable longevity, av-
eraging 912 years, compared with a mere 110 in the
post-diluvian era up to the time of Joseph, whose
death is the last to be recorded in Genesis (50:26).

Jehovah’s Witnesses observe that Jesus nowhere
advocates vegetarianism, and that Paul’s compari-
son between omnivores and herb-eaters (Rom 14:2–
3) suggests that the Christian faith accommodates
both. The First Council of Jerusalem, they believe,
sanctioned the eating of all animals, including those
prohibited by Jewish law, but required the draining
of the animal’s blood (Acts 15:20). Hence Jehovah’s
Witnesses will avoid foods such as blood sausage,
which are substantially composed of blood.

Modern Essene groups have contended that Je-
sus was a vegetarian, on the ground that he was
an Essene, whose lifestyle entailed a vegetarian diet.
Such interpretations of Jesus’ lifestyle rely on apo-
cryphal gospels that have only recently appeared
and that are of dubious authenticity, such as The
Gospel of the Holy Twelve, first published in 1901 by
G. J. R. Ouseley (1834–1906) and The Essene Gospel
of Peace, which modern-day Essene Edmond Szekely
(1905–1979) claimed to have discovered and trans-
lated in the 1920s.
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C. World Christianity

The message of the Bible regarding “meat” con-
fronts various world cultures in different ways. The
Bible makes statements about “unclean food” (Lev
7:19; 11:14; Acts 10:14) relating to meat and “meat
offered to idols” (1 Cor 8:7; 10:19) that conflict with
what is considered edible in some African contexts.

In Christian (non-Islamic cultures), believers
consider eating pork or dog and the like as accept-
able for any godly person. Some religious traditions
like the Sango worship among the Yoruba prescribe
dog meat for sacrifice to be eaten and acceptable for
everyday meal. So, there are conflicts between the
various cultural backgrounds regarding acceptable
meat. Those from Islamic contexts also offer beef
for the celebration of Īd al-kabı̄r which most Africans
consider as an offering to idols even though beef is
generally acceptable meat. Reading the Bible from
these varying perspectives regarding clean and un-
clean meat as well as meat offered to idols compli-
cate acceptable Christian responses. The conscience
is built by the historic and religious practices which
affect the implication of the biblical perspective by
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the African reader depending on the context they
come from. While Islamic contexts and believers
from such backgrounds agree to a large extent with
HB/OT teaching, there are some areas of conflict be-
tween Christian, and Muslim contexts as well, espe-
cially the implied permissive privilege in the NT to
eating some kinds of meat.

Among indigenous African traditions, accept-
able meat in one context may differ from acceptable
meat in another. Further examples from above,
some Africans eat snakes, cats, or donkeys, while
others refuse. In the past, differences about what
meat is acceptable has hindered Christian missions.
It is not always easy to get new converts to agree to
what missionaries assume about meat eating.

For Muslim background believers, rules guiding
acceptable meat are very similar to Jewish regula-
tions: do not eat carnivorous animals; butchers
should slaughter meat while invoking Allah; ani-
mals found dead should not be consumed; consum-
ing blood is forbidden. Muslims and believers from
such background have argued, for example, that
it is traumatic to see Christians eating forbidden
meat, and causes them to question the godliness
and righteousness of Christians who violate these
food laws.

A new phase of reality to the foregoing is vege-
tarianism. While vegetarianism is not widely prac-
ticed in Africa, it is growing. Influences from Chris-
tian sects inform this new reality, adding to the
complexity regarding eating of meat. They argue
from Genesis that meat was not given to man at the
beginning (Gen 2:15–17). Though several factors
may have informed the choice of vegetables over
eating meat, the reading of Gen 2 and Dan 1:8 en-
courages vegetarianism as alternative.

In Africa, there are striking similarities to the
milieu of the Bible when it comes to meat consump-
tion. Each cultural context has the notion of clean
and unclean meat. These notions are often carried
on to the new found faith and used as grounds for
interpreting Bible’s injunctions regarding meat. For
example, the question whether Christians should
eat meat sold in the market when the markets are
run by Muslim butchers arises. Christians in Africa
are divided about whether to eat beef offered during
id�kabir also as noted above. Meat consequently re-
mains a critical marker of religious identity and dif-
ference in most majority world contexts. It consti-
tutes a significant factor for acceptability of the
Bible and the bearers of its message.
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V. Islam
The Qur�ān’s prescriptions for lawful (høalāl) and un-
lawful (høarām) meat reflect Judeo-Christian influ-
ence (cf. Acts 15:20, 29; 1 Cor 8; 10:20–21) though
the explanations found in the Torah (e.g., Lev 11)
are not reproduced. Seafood (S 5:96; 16:14; 35:12),
sheep, goats, camels, and cattle are permissible,
while carrion, spilt blood, pork, and meat dedicated
to anyone but God are abominations (S 6:142–45;
cf. 22:30). Carrion (mayta) includes meat killed by
strangling, beating, falling, or goring, or which has
been partially eaten by wild animals though, in
times of necessity, Muslims may eat otherwise
høarām meat (S 2:173; 5:3; 6:145; 16:115). Animals
captured by trained dogs or raptors or shot by hunt-
ers may be slaughtered and consumed (S 5:4; but cf.
5:1, 95–96). Juridical opinion differs over other
høarām animals, but they typically include predators
and raptors.

Slaughtering (dhakā or tadhkiya) must be per-
formed by a competent Muslim facing the victim
towards Mecca (the qibla) and invoking the name of
God. Small animals are killed lying on their left side
by dhabhø , slitting the throat to drain the blood
quickly without severing the head. The influential
H� anafı̄ scholar al-Qudūrı̄ (d. 1037) held that the tra-
chea, oesophagus, and jugular veins should all be
cut, while others listed the carotid arteries. Large
animals like camels are slain by nahør, stabbing in
the neck.

Muslims may eat food prepared by the People of
the Book (S 5:5; cf. 1 Cor 8), but meat produced
without having the name of God pronounced over it
is unacceptable (S 6:121). Meat exported to Islamic
countries or produced for internal consumption in
Muslim minority countries is commonly stunned
before slaughter though some Muslims disparage
this practice.
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VI. Literature
The prescription of what constitutes clean and un-
clean meat in the Bible (from the the food laws of
Leviticus to the censure of the Nicolaitan prophetess
in Rev 2:20) has been handled in a range of works
stretching from the Middle English poem Cleanness
(with its treatment of episodes from the Flood,
Sodom and Gomorrah, and Belshazzar’s Feast) to
Samuel Beckett’s Dante and The Lobster (1932), with
its riffs on the prohibitions in Leviticus.

Two particular biblical texts have proved sig-
nificant in the literary reception of the Bible: the
story of Judith and the sweetness emerging from
the carcass of the lion killed by Samson (Judg 14:8–
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9). In three 16th-century French dramas Judith
scrupulously travels to the tent of Holofernes with
her own meat in a food pouch, before leaving the
camp subsequently with the head of Holofernes in
the same pouch. Robert Appelbaum notes that Guil-
laume de Salluste Du Bartas in his verse epic La Judit
(1574, Judith) has Judith meet Holofernes at a feast
in a Renaissance palace rather than a military tent
but she still leaves with his head in a food pouch
(Appelbaum: 691–94).

American Puritan spirituality found in Judg
14:14, “Out of the eater came meat, and out of the
strong came sweetness” (Geneva Bible), the assur-
ance that God would make providential good
emerge from sorrow. Michael Wigglesworth’s Meat
out of the Eater (1689), “a poetical study of the Last
Judgment” (Weimer: 8–12 et passim).

More gruesomely Jonathan Swift’s satire, “A
Modest Proposal” (1729) draws on a mixture of bib-
lical texts (Lev 26:7–30; Deut 28:52–54; Jer 19:8–9),
to make its outlandish suggestion of cannibalism as
a solution to the problems of starvation in Ireland.

Within 20th-century literature, the ingestion of
the cockroach in Clarice Lispector’s novel A paixão
Segundo G.H. (1964, The Passion of G.H.) stands out as
one of the strangest and yet intriguing transgres-
sions of the deuteronomic dietary laws. The fact
that the creature is injured adds to the sense of the
main protagonist’s self-abasement.
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VII. Film
Biblical concepts relating to religio-cultural rituals
regarding meat, and the ethics of meat-eating, ap-
pear in cinema.

Religious rituals and regulations regarding
meat – specifically the laws of kashrut, which deter-
mine which types of meat can be consumed and
how meat should be prepared – are depicted in a
number of films. For example, the main character
in Einayim Petukhoth (dir. Haim Tabakman, 2009,
IL/DE/FR, Eyes Wide Open) is a married ultra-ortho-
dox butcher living in Jerusalem who falls in love
with his younger male apprentice. The film shows
the daily activities of a kosher meat shop, from
hauling crates of live chickens to slicing steaks. The
film does not seek to explain or describe the regula-
tions regarding meat, but simply takes them for
granted.

An egregious portrayal of kosher meat prepara-
tion can be found in the Nazi cinematic propaganda
pseudo-documentary Der Ewige Jude (dir. Fritz Hip-
pler, 1940, DE, The Eternal Jew), which contrasts the
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“cruelty” of ritual slaughter with the supposedly re-
fined and humane practices of the Third Reich.

Often in cinema, the consumption of pork (or
refraining from such consumption based on biblical
prohibitions) serves as a marker of identity. For ex-
ample, in Europa Europa (dir. Agnieszka Holland,
1990, DE/FR/PL), a Jewish boy who poses as a Hitler
youth in order to escape death must violate Jew-
ish law by eating ham, thus “coding the dilemmas
in that period between kashrut and survival”
(Abrams: 167).

Several films take up the moral implications of
meat-eating and explore them using biblical
themes. Perhaps the most notable of these is the
2014 blockbuster Noah (dir. Darren Aronofsky, US).
As in the biblical story (Gen 6–9), in Aronofsky’s
movie God destroys the world by flood and spares
only the titular character and his family. The movie
counts meat-eating as amongst the reasons why God
is angry with human society. In one early scene,
Noah walks in a hellish landscape as men kidnap
girls to trade for meat, and animals are tossed into
the air and then slaughtered in a spray of blood.
Noah locks eyes with a dirty, grunting thief who has
captured some scraps of flesh, and the thief hisses at
him. Immediately, images of the fall of humankind
appear on screen: a demonic-looking serpent, and a
hand plucking an apple from a tree. The implica-
tion is that human violence against humans, and
human violence against animals, are both sins. Hu-
mans have become rapacious carnivores, and it is
for this reason (at least in part) that God must wipe
them from the earth. Significantly, the movie Noah
does not include God’s words from Gen 9:3, in
which God says to post-flood Noah and his sons,
“Every moving thing that lives shall be food for
you; and just as I gave you the green plants, I give
you everything.” The cinematic Noah and his family
will apparently continue to be vegetarians.

Documentaries with pseudo-religious under-
tones like Eating Our Way to Extinction (dir. Ludo
Brockway/Otto Brockway, forthcoming, UK) and
Christopher Dillon Quinn’s film Eating Animals
(2017, US/CN/DE/IN/UK), which was based on Jona-
than Safran Foer’s book of the same name, appeal to
humanistic rather than biblical mores to proscribe
indulgence in the meat produced by agribusiness.
The aptly-named 1963 silent exposé Muchshar b’li
Rosh (dir. David Greenberg, IL, Kosher without a Head)
is a reinterpretation of 1949’s Le Sang des Bêtes (dir.
Georges Franju, FR, aka Blood of the Beasts) and por-
trays the slaughter of animals as an affront not
against scripture but against human conscience. In
these and other cases, when the biblical theme of
meat-eating manifests itself in film, its religious sig-
nificance tends to be either neutral or negative.
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Melville, Herman
Herman Melville (1819–1891) was born in New
York City into a family of merchants. His schooling
was cut short by his father’s mounting financial
troubles. In 1839, he went to sea, first to Liverpool,
then on a whaling voyage, which ended when he
jumped ship in the South Seas. Returning to the
United States on a naval vessel, Melville embarked
on a literary career that made heavy use of his expe-
riences as a sailor. The success of his first novel,
Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life (1846), a blistering at-
tack on the intolerance of western missionaries in
the Pacific Islands, cast a long shadow over his sub-
sequent work, in which increasing literary ambition
inversely corresponded to declining sales. Married
to Elizabeth Shaw, Melville reserved his most in-
tense feelings, only distantly reciprocated, for Na-
thaniel Hawthorne, his neighbor in Pittsfield, Mas-
sachusetts. It was to him that he dedicated his
masterwork, Moby Dick; or The Whale (1851). After
the commercial and critical failure of his last novel,
The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade (1857), Melville
took on a day job as a customs inspector in New
York Harbor and turned to poetry. When he died
on September 28, 1891 in his native city, the New
York Times misspelled his first name. Decades later,
books such as Lewis Mumford’s Herman Melville
(1929) paved the way for a new appreciation of Mel-
ville as, along with Walt Whitman, “the greatest im-
aginative writer that America has produced” (Mum-
ford: 4).

If Melville had a quarrel with God, as Lawrance
Thompson asserted in 1952, he also had more than
a few bones to pick with the customary manifesta-
tions of God’s purpose for the world, the church,
and the Bible. His father happened to be a liberal
Unitarian; Melville later occasionally attended Uni-
tarian services and, towards the end of his life,
might even have joined a Unitarian congregation.
But Allan Melvill (spelled without an “e” on the
end) died when Herman was only twelve, so that
the most abiding influence on young Herman’s reli-
gious imagination came from his mother Maria
Gansevoort Melville, a strict Calvinist, who knew
the Bible in Dutch as well as in English (she also
added, after Allan’s death, the final “e” to the fam-
ily name). Melville’s work became saturated with
the names of HB/OT prophets and outcasts, from
Ahab to Ishmael to Zacchaeus. Maria passed on her
knowledge of the Bible but not her religious confi-
dence. Melville’s theological quandaries were char-
acterized aptly by Nathaniel Hawthorne, who said
that his friend could “neither believe, nor be com-
fortable in his unbelief” (Delbanco: 14). An even
more poignant summary of his dilemma is given by
Pierre, the protagonist of Melville’s 1852 novel,
Pierre, or the Ambiguities, who wonderswhere he could
“find the Church, the monument, the Bible, which
unequivocally said to him – ‘Go on, thou art in the
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Right; I endorse thee all over; go on’” (Melville
1982–84: 3:241).

Melville’s lifelong quest for such an endorse-
ment led him to return again and again to his
mother’s Bible. His quotations, allusions, analogies,
and allegories increased in frequency and in inten-
sity as his literary career progressed. His first book,
the bestselling Typee, begins with a parody of the
Last Supper (with a fowl named “Pedro” or “Peter”
sacrificed for the appetites of just one man, the cap-
tain) before the protagonist enters the new Canaan
of the island Nuku Hiva, where South Seas natives
wear “the garb of Eden” (Melville 1982–84: 1:107,
214). In Melville’s mature work, such straightfor-
ward ironic analogies frequently turn into complex
tools for social and philosophical critique. In “Be-
nito Cereno,” for example, Melville’s 1855 indict-
ment of New World imperialism, the ship’s medal-
lion, showing a masked dark satyr with his foot on
a prostrate, writhing figure, echoes Luke 10:19 (“Be-
hold, I give unto you power to tread on serpents”)
and thus provides a sinister comment on the slave
revolt that has taken place. At the end of “Bartleby
the Scrivener” (1853), his tale about a determinedly
non-conformist office clerk, Melville evokes Job
3:14. Bartleby’s only salvation lies in death, when
he, in the baffled narrator’s view, sleeps “with kings
and counsellors” (Job 3:14; Melville 1982–
84: 3:671). While Melville’s mind instinctively grav-
itated towards the OT, he occasionally lightened the
gloom settling over his texts with the faint promise
of NT redemption, notably in “Billy Budd,” his last,
unfinished tale (published in 1924). Billy, Melville’s
tragically pure-minded protagonist, is a kind of
modern Isaac, sacrificed at the altar of marine disci-
pline by the conflicted Abraham-like Captain Vere.
However, at his execution, Billy reenacts the death
of Jesus, his soul ascending into the dawn like a
glorious vision of the Lamb of God (Rev 5:6).

Melville’s battle with Christian tradition, his
play with biblical types and antitypes, finds its de-
finitive form in Moby Dick. Captain Ahab, named af-
ter the Israelite King who was cursed for worship-
ping the pagan sun god Baal (1 Kgs 16:31–33;
18:18; 21:20–26), is so monomaniacally focused on
eradicating the evil he has personified in the whale
that he does not notice how he has become evil him-
self. He is aided in his descent into madness by his
Quaker first mate, Starbuck. Reminiscent of Ahab’s
servant Obadiah, who “feared the Lord greatly”
(1 Kgs 18:3), Starbuck recognizes too late that
Moby-Dick is not the Leviathan of Isaiah, the
Psalms, or the Book of Job but a fellow creature that
wants to be left alone. Named after the son the slave
woman Hagar gave to Abraham (Gen 16), Ishmael,
the novel’s narrator and a misfit like Bartleby,
Pierre, or Billy Budd, perhaps comes closest to en-
joying Moby-Dick for who or what he is, when he
celebrates the beauty of the breaching whale as he
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is hovering, for a moment, “in the rainbowed air” –
a final moment of grace before the novel’s violent
end, a reminder of the covenant Ahab has broken
(Gen 9:12–13; Melville 1982–84: 2:1401).

Melville’s neglected poetry is likewise suffused
with biblical images and concepts. A good example
is “Shiloh,” a poem from Melville’s collection Battle-
Pieces and Aspects of the War (1866): in a requiem that
promises no resurrection, Melville remembers one
of the deadliest battles of the Civil War. He con-
trasts the biblical implications of the name Shiloh
(signifying the advent of peace in the prophecy of
Gen 49:10) with the reality of a battlefield littered
with thousands of human bodies “undeceive[d]” by
the bullets they fired at each other (Melville
2019: 39). Melville’s quarrel with the Bible, how-
ever, reached its pinnacle in his nearly 18,000 line-
long verse fantasy, Clarel: A Poem and Pilgrimage in the
Holy Land (1876), which was inspired by his 1857
visit to Egypt and Palestine. Terrified by the pyra-
mids of Egypt, where he thought “the idea of Jeho-
vah” was conceived (Melville 1955: 118), Melville
never fully warmed up to Jerusalem either. A her-
metic “chiaroscuro of beliefs and doctrines” (R. P.
Warren; Melville 2004: 37), set against the stark
landscape of the desert, Clarel projects Melville’s
spiritual quest onto a diverse group of pilgrim trav-
elers and dramatizes his own bafflement: “Where,
where now He who helpeth us, / The Comforter?”
(John 14:16; Melville 2019: 641). In his personal Bi-
ble (now at Harvard’s Houghton Library), Melville
glossed Rom 14:22 (“Hast thou faith? Have it to thy-
self before God”) with a marginal note emphasizing
that we must find comfort in ourselves, a mix of
liberal-Christian sentiment and despair: “The only
kind of Faith—one’s own.” The end of Clarel affirms
that “life’s wonted stream flows on” (Melville
2019: 643). And that extraliterary reality, the “inhu-
man Sea,” as Melville also calls it in the poem “Peb-
bles” (1888; Melville 2019: 694), is something that
no literary text, not even that glorious prototype of
all literary texts, the Bible, can hope to capture
fully. In a sense, then, Melville’s ongoing, passion-
ate quarrel with the Bible was also his quarrel with
the limits of literature itself.
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I. Introduction
“Cultural memory theory” refers to Aleida and Jan
Assmann’s sociological approach to the generational
commemoration of the past. As an Egyptologist
working with the primary sources of the ancient
Near East, Jan Assmann’s research has been most
influential on scholars of the Bible, and thus will be
the focus here.

The impetus for the Assmanns’ theory of cul-
tural memory was French sociologist Maurice Halb-
wachs’ theory of “collective memory” (Halbwachs;
Assmann 2006b). In the early 20th century, Halb-
wachs advanced the first sociological theory of
memory. In contrast to viewing memory as a neu-
rological or psychological function of storing el-
ements of the past in the brain, Halbwachs argued
that memory was thoroughly integrated into the in-
dividual’s social circumstances: the cues that
prompted memory came from social interactions;
the language and thought used to articulate mem-
ory were borrowed from society; and the means of
categorizing memory qualitatively – that is, the
means of forming value judgments about past
events, persons, or ideas – also stemmed ultimately
from socially learned ethics and morals. In this way,
Halbwachs spoke of the “social frameworks of mem-
ory” that enabled a person or group to bring the
past to bear upon the present and spoke of the “col-
lective memory” of a group as a culturally shared
past that would inform their formations of memo-
ries and to which their formations of memories
would contribute. Halbwachs was thus primarily in-
terested in the impact of the current group upon
the social formation of memory.

Assmann built upon Halbwachs’ insights con-
cerning the social formation of memory, but was
more directly interested in how these dynamics oc-
curred in successive generations, eventually leading
some versions of the past to reach a canonical status
within a group. He renamed Halbwachs’ “collective
memory” of the current generation as “communi-
cative memory” (kommunikatives Gedächtnis) and
coined the term “cultural memory” (kulturelles Ge-
dächtnis) for memorial practices and texts that ex-
tend beyond the current generation and are inher-
ited by subsequent generations. Capturing the
distinction between his focus and that of Halb-
wachs, he says, “With cultural memory the depths
of time open up” (Assmann 2006b: 24). He reserves
a prominent role in his theory for “cultural texts”
(kulturelle Texte), a concept that includes written tra-
dition but is not limited to it. A cultural text is any
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“semantic unit that is encoded in symbolic forms”
(Assmann 2006a: 76) and can include rituals, festi-
vals, gestures, dress codes, etc. Assmann observes,
“By the transmission of cultural texts, a society or
culture reproduces itself in its ‘cultural identity’
through the generations” (Assmann 2006a: 76).

Importantly, then, whereas the stress of Halb-
wachs’ theory of collective memory was firmly upon
memory as a process, the stress of Assmann’s theory
of cultural memory is upon the publicly observed
and consumed products of those processes, or what
we might call the artifacts of memory. Assmann’s
theory of cultural memory is also, therefore, most
concerned with transmission processes: herein lies
its relevance for scholars of the Bible and related
literature. The various forms of media that Ass-
mann classifies as “cultural memory” comprise
what biblical scholars have always referred to more
vaguely as “tradition.” Assmann articulates this
identification when he says, “What communication
is for communicative memory, tradition is for cul-
tural memory” (Assmann 2006b: 8).

Assmann’s theory of cultural memory has of-
fered scholars a fresh approach to problems related
to the respective functions of oral and written me-
dia in the ancient world. The transition from orality
to textuality plays a decisive role in his theory. Al-
though it is not unique in this regard, Assmann
adds a distinctive claim that writing and manu-
scripts create an “extended situation” (zerdehnte
Situation) between an original context of authorship
and a later context of readership (Assmann 2011: 7–
8). This “extended situation” expands the herme-
neutical interaction of orality, characterized by
speaker and audience, across time and space. It is
thus in the form of written tradition that cultural
texts can be passed from one generation to subse-
quent generations, transitioning from communica-
tive memory to cultural memory. When intention-
ally shaped by the receiving culture, that cultural
memory can come to reflect the identity of the
group to the extent that it becomes canonical. In
this way, for Assmann, the transition from orality
to textuality plays a crucial role in the process of
canonization.

Assmann consistently places that transition at
the forty-year mark of a culture and associates it
with a crisis in the collective memory that he terms
a “breakage in tradition” (Traditionsbruch) (Assmann
2011: vii, 36, 195, 196). As a first generation begins
to die off, their communicative memory must tran-
sition to cultural memory in order to survive. Ass-
mann thus places the textualization of some foun-
dational writings, such as Deuteronomy, in such a
context. Later scholars have likewise associated the
textualization of the Gospel of Mark (ca. 70 CE)
with a Traditionsbruch.

Cultural memory theory also carries significant
hermeneutical implications that have impacted his-
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toriographical discussions among scholars of the
HB and the NT. Assmann refers to his approach as
“mnemohistory” (Assmann 1997: 8) and defines it
in contrast to historical positivist searches for the
actual past. Instead, he describes it as “reception
theory applied to history” (Assmann 1997: 9). In the
guise of mnemohistory, therefore, Assmann’s cul-
tural memory theory has joined other approaches
that move the historiographical focus of scholars
away from putative originating events and onto
their reception history.

In these ways and others, cultural memory
theory takes a more comprehensive view of the
transmission of the past in ancient cultures than
some prior methodologies. It views transmission
processes as intricately related to identity construc-
tion, and identity construction itself as intricately
related to the received past and the present in which
it is received.
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II. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
Cultural memory here refers to that collective mem-
ory of a group that is mediated by tradition and
symbolic frameworks. Unlike horizontal communi-
cative memory, passed down by living witnesses
and so limited to a few generations, cultural mem-
ory extends diachronically for la longue durée (Ass-
mann: 5). It connects the generations by linking
public representations of the past to the present,
forging group identity. A group’s cultural memory
may preserve and reimagine an ancient myth or
master narrative in order to bind a community to-
gether against forces of disintegration. At the same
time, it delegitimates other perspectives or even
other memory configurations flowing from the
same traditions (Rieff: 64). Thus cultural memory
requires collective forgetting as well as remember-
ing, a sifting of the data of the deep past in order
to define a group’s identity and boundaries in the
present. As R. G. Collingwood put it, “Every present



Memory, Cultural

has a past of its own; and any imaginative recon-
struction of the past aims at reconstructing the past
of this present” (247). Expressions of shared mem-
ory include legacy (ideas or principles), heritage
(material objects), and nostalgia (longing for an un-
attainable past) (Margalit: 61).

Cultural Memory in the Hebrew Bible. The
book of Deuteronomy is the locus classicus of biblical
cultural memory. In this book the figure of Moses
seeks to make the memory of forty years in the wil-
derness the basis of Israelite identity by recalling it
to a generation that had not experienced these sal-
vific events. The Deuteronomist employs this tale
and the divine law embedded within it to inculcate
within his own audience those habits of heart and
mind that were purportedly promulgated by the an-
cient prophet. In particular, in its frame and in
chapters 6 and 11, the book identifies seven tech-
niques for forging cultural memory (Assmann: 17–
19): (1) memorization (Deut 6:6); (2) teaching (6:7);
(3) body marking (tefillin) and symbols (mezuzot)
(6:8–9); (4) publicly accessible written law (27:28);
(5) festivals commemorating salvific events (Pass-
over, Shavu�ot, Sukkot) (16); (6) song (31:19–21);
and (7) canonization of Torah text (11). Though all
of these procedures are vital, probably the most crit-
ical is writing, for it gives the foundation myth and
its legal code a permanence enabling it to undergird
cultural memory in adverse circumstances. Impor-
tantly the later Shema� prayer mandated twice daily
by the rabbis begins with Deut 6:4–9, which in-
cludes the first three techniques named. The para-
graph’s focus on memorization, recitation, trans-
mission, and writing of the commandments
impresses the law upon each new generation.

Deuteronomy takes its place as the culmination
of the Pentateuch and the introduction to the Early
Prophets, which together constitute the HB’s major
work of cultural memory, the recounting of the
story of God’s people from the creation of the world
to the destruction of the temple. Similarly, Chroni-
cles-Ezra-Nehemiah offers a revised, extended, and
frequently censored and competing version of the
story. In addition the many examples of succinct
chronological résumés in various biblical genres ex-
hibit the performative aspect of shared memory.
Texts such as Josh 24; 1 Sam 12; Jer 32:16–24; Ezek
20; Neh 9; Pss 78; 105; 106; 135; 136 show the pop-
ularity of this form in historical and prophetic texts,
prayers, and songs. That each one recalls, lists, and
configures the “mighty acts of God” differently
demonstrates how cultural memory sorts the data
of tradition according to the needs of the present
hour, place, and Sitz im Leben.

Another biblical vehicle for cultural memory is
war commemoration. The frequent references
throughout the narrative books to battles and to the
military groups that fought as allies or enemies sug-
gest that biblical writers aimed to negotiate Israel’s
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identity in terms of the wars it fought. Concerned
with the status of groups in their contemporary so-
ciety, the authors of the books of Samuel and
Chronicles, for example, focus on the loyalty or dis-
loyalty of these groups or their representative ances-
tors to David as he struggled to attain and maintain
the kingship (Wright: 12). Similarly, the Kenites, a
non-Israelite group, would seem to have been
grafted into the tribe not only by Hobab (Jethro),
Moses’ father-in-law who acted as a scout for the
tribes, but also by Jael the Kenite, the woman who
lured Sisera, the Canaanite general, into her tent
and then hammered a tent peg into his head, thus
winning the battle for the Israelite tribes (Judg 4–5;
see also “Jael [Person]”). By constructing narratives
featuring sometimes competing memories of brave
tribes and clans who supported or did not support
Israel’s “tribal” leaders and king David, biblical au-
thors sought to forge a collective identity for their
nation. Remembering, they affirmed, is belonging.
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III. New Testament
1. “Memory” in the NT. A striking point of refer-
ence to “memory” in the NT is Jesus’ command at
the Last Supper, “Do this in remembrance of me”
(τοῦτο ποιεῖτε εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνάμνησιν; 1 Cor 11:24,
25; Luke 22:19). Whether or not this instruction
goes back to the historical Jesus (which is disputed),
it highlights that “memory” forms a bridge be-
tween the earthly Jesus and the post-Easter Chris-
tian community. The Greek term ἀνάμνησις is usu-
ally translated as “remembrance,” but in terms of
liturgical studies or ritual theory, may also be per-
ceived as “representation”: In celebrating the Eu-
charist, the Christian community symbolically par-
ticipates in Jesus’ last supper in Jerusalem, with
Jesus now being present in the bread and the cup,
shared by the participants of the meal (see “Lord’s
Supper”).

The Gospel of John uses the verb “to remember”
(μιμνῄ σκομαι) to emphasize that Jesus’ earthly ac-
tivity can be fully grasped only from a post-Easter
perspective. Jesus’ statement, “Destroy this temple
and in three days I will raise it up,” was remem-
bered by his disciples after he was raised from the
dead. Now they understood that he had spoken
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about the “temple of his body,” they believed in the
scripture and the word of Jesus (2:19–22). Likewise,
Jesus’ entry in Jerusalem, interpreted by a passage
from Scripture (“Do not be afraid, daughter of Zion.
Look, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s
colt!”), was understood by his disciples only after
Jesus was glorified (12:12–16).

As these passages demonstrate, “memory” in the
NT is a hermeneutical concept to capture the rela-
tionship of present and past, more precisely: of the
resurrection of Jesus and his earthly activity. Based
on the fundamental belief that Jesus’ resurrection
and his post-Easter appearances open up a new un-
derstanding of his earthly activity and lead to a new
way of life of his followers, representations of Jesus
became an important part of the life and self-under-
standing of the Christian communities. These rep-
resentations could take the form of rituals, as in the
Eucharist, or of narratives, as in the Gospels. The
concept “memory” and its application to the NT
have to be perceived against this background.

2. Concepts of “Memory.” “Memory” in ancient
Jewish and Hellenistic education, and also in the
Jesus tradition, can be conceived as personal recol-
lection of fundamental texts and traditions. Accord-
ing to this model, Jesus’ followers, relying on Helle-
nistic educational techniques in general and
rabbinic memorization practices in particular,
memorized his teachings by repetition and made
use of them in their own teaching and post-Easter
proclamation. The applicability of this model to the
early Jesus tradition, however, did not go undis-
puted.

First, it may be questioned whether a Hellenistic
or rabbinic educational milieu, based on a certain
degree of literacy, can be presupposed for the rural
Galilee as the primary historical context for the for-
mation of the Jesus tradition.

Second, it seems debatable whether a school mi-
lieu of teacher and disciples learning texts and tra-
ditions by heart is the appropriate model for Jesus’
activity and teaching. According to the Jesus tradi-
tion preserved in early Christian gospels, Jesus as a
wandering charismatic teacher gathered a group of
followers who participated in his activity, character-
ized by healings, teaching in parables and apho-
risms, communal meals as well as controversies
with Pharisees, Sadducees and Scribes about the
Scriptures of Israel and Jewish laws as Sabbath ob-
servance and purity rules. It is, by contrast, unlikely
that the formation of the Jesus tradition originated
from memorization of written texts and fixed tradi-
tions by his followers. Jesus activity originated in an
oral milieu in which his teachings and disputes took
place in various situations. It seems therefore rea-
sonable to allow for more flexibility in the forma-
tion and transmission of the early Jesus tradition
and to interpret the terms “teacher” (1αββί, δι-
δάσκαλος) and “disciple” (μαθητής) within the set-
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ting of Jesus’ activity described in early Christian
gospels. In an oral milieu each narrative or dialogue
is a “performance” in its own right, not a repetition
of an “original.” It is thus more likely that the Jesus
traditions were shaped into “performances” in vari-
ous situations, not as repetitions of “original ver-
sions,” learned by heart and memorized verbatim
by his followers. At a next stage the early traditions
were integrated into the narrative frameworks of
the Gospels which replaced the situations of oral
communication as the primary settings of the Jesus
tradition. The ongoing variability and fluidity of
the early Jesus tradition, even after the first written
fixations, can be perceived from the receptions in
2nd-century writings as well as from the variability
in the textual transmission.

Third, the reliability of personal memory may
also be called into question from a general view-
point. Whereas some scholars emphasize its trust-
worthiness, others (among them psychologists and
historians) are reluctant to grant personal reminis-
cences a foundational role in retaining the past. In-
stead they refer to vulnerability of the human mem-
ory, as e.g., forgetfulness, absent-mindedness,
suggestibility, and bias. The individual memory ap-
proach therefore has serious weaknesses and cannot
be regarded as a convincing view on memory and
the Jesus tradition.

Another approach pays attention to the collec-
tive dimension of memory. According to French so-
ciologist Maurice Halbwachs, human memories are
influenced by “social frameworks,” i.e., by ideas,
terms, and social values which determine the con-
ceptualization of individual memories. The concept
of “social memory” thus draws attention to the fact
that the remembered past is controlled by the
present as the social context in which the past be-
comes meaningful. Halbwachs also used the term
“collective memory” to highlight that individual
memories are part of a broader frame of memories
which members of a group share and to which they
contribute. Collective memory can even develop
into a distinct view on a common past of a group or
society which is not just an accumulation of individ-
ual memories, but a certain adaptation of the past
from a group’s perspective which are recalled in
narratives or rituals.

Building on Halbwachs’ work on memory, Jan
Assmann developed the concept of “cultural mem-
ory.” Cultural memory transcends collective mem-
ory in that it becomes independent of living memo-
ries. It consists of shared knowledge, ethical values,
and written as well as unwritten traditions of a na-
tion, a society or a religious community. Cultural
memory thus determines the way the past becomes
meaningful as the common ground of a group or
society. The concepts of social and cultural memory
therefore underline that the past is not meaningful
as such, but only insofar as it contributes as inter-
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preted past to the self-perception of a group. These
concepts also point to the fact that the past is by
definition influenced by the interest and the needs
of the present. Cultural memory in particular dis-
tinguishes between “the past” and “history.” The
past itself is by definition bygone, it is present only
in form of remains of the past as well as of tradi-
tions, interpreted within the cultural and social
frameworks of the present. Representations of the
past can take the form of oral or written narratives,
of rituals (e.g., the Passover or the Eucharist), me-
morials, and commemoration ceremonies. The ap-
proach to memory as “social,” “collective,” and
“cultural” is therefore skeptical towards the possi-
bility to reconstruct the past behind the remains
from bygone times. It is also critical of the idea that
“authenticity” could be the goal of reconstructing
the past. To conceptualize memory as “social,” “col-
lective,” and “cultural” instead points to the inevi-
table connection of present and past in the process
of making the past meaningful for the present.

Remembrance of the past can also take the form
of critical challenges for the self-perception of a
group, society or nation. Critical remembrance of
the past can bring to mind aspects of the past that
are in danger of being suppressed or forgotten, be-
cause they may be embarrassing or painful or be-
cause they undermine the power of political author-
ities. Critical interpretation of the remains of the
past and of traditions is therefore not at least an
ethical duty since it makes voices of the marginal-
ized and the oppressed heard.

3. Approaches to “Memory” in NT Scholar-
ship. In NT scholarship the concept of social and
cultural memory was introduced in Jesus research
in the 1990s. Building on Assmann’s insights, this
approach has meanwhile developed into a herme-
neutical perspective on the Jesus tradition. Besides
that, it was also applied to figures like Paul and Pe-
ter. With regard to the Jesus tradition the memory
approach engages critically with the approaches of
the form critics on the one hand and Birger Ger-
hardsson on the other. While the form critics re-
garded the social situations of the early Christians
(“Sitz im Leben”) and the Christian kerygma as the
driving forces of the collection and interpretation
of the early Jesus tradition, Gerhardsson and others
pointed to the rabbinic memory practice as the ap-
propriate frame for the preservation and transmis-
sion of Jesus’ teachings. Whereas the form critics
were less interested in a “historical Jesus” and the
contours of his teachings (although Bultmann and
Dibelius authored books on Jesus), the latter model
claims that Jesus’ followers would have learned his
teachings by heart and preserved them until they
were written down in the Gospels. What is at stake
in this discussion, is the reliability of the gospel tra-
dition as a way back to Jesus or, vice versa, from
Jesus to the NT Gospels. Whether the Gospels – or
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the early Jesus tradition in general – in the first
place provide insights into the social life of early
Christian communities, their faith and their mis-
sionary activities, or allow for conclusions about Je-
sus’ activity and teaching was therefore the bone of
contention between Gerhardsson and his compan-
ions on the one hand and the form critics on the
other. The shortcoming of the form critical ap-
proach is that the impact of the early Jesus tradition
and of Jesus himself is downplayed or neglected in
favor of the social frameworks of Christian commu-
nities and Easter faith. The view of memory as trust-
worthy individual recollections by contrast does not
take into account the social dimension of early
Christian memories which at some stage developed
into the cultural memory of Christianity. It does
also not consider sufficiently the deficiencies of hu-
man memory referred to above.

The approach to memory as social, collective,
and cultural wants to avoid the imbalances of both,
the form critical view and the approach that regards
individual memory as reliable preservation of the
past. Instead, it argues that the past – in this case:
the activity and teaching of Jesus – was preserved in
the form of collective memories by the early Chris-
tians before it became integrated into narrative
frameworks determined by the situation of Chris-
tian communities at the turn of the 1st to the 2nd
century. The contours and content of Jesus’ activity
and teaching are therefore by no means unimpor-
tant. However, there is no direct way back to Jesus
behind the Gospel narratives. Instead, any interpre-
tation of Jesus’ earthly ministry relies on the social
framework of the interpreter which shape the re-
mains and traditions of the past – be that of the
Gospel writers or of later interpreters. Jesus por-
traits are therefore a specific form of social, collec-
tive, and cultural memory. Modern portrayals
represent Jesus on the basis of historical-critical in-
terpretation, linking the present of the interpreter
with the past and vice versa. “Memory” perceived
in this way can therefore be regarded as a herme-
neutical paradigm for the interpretation of the early
Jesus tradition, and likewise for other figures and
traditions of early Christianity.
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IV. Judaism
How did Jews live with the HB? How did it function
as an aide mémoire for ongoing Judaism? The process
of canonization, first of all, fixed Torah as the
normative past replacing the authority of the king.
A crucial element of this past was the battle against
idolatry enjoined in both the Torah and the Pro-
phets. As monolatry gave way to monotheism the
ban on images came to be understood as a war be-
tween truth and falsehood. And as the canonical
written text replaced art and temple, the HB be-
came the sole source of revelation separating Jews
from the world of images and the gentile societies
around them. “Monotheism forms the basis of an
existential estrangement from the world” (Ass-
mann: 54, 77–80).

For the rabbis the Bible not only told of the past
of their people but even more importantly func-
tioned as the key to unlocking the meaning of the
present and the future. The patterns of history re-
vealed in the Bible recurred again and again. New
events were homologized to biblical events. Biblical
references to Edom came to refer to Christendom,
Ishmael to Islam. Biblical locations were transposed
to the diaspora world: Sepharad became Spain,
while Ashkenaz became Germany. Every new op-
pressor became Haman, the villain of the book of
Esther, or Amalek, the first (and eternal) enemy of
the Jewish people (see Exod 17:8–16; Deut 25:17–
19; note esp. the enjoinder to remember and not
forget the deeds of Amalek). “Second Purims” were
initiated to remember God’s saving his people from
disaster, as in Granada in 1038. On the other hand,
the 9th of Av, which commemorated the fall of both
temples, eventually absorbed to itself originally sep-
arate fast days marking other catastrophes.

Most dramatically the Passover Seder did not
just remember but re-actualized the Bible’s founda-
tion myth. The Haggadah intones: “In every genera-
tion they rise up against us to destroy us.” But also,
“Everyone should regard themselves as though they
had been liberated from Egypt.” The symbolic foods
on the Seder plate thus not only recall the biblical
moment of slavery and salvation but invite each
generation to understand itself as having been re-
deemed. Yet the theme of repeated persecution
looms large in Judaism’s cultural memory, lending
a lachrymose edge to Jewish identity and an ethical
imperative to remember the victims.

The temple sacrifices and ritual, so central to the
Torah, are preserved in Jewish cultural memory in
a number of ways. For one, the prolific discussions
and debates about them in talmudic literature, de-
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spite their cessation when the Second Temple was
destroyed, not only preserve their memory but an-
ticipate their reestablishment. For another, temple
rituals are adapted to synagogue and home life. The
waving of the lulav (palm branch), along with the
other three species, on the seven days of Sukkot, for
instance, which happened only in the temple, is in
the Mishnah (mRH 4:3) deemed “a memorial to the
temple” and permitted anywhere. In fact, the lulav
becomes an important iconographic symbol of the
temple along with the etrog (citron) and menorah,
which appear sometimes as graffiti in Roman syna-
gogues and more formally in synagogue iconogra-
phy (Fraade: 117–18). Festivals and other practices
that evoke biblical memory tie sacred symbols to
quotidian life and so reinforce community links in
the present and to the past.

Jewish cultural memory transmits not only bib-
lical historical patterns and ritual observances but
also each biblical verse as a free-floating atom of
meaning in the prolific rabbinic midrashic and legal
collections and commentaries. Biblical figures re-
mained the contemporaries of pious Jews and col-
lected attributes unknown in the Bible itself. Moses
becomes “our rabbi,” and Elijah a merciful father
who is present at every circumcision and visits every
household on Passover. The annual or triennial cy-
cle of Torah readings assured that the tales of the
ancestors were repeated and interpreted at the same
time every year, further underscoring their contem-
poraneity. As biblical time superimposed itself on
the calendar, so did biblical space. For example, the
rabbinic prayer for rain, based on biblical texts (e.g.,
Deut 11:14; 28:12) and the seasons in the land of
Israel, is recited beginning on Shemini Atseret, the
day after Sukkot, even though in the Diaspora the
prayer is often said in the midst of thunderstorms.

Another medium of biblical cultural memory
were sacred places associated with divine revelation
or biblical figures, examples of which dot the land
of Israel and beyond: the Tomb of the Patriarchs in
Hebron, Rachel’s Tomb near Bethlehem, Elijah’s
cave on Mount Carmel, and many others including
the Western Wall, the only remaining part of the
temple complex. More than symbols, such geophys-
ical sites bring believers close to the sacred in a
physical way and create bonds between the living
and the dead. In the last century archaeology has
functioned to uncover the geography and restore
the realia of the biblical world not in a sacred but
in a secular mode. Often called the national pastime
of the modern State of Israel, archaeology has been
used politically to legitimate Israel’s right and at-
tachment to its territory. In this way, its findings
serve a critical function as biblical heritage.

While the memory of the biblical world is cru-
cial to Jewish identity, it is a memory conditioned
not only by the twists, turns, and tumbles of Jewish
history but also by Jewish interactions with other
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groups. Because identity is always in flux and its
borders jagged, the memories that sustain it are in
flux as well, a product of the past but also of the
demands of the present. Judaism’s long and exten-
sive written tradition provides an especially rich re-
source for the ever modulating needs of cultural
memory.
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V. Christianity
Broadly defined, cultural memory refers to collec-
tive ways of remembering and forgetting and how
these shape and respond to the ideas, customs, be-
havior, products, and practices associated with a
particular society, people, or period (Halbwachs
1925; 1941; 1951; Geertz; Schwartz; Hobsbawm/
Range). The processes through which the Christian
reception and use of the Bible reflects and informs
cultural memory are multifarious and entangled,
weaving history and theology together with individ-
ual, familial, and communal identities at local, na-
tional, and transnational levels. This is inevitable
given that scriptural language and ideas have per-
meated learning, politics, social life and the arts
across all cultures influenced by Christianity. The
reception of this biblical content among successive
generations of readers and hearers throughout the
world has both reinforced and reconfigured cultural
discourses and experiences of commemoration and
recollection as well as strategies of selective amnesia
and omission. In the late medieval and early mod-
ern past, the reception of the Bible in Christianity
has had a particularly pronounced impact on the
construction of cultural memory because scripture
is also a constantly evolving product of culture that
has not only informed but also continuously
adapted to scholarly criticism, literary creativity,
and myth-making (Shuger). Far from a pristine ves-
sel and conduit for the eternal word of God, there-
fore, the Bible is a fundamentally plural, multivo-
cal, and unstable artifact.

As a consequence of new approaches to scholar-
ship in the midst of the Renaissance and the Refor-
mation, efforts to interpret scriptural language re-
configured cultural perceptions of the past. The
medieval authority of the Bible was gradually desta-
bilized during the 15th and 16th centuries, as
humanist scholars and Christian reformers increas-
ingly reassessed prevailing understanding of classi-
cal texts amidst renewed interest in ancient peoples
as well as the indigenous inhabitants of the newly
discovered Americas. Exposing the protracted accre-
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tion of writings that had contributed to the con-
struction of the Bible, philological and theological
works sought to establish the historical contexts in
which scripture had been created; confronted read-
ers with the multiauthorship of the text; and prom-
ised new interpretations of particular biblical ideas
and narratives. As scripture ceased to be viewed as
an unmediated divine revelatory transmission dur-
ing the first half of the 17th century, scholars in-
creasingly investigated the Bible as a series of his-
torical documents in order to detect evidence of
cultural development in the text itself (Poll-
mann: 82–86; Levitin: 1126–27). Thus, seemingly
archaic and simplistic references in parts of the OT
came to be seen as efforts by the original authors to
make the text accessible to ancient people deemed
uncivilized and ignorant in the eyes of Christians in
early modern Europe (Levitin: 1126–27, 1131). This
“historicized” conception of the Bible shaped cul-
tural memory by suggesting the possibility of cul-
tural development while also affirming a hierarchi-
cal order of cultures (Pollmann: 82–86).

As the Bible ceased to be timeless and was in-
creasingly understood as a product of its time, it
increasingly appeared to commemorate the cultural
development of the Christian West. These develop-
ments took place in the context of the Christian in-
terpretation of chapters in the NT such as Rom 11,
which seemed to indicate that the sacrifice of Jesus
of Nazareth overrode the covenant between God
and the people of Israel described in the OT. This
chapter suggested that the community of believers
following Jesus were God’s chosen people and con-
stituted a “remnant” of the true Israel (Rom 11:5:
“Even so then at this present time also there is a
remnant according to the election of grace,” KJV).
This supersessionist approach to the structure of the
Bible was accompanied by the bitter collective mem-
ory of supposed deicide, a charge leveled by Chris-
tians against the Jewish people that created new dis-
tance between the two communities and provided
theological as well as historical foundations for the
subjugation, expulsion, and persecution of Jews in
Europe throughout the medieval and early modern
period (Livingstone).

Focusing on the example of England illustrates
the ways in which scripture underpinned collective
memories that in turn have shaped religious iden-
tity. The textual instability of the Bible was accom-
panied by complex processes of translation and edi-
torial intervention during the early modern period
that gradually localized scriptural language and en-
hanced the significance of the biblical past as a
foundation for the development of cultural mem-
ory. Recent research has demonstrated that subtle
alterations made to words and phrases of the He-
brew, Latin, and Greek scriptures in multiple Eng-
lish vernacular versions of the Bible from the late
14th-century Wycliffite versions and the Tyndale
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translations of the 1530s to the King James Version
of 1611 gradually injected preexisting English cul-
tural idioms into the text. In doing so, they “Angli-
cized” the meaning of numerous scriptural concepts
that in turn became integral to the formation of a
“social universe” (Tadmor). In Tudor and Stuart
England, the Bible offered a blueprint for the con-
tinuous unfolding of sacred history that ministers
employed to galvanize the religious conscience into
action and encourage congregants to extol as well as
defend an emerging concept of the nation. Actively
identifying themselves with biblical Israel, English
Protestants saw the Bible as a solemn commemora-
tion of the triumphs, trials, and transgressions of
God’s chosen people (Collinson). This reciprocity
between culture and scripture was material as well
as conceptual and linguistic. Inscribing the lan-
guage of the Bible in blackletter on the freshly
whitewashed rood screen panels of English
churches in the 16th century contributed not only
to the selective forgetting of pre-Reformation reli-
gious life, but also to the Protestant “reconfigura-
tion” of commemorative devotional practices that
sought to preserve and reappropriate fragmentary
remains of the Catholic past in service of the Church
of England in the present (Walsham). The reception
of the Bible was thus characterized by physical pro-
cesses of inscribing and foreclosing cultural mem-
ory. As a material object, the Bible itself became a
physical canvas onto which cultural memory could
be continually recorded and reconfigured. Research
has highlighted the flyleaves of household Bibles as
sites of record keeping, wherein family members re-
corded genealogical information, listed belongings,
and noted financial matters, all of which could be
passed down to the next generation of users (Poll-
mann: 23). As well as a record of the sacred genealo-
gies that formed scriptural history, the Bible was
an object onto which families inscribed their own
ancestry and communicated it to their descendants.
In this way, the Bible became a physical testament
to its own reception and use as a source of cultural
memory.

It must also be noted that the very history of
the Bible has been refracted through the cultural
memory that it helped to create. Scholars have ar-
gued, for instance, that the reformer responsible for
the first English translation of scripture, William
Tyndale (ca. 1494–1536), was initially propelled
into historiography as part of an effort to establish
continuity between the English Reformation of the
Tudor period and the Evangelical Revival of the
19th century. Tyndale was thereafter afforded in-
creasing commemoration and cultural prominence.
Perpetuated into the contemporary era, this process
has tacitly or unconsciously conflated his activities
as a translator of the Bible with his eventual martyr-
dom, thereby contributing to a “falsification of
memory” that has in turn shaped Christian identi-
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ties in Anglophone culture. Indeed, it has been
noted that Tyndale enjoys a near-hagiographical
status in the 21st century, a reputation that he him-
self, as a committed evangelical opposed to the com-
memoration of the saints in church services, would
surely have deplored (Juhasz/Arblaster).
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1. Mesoamerica. Despite numerous traditions
and languages, peoples of Mesoamerica have several
cultural and religious traits in common. Meso-
america has been defined as a cultural-geographical
region incorporating north-western, central and
southern Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and the west-
ern part of Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.
In this area various cultures – Maya, Nahua (Az-
tec), Olmec, Zapotec, Toltec, Tlapanec, Teotihua-
cano, Tarascan, Otomí, Mixtec etc. – had advanced
civilizations before the European arrival, i.e., ca.
1000 BCE–1521 CE (Carrasco: 9, 13).

Contacts existed between different Mesoameri-
can cultures through migrations, pilgrimage, trade,
diplomacy, war, tribute, and conquest. To some ex-
tent, the Mesoamericans shared principles of writ-
ing and logographic-pictorial systems. Many civili-
zations had a ball game, monumental architecture,
religious symbols, deities, rituals, and stories in
common. Several Mesoamerican cultures, apart
from a vigesimal counting system, shared quite a
few calendars – in particular a 260-day calendar and
a 365-day calendar, permutated into a 52-year calen-
dar.

2. Encounter with the Bible. At the beginning
of the 16th century, missionaries of monastic or-
ders – the Franciscans, the Dominicans, the Augus-
tinians, and the Jesuits – made the Bible known in
Mesoamerica through evangelization (Ricard;
Bruno/Míguez). Mesoamericans’ encounters with
and reactions to biblical scriptures are complex be-
cause there are various religions with particular lin-
guistic and literacy systems that are radically differ-
ent from Indo-European Christianity. Transmission
and reception of Catholicism depended principally
upon missionary linguist translations in con-
structed Latin alphabetic scripts into local lan-
guages, including Purépeche, Zapotec, Mixtec,
Mixe, Otomí, Maya, etc., with particular emphasis
on Nahuatl. In the colonial period, missionaries
communicated in a semiotics adapted to Meso-
america. They created an intersemiotic (hybrid) sys-
tem founded upon Indigenous and European
graphic and symbolic codes. There were issues of
how to transfer certain core and key biblical theo-
logical concepts. Biblical scripture was nevertheless
appropriated into indigenous religions in theologi-
cal literatures produced by Mesoamericans.

3. Missionary Linguist Translations of Biblical
Scriptures into Alphabetic Scripts. In the colo-
nial period, missionaries in Mesoamerica (“New
Spain”) gradually imposed the Spanish language
and literacy. In order to obtain conversion of peo-
ples not familiar with Semitic or Indo-European
languages, the biblical scriptures were, however, re-
quired to be translated into the vernacular. Mission-
ary linguists accordingly created biblical literacy
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with Latin alphabetic scripts adapted to various
Mesoamerican languages.

Numerous translations of ecclesiastical texts
were made into major languages such as, for in-
stance, Maya (Hanks), but in particular into Nahuatl
of the Aztec (Nahua) culture in Central Mexico
(Burkhart). This was a lingua franca because, at the
time of the Spanish arrival, the Aztecs dominated,
through their empire, a great part of Mesoamerica.

The Catholic colonial Bible mission to Meso-
america principally approved the Vulgate version.
Other editions or translations into local languages
were proscribed according to the Index of Prohib-
ited Books (1559). The monastic orders merely pre-
pared translations of the Gospels and the Epistles.
Moreover, only priests and missionaries were to
read and interpret the Bible (Bruno/Míguez).

Accordingly, with indigenous collaborators,
missionary linguists made translated catechisms,
confessionals, and sermons, but did not produce a
translation of the complete Bible. These were
founded upon Mesoamerican grammars (Sp. arte)
produced by missionary linguists, and dictionaries
that indigenous peoples helped to produce. Reli-
gious education in schools and convents, and con-
version of adults after a more or less hurried prelim-
inary teaching of fundamental theological dogma
such as the belief in one Creator God, Christ, im-
mortality of the soul, sin, salvation, damnation, etc.,
were followed by (mass)baptism(s), and catechized
instruction. The indigenous neophytes were cross-
examined in the latter containing the Lord’s Prayer,
Creed, Ave Maria, Ten Commandants, Articles of
Faith, etc. (Ricard: 48, 83–85, 91, 101–8).

Conversely, also with assistance of indigenous
assistants and informants, the Protestant mission-
ary organizations SIL, Wycliffe Bible Translators,
and New Tribes Mission of the 20th and 21st centu-
ries translate the entire Bible, in particular the NT,
into every indigenous language (for further discus-
sion, see “Latin America III. Christianity”; and
Pharo 2017).

4. Intersemiotic Transmissions of Biblical Scrip-
tures. The ethnographer missionary Torbio de
Benavente Motolinía (1490?–1569) narrates that in
the city Cholollan (aka Cholula) of Puebla, Mexico,
not long after the Spanish conquest, he asked the
Nahua to confess their sins written in their own
writing system. There came so many manuscripts
with written confessions that Motolinía could not
receive all (Glass: 282). This suggests that the Nahua
had not only a conception (albeit a different one) of
“sin” but also that it was represented in their writ-
ing and semiotic systems. These graphic systems in-
spired the missionary linguists.

Missionaries encountered numerous city-states
and empires with sophisticated semiotic and writ-
ing systems – and early on, together with selected
indigenous assistants and collaborators, produced
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intersemiotic catechisms and confessionals based
upon indigenous and European semiotic conven-
tions and codes. These manuscripts could also be
annotated with an indigenous language and/or
Spanish in Latin alphabetic script. Pictorial-logo-
graphic catechisms of the so-called “Testerian man-
uscripts” after the Franciscan fray Jacobo de Testera
(1490?–1554) were made in Mesoamerica from the
16th through the 19th centuries (Glass; cf. Pharo
2017 for bibliographic references).

A recent argument, put forward by Burkhart, is
that native peoples exclusively composed the picto-
rial-logographic catechisms of New Spain in the
17th and 18th centuries (Burkhart: 186–87; n. 58).
Mesoamericans used a phonetic-rebus principle as
reported by Bartolomé de las Casas. For example,
amen was represented in Nahuatl with the sign for
water (atl) and the sign for the maguey plant (metl):
a-ametl (Glass: 283). Indigenous symbolic-graphic
methodology of depicting Christian doctrine sug-
gests biblical receptions by the Mesoamericans.

5. Many Translated Concepts of ‘Sin’. Transla-
tion of Catholic doctrinal terminology (nomencla-
ture) into indigenous languages had consequences
for Mesoamerican reception of Christianity. For in-
stance, the issue of how to translate the Christian
key theological concept of “sin” into Mesoamerican
languages represented a major challenge for the
Spanish clergy and missionaries.

Instead of using the Spanish loanword pecado,
colonial missionaries acquired concepts from both
the Mesoamerican religious domain and the non-
religious domain in order to give these a Christian
theological moral value of “sin.”

In the colonial period, various moral-linguistic
categories for “sin” were translated from Maya,
Mixtec, and Nahuatl (Burkhart; Hanks; Pharo
2016). For instance, colonial missionary linguists
applied both tlahtlacolli and tlapilchihualli in Na-
huatl (Burkhart; Pharo 2016), and keban and çibil
(zipil) as translations for “sin” in Yucatec Maya
(Hanks: 137, 196–202, 265). Later, only tlahtlacolli
and keban become associated with Christian moral
doctrine in Nahuatl and Yucatec (Hanks; Pharo
2016, 2017).

This represents an illuminating example of the
difficulties not only in establishing meaning of
moral-linguistic categories from Indigenous Ameri-
can philosophies, a predicament of missionary lin-
guists’ semantic extension and transformation of
Mesoamerican concepts into Christian doctrine as
well as theological disorientation in receptions by
Mesoamericans.

6. Social Mesoamerican Bible Receptions.
There are three receptions of the Bible: conversion,
appropriation (adaption), and rejection (for further
discussion, see “Latin America IV. Indigenous Reli-
gions”). This also applies to colonial Mesoamerica.
But there are different social groups of Bible recep-
tions.
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Ethnographer missionaries and missionary lin-
guists collaborated with more or less converted na-
tive collaborators, informants, and assistants when
they gathered information and produced scriptural
translations accompanied with dictionaries and
grammars. With a few exceptions there were no na-
tive clergy or monks, because the ordination of in-
digenous peoples was not permitted, and they were
not allowed to become friars. Selected indigenous
individuals of minor orders from convents and col-
leges did, however, assist rural parish priests in re-
mote areas. In the colonial period up to the late
20th century, this contributed to making the Bible
European, and accordingly extraneous to Meso-
americans (Ricard: 230–31, 235).

Quite a few converted colonial mestizo authors
have written about Christianity and American reli-
gions. However, it is particularly interesting that
Mesoamericans living in traditional local communi-
ties made religious commentaries of the Bible in
Latin alphabetical script in their own language in
the early colonial period.

7. Mesoamerican Colonial Theological Com-
mentary of Biblical Scriptures. Production of
various categories of ecclesiastical texts suggests dif-
ferent receptions and a “diversification of Meso-
american Catholicism” in the colonial period ac-
cording to Christensen. But this also applies to the
appropriation of Christian elements into Meso-
american religious systems.

Missionaries and/or the indigenous collabora-
tors made translated ecclesiastical official texts of-
ten based upon European manuals. After editorial
and doctrinal supervision, these were published for
indigenous adolescence in schools and colleges, for
the use of priests and indigenous ecclesial agents in
local parishes, in addition to clerical readers. Fur-
thermore, there were ecclesial texts not to be pub-
lished written by missionaries and/or indigenous
collaborators for local use and for parochial reli-
gious authorities. Both these categories of Meso-
american ecclesiastical texts contain exegesis and re-
ceptions that indicate a diversified Catholicism. The
latter could contain unorthodox theology and some
were unauthorized creations. The third category en-
compasses unofficial religious texts like doctrinal,
local tracts, sermons, accounts, and treaties that
were not published – i.e., restricted or overseen by
editors. These non-orthodox Catholic texts were
produced by indigenous peoples instructed in theol-
ogy, with no – or almost no – ecclesiastical control,
for local communities (Christensen: 53–89).

The Books of the Chilam Balam (ca. 1600 CE–ca.
1700) – written in Yucatec with some Latin terms
by descendants of the indigenous nobility educated
in mission schools – represents an example of the
latter category of religious texts. A chilam balam is a
religious specialist concerned with divination and
prophecies. Eighteen chilam balam books are ac-
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knowledged, all of them having been entitled after
the town or village in which they were found, and
concealed from ecclesiastical authorities. These
books comprise historical chronicles, medical advice
and treatment methods, astronomical observations,
prophecies, divination, descriptions of rituals, sto-
ries, and so forth. Historical events, divination, and
prophecies are associated with the Maya cyclical
“Short Count Calendar” of thirteen k’atun or ca. 260
years. Much of the content of the cryptic Books of
Chilam Balam is, however, influenced by Catholic
ideology and biblical exegesis (Hanks: 338–64).

Another remarkable example constitutes bibli-
cal commentary related to traditional religions by
missionaries and Mesoamericans respectively. The
first volume of the Dominican Friar Domingo de
Vico, Theologia Indorum (“Theology of the Indians” or
“Theology for the Indians”), written in K’iche’
(1553–54), contains the Catholic HB/OT with el-
ements of highland Maya religious material from
Popol Wuj (Book of the council). The latter was tran-
scribed and redacted by K’iche’ leaders between
1554 and 1558. Additionally, the K’iche’ Title of To-
tonicapán (1554) contains a summary of Vico’s treat-
ment of the HB/OT and pre-Christian Maya religion
in the Popol Wuj. The K’iche’ adjust Bible concepts
of Theologia Indorum and Popol Wuj constructing an
innovative religious system (Sparks: 216–19).

Consequently, at an initial stage Mesoamericans
adapted biblical scripture theologically to their an-
cient religious structure contributing to Mesoameri-
can Catholicisms and/or indigenous religions (Sp.
costumbres).
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Messiah (Oratorio)
The Messiah is an oratorio composed by George
Frideric Handel in 1741 to a compilation of biblical
texts assembled by Charles Jennens. The textual
mosaic was chosen to give an overall presentation
of Christian salvation history, beginning with the
prophecies of Christ’s arrival and the birth of Christ
(part 1). It continues with his passion and triumph
over death, and the apostles’ preaching of the gos-
pel (part 2). It concludes (part 3) with the resurrec-
tion of the dead at the sound of the last trumpet
and the final victory of Christ, the redeemer who
“has redeemed us to God by His blood,” and is wor-
thy “to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and
strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing”
(Händel: 287–88). The texts were taken from the
KJV with some few small adaptations (mainly from
“the ‘Coverdale’ translation of the psalms associated
with the Book of Common Prayer,” see Burrows: 55,
11), as in the quoted phrases from the last chorus,
no. 47, which concludes in a monumental “Amen”
(Händel: 287–306; the concluding Amen: 298–306).

The oratorio is not only Handel’s most famous
work; it has also had a reception history beyond
most other classical musical compositions. Since its
first performance in Dublin on 13 April 1742, it has
been regularly and uninterruptedly performed in
England. The same is true all over the Western
world since few decades after its composition.
Through the centuries, various styles of perfor-
mance have made the work appear in several rather
different ways (Burrows: 47–54). The Messiah
reached the continent in the 1780s; in Vienna, and
prompted by the important patron of music, Baron
van Swieten, W. A. Mozart arranged (re-worked) the
Messiah for performance (in German language) in
March 1789 (Sadie: 208; Burrows: 50).

Altogether, the Messiah belongs to the most
cherished works in classical music up to this day.
For the 250th anniversary of Handel’s death in
2009, the International Bach Academy Stuttgart and
the Oregon Bach Festival commissioned a new mu-
sical setting of Jennens’ libretto to be composed by
the Swedish composer Sven-David Sandström
(1942–2019). This new setting, while fundamen-
tally respecting the overall framework of Handel’s
and Jennens’ work – including the libretto as well
as the instrumentation and the cast – is, however,
an entirely new work in the personal, if stylistically
varied, idiom of Sandström. This work was pre-
miered in the US in 2009 and shortly thereafter also
performed in Stuttgart (Bolin).

The libretto for the Messiah, which Jennens com-
piled for Handel without knowing whether Handel
would want to set it, is based on the idea of a typo-
logical connection between the HB/OT and the NT.
The idea that HB/OT texts point forward to, and
are fulfilled in, the NT makes it possible to present
Christ’s passion mainly through Isa and Pss in the
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second part of the oratorio. The first two parts of
the Messiah, which concern Christ himself, are to a
large extent based on HB/OT texts with some im-
portant NT additions. Part 3, on the other hand, is
mainly based on 1 Cor and Rev.

As demonstrated by Ruth Smith, the libretto for
Handel’s Messiah must be understood in the context
of contemporary discussions about the validity of
the Bible (and Christianity). This is the case for the
librettos for all of Handel’s oratorios, which formed
part of a discourse defending the Bible and Christi-
anity against the deists (Smith, see also “Handel,
Georg Frideric” and “Jennens, Charles”). This de-
fense of the Bible had two particularly important
ingredients. One concerned the above-mentioned
typological connection between the two parts of the
Bible, arguing against the accusation that the HB/
OT and the NT were incompatible. Another ingredi-
ent concerned the sublimity of biblical texts. Refer-
ring to the literary reception in England in Early
Modernity of the treatise On the Sublime (written in
Greek, probably in the 1st cent. CE), Ruth Smith
writes:

In England the eighteenth century is far more the age
of the sublime than the age of reason. Sublimity was
constantly sought and admired in art, and the religious
sublime was considered the highest form of it.
(Smith: 109)

Many of the texts selected by Jennens for the Mes-
siah were chosen from among biblical texts consid-
ered sublime by contemporaries (ibid.: 117–18). The
puritan criticism against the Messiah in connection
with the first London performance (on 23 March
1743) was not raised against the text nor against the
music, but concerned what was considered a blas-
phemous abuse of the Bible, the performance of bib-
lical texts by artists in a theater (Deutsch: 563–68;
Burrows: 26–29, 56).

Also, Handel’s musical setting was from the out-
set received as sublime (ibid.: 17–20). Towards the
end of the 18th century, the famous music critic
Charles Burney used the notion of the sublime to
describe Handel’s music for the Messiah (see
“Handel, Georg Frideric”). The way Handel set the
biblical texts in the Messiah demonstrates the care
with which he treated the individual texts. One of
the particular settings which Burney deemed sub-
lime was the choral setting of Isa 9:6, “For unto us
a Child is born,” no. 11 from part 1. This was placed
just before the pastoral interlude (no. 12, the “Pifa”)
and the following setting of the Christmas Gospel
for the soprano soloist (Luke 2:8–13) concluding
with the chorus singing the “Glory to God” (Luke
2:14). There is a long liturgical and musical tradi-
tion for musical settings of Isa 9:6 (see “Isaiah [Book
and Person] VIII. Music”). Handel sets the verse as
a choral fugue in G major (Händel: 64–81) with a
playful lightness (andante allegro), contrasted by
the text’s four epithets given to the newborn child:
“Wonderful,” “Counsellor,” “The Mighty God,”
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and “The Everlasting Father.” These are set as short
homophonic outbursts (Händel: 68–69, 71–72, 75–
76, and 79–80) without interrupting the pace of the
movement, thus not undermining the overall play-
ful joyfulness of this musical praise of the incarna-
tion.

In contrast, the brief monumental chorus – a
“Largo” in G minor, marked by voice imitation,
which opens part 2 with a setting of John 1:29, “Be-
hold the lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of
the world” – announces a completely different,
tense atmosphere (no. 19; Händel: 113–17). Christ’s
passion is rendered in the following through set-
tings of texts from Isaiah that from early Christian-
ity had been read as a prophecy of Christ’s passion.
The alto’s air “He was despised and rejected of
men” (Isa 53:3, “Largo”) famously unfolds the sor-
row associated with the passion (no. 20;
Händel: 118–22), including also a dramatic middle
section: “He gave His back to the smiters” (Isa 50:6).
The resurrection is suggested through settings of Ps
16:10 (no. 29, an aria for the tenor; Händel: 163–
66) and Ps 24:7–10 for the chorus (no. 30;
Händel: 166–77), including a tenor recitative (Heb
1:5; Händel: 177) followed by a choral setting of
Heb 1:6 (no. 31; Händel: 178–87). Part 2 then goes
on to treat the propagation of the gospel based on
quotations from Isa, Rom, and Pss. The second part
closes with the famous Alleluia chorus (no. 39,
Händel: 238–50; see also “Hallelujah VII. Music”).

Part 3 of the oratorio focuses on the new fate of
humans after Christ’s resurrection, opening with a
soprano aria setting Job 19:25–26 (no. 40;
Händel: 251–56; see also “Fate VIII. Music” and
“Job X. Music”). Thereafter, the remaining part of
the oratorio is based on NT texts from 1 Cor; to-
wards the end also Rom, and, as mentioned, the fi-
nal chorus on Rev 5:12–13.

Whereas there is little information preserved
about Handel’s personal religious beliefs (see Bur-
rows: 28–29), there is no reason to assume that he
should not have been sympathetic to the project to
which his oratorios contributed, as seems also cor-
roborated by his relationship with Charles Jennens
(Smith: 9; Marx: xxi). This relationship, however,
was not without complications. Jennens’ (somewhat
changing) utterings of dissatisfaction with the level
of Handel’s dedication to his setting of the Messiah
seem to have been based in specific criticisms
against some (few) of the movements, which, fi-
nally, he seems to have persuaded Handel to rework
in 1745 (Burrows: 24–25, 29, 32–35).

Altogether, Handel made numerous changes or
revisions of individual numbers over the years, of-
ten in connection with particular circumstances
connected to specific performances (Burrows: 32–
44). As Donald Burrows points out, “while many of
Handel’s revisions and re-compositions to Messiah
can be accounted for superficially by the practical
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needs of the moment, … they nevertheless raise aes-
thetic issues. To what extent did revisions ‘improve’
the work?” (ibid.: 40). On the other hand, while
there are differences between versions during
Handel’s life, no revision changed the overall de-
sign, theologically or musically. Any of the different
versions that are preserved or have been recon-
structed can be said to represent a rendition of the
overall basic theological and musical idea behind
Jennens’ and Handel’s work. Although clearly a de-
votional work, in Handel’s time the Messiah, as all
his oratorios, was always performed in theaters
(ibid.: 1–2) as what one may describe as a devotional
entertainment. Only from 1750 onward, Handel
also regularly performed the Messiah in the chapel
of the newly established Foundlings Hospital
(ibid.: 36–40).

Recently, Michael Morrison has suggested that
the Messiah contains an indirect anti-Jewish po-
lemic. As pointed out in “Jew, Jews X. Music,” this
cannot be dismissed off-hand. The choice of the
harsh texts in nos. 36–38 and their dramatic musi-
cal settings (Ps 2:1–9; Händel: 215–37), highlight-
ing God’s punishment of those who stand up
against him, may give rise to (also theological) que-
ries, based not least also on their function in the
context, leading up to the Hallelujah chorus. How-
ever, it requires an intricate speculative interpreta-
tion to understand these texts and their settings as
particularly directed against Jews (cf. Stapert: 133–
34). In short, the Messiah contains no overt anti-Jew-
ishness; there is no mention of Jews in the libretto.
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Michal
I. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
II. Judaism
III. Christianity
IV. Literature
V. Visual Arts

I. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
The first reference to Michal (MT Mîkal; LXX Μελ-
χολ) appears in 1 Sam 14:49 where she is presented
as one of Saul’s offspring together with her brothers
Jonathan, Ishvi, and Malchishua, and her older sis-
ter Merab. She is also known as David’s spouse. Ac-
cording to 1 Sam 18:20 and 18:28 she loved David,
and this is the only mention of a woman loving a
man in the HB/OT (cf. Gen 24:67; 25:28; 29:18;
34:3; 37:4 where a man loves a woman). As the pas-
sage does not mention David loving her, it suggests
that he may not.

King Saul arranges for Michal and David to
marry in 1 Sam 18:2, and other passages elaborate
the relationship between Michal and David. Several
of them reflect the political struggle between David
and King Saul for the power. Michal’s love for David
is perhaps reflected in the context of 1 Sam 19:11–
17 where she helps David to escape Saul’s messen-
gers. Michal tricks them by putting teraphim
(household images of gods) on the bed, and pre-
tending that David is sick. She tells Saul that David
threatened to kill her if she did not help him (1 Sam
19:17). It should be pointed out that while some
commentators have taken the teraphim as a sign of
Michal practicing idol worship, the teraphim are
found in David’s house.

After David runs away he marries two other
women (1 Sam 25:42–43). Meanwhile, Saul makes
Michal remarry (1 Sam 25:44). Her new husband is
“Palti son of Laish, who was from Gallim.” This
marriage turns out to be only temporary because,
after Saul is killed, David can finally return. He asks
Ishbaal, Michal’s brother (and Saul’s son), to bring
Michal back to him (2 Sam 3:14), a proposal that
has been interpreted as a political move. By making
Michal return, he claims to be Saul’s successor. Ish-
baal takes Michal away from Palti who follows Mi-
chal and laments her loss (2 Sam 3:16). Palti’s reac-
tion is in striking contrast with David’s unreported
feelings towards Michal.

The last passage of the HB, which narrates the
relationship between Michal and David, interprets
it in a different light than in the previous verses.
David celebrates wildly in 2 Sam 6 when the Lord’s
ark is brought to Jerusalem, while Michal in con-
trast does not participate in the celebrations, but
watches him through the window, and then dispar-
ages him (2 Sam 6:20). The end of this narrative
states that Michal remained barren all her life
(2 Sam 6:23). This account at the end of the section
seems to connect Michal’s childlessness with her re-
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proving of David. This section highlights a distance
between the two characters by referring to Michal
solely as Saul’s daughter throughout the narrative.
Her marriage to David is not explicitly mentioned.
The interpretation in this passage seems to connect
Michal with Saul’s house, whereas in the other pas-
sages Michal was seen as David’s ally. In contrast,
2 Sam 21:8 preserves a mention of Michal’s children
and states that Michal bore sons to Adriel, son of
Barzillai the Meholathite. Some manuscripts read
“Merab” instead of “Michal” in 2 Sam 21:8.

The earliest reinterpretation of Michal is found
in 1 Chr 15:29, which closely retells 2 Sam 6:16. The
author tells how Michal, Saul’s daughter, saw King
David dancing and celebrating and despised him in
her heart. Also in this context, Michal is only re-
membered as Saul’s daughter. Thus, the writer of
Chronicles erases all the earlier references that men-
tion the relationship between Michal and David,
and those passages that reflect the potential reasons
for the conflict between the figures, i.e., the power
struggle between Saul and David where Michal is
caught in the middle of the conflict between her
father and her husband, who both seem to use her
for their political purposes.
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II. Judaism
■ Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism ■ Rabbinic
and Medieval Judaism

A. Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism

Michal, Saul’s daughter and wife of King David, ap-
pears infrequently in Second Temple Jewish litera-
ture. For instance, she does not appear in the bibli-
cal retelling of Pseudo-Philo’s Biblical Antiquities,
even though his narrative extends until the death
of Saul. Michal appears in Josephus’ Antiquities in
the same episodes in which she appears in the Bible,
but with considerable variation in the narrative (see
further below).

1. Michal’s Name. One major issue regarding Mi-
chal is the spelling of her name. In the translations
of the LXX, her name is given as Μελχολ in the Old
Greek and Μιχολ in kaige. Josephus actually has four
different spellings. In Ant. 6.129, she is introduced
among Saul’s children as Μιχαάλ. When Josephus
narrates her marriage to David in Ant. 6.204 and
when she helps David escape from Saul in Ant.
6.215–20, she appears as Μελχά. In Ant. 7.25, when
Abner returns her to David, she is Μελχάλη. Finally,
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in Ant. 7.85–87, where she criticizes David for danc-
ing naked, her name is spelled Μιχάλη, although
some manuscripts harmonize this spelling to the
one in 7.25. Since Josephus knows her as one of the
two daughters of Saul, presumably he is referring
to the same person in each case. Josephus also har-
monizes the biblical data about Michal’s children,
which also differs between the two Greek transla-
tions preserved in the Septuagint. In 2 Sam 6:23,
which represents the Old Greek translation, we
find, “And to Melchol daughter of Saul, there was
no child to the day of her death.” Yet, in 2 Sam
21:8, which is the kaige translation, we read, “And
the five sons of Michol daughter of Saul.” Josephus
recognized that both these names referred to Da-
vid’s wife, and he harmonized the two different re-
ports: “Now this Michale, while she lived with Da-
vid, bore no children, but after her subsequent
marriage to the man to whom her father Saul gave
her – at this particular time David had taken her
back – she bore five children.” (BGW)

2. Michal in Josephus. In Josephus’ Antiquities,
we find a more complex rewriting of the figure of
Michal where the author elaborates on the narrative
of 1–2 Samuel. First, he writes extensively about
Michal’s love for David in Ant. 6.196, where he also
calls Saul’s daughter a virgin (παρθένος). When Jo-
sephus writes about Saul’s plot to kill David, he
brings Michal into the conversation between Jona-
than and Saul (cf. 1 Sam 19:4–5). Jonathan pleads
with his father not to send David to war to be killed.
He asks his father to consider Michal and how she
would be hurt if she were left a widow (Ant. 6.210).
Josephus adds many details to the narrative of
1 Sam 19. He claims that Michal learned about her
father’s plan to kill David (Ant. 6.215) and that she
helped him to escape because she could not imagine
living without him. Josephus also narrates Michal
arranging the bed in a way that makes it resemble
a sleeping David. The author does not mention the
household gods (terafim) or the net of goat’s hair
(kěbı̄r ha�izzı̄m) present in 1 Sam 19, but he has Mi-
chal use a goat’s liver which still moves and thus
makes the messengers believe that David was
breathing like an ill person (Ant. 6.217). Josephus
also narrates David’s wife Michal witnessing his re-
joicing when the ark is brought to Jerusalem and
tells how Michal laughed at her husband (Ant. 7.85).
Yet according to Josephus, Michal addressed David
for his dancing in a manner full of good will and
without blaming him. She only stated that as a king
he should refrain from dancing (Ant. 7.87). There-
fore, the author gives the account a different tone
from that of 2 Sam 6. Finally, Josephus tells that
Michal had no children with David, but when she
was married to the person her father had given her
(presumably Palti), she bore five children (Ant. 7.89).
Here Josephus may be attempting to find a solution
for the conflicting accounts of 2 Sam 6:23 and
2 Sam 21:8. (HT)
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B. Rabbinic and Medieval Judaism

1. Michal and David. Two episodes marked the
life of Michal, daughter of King Saul and wife of
David. In the first, Michal, when informed of her
father’s murderous intentions towards David, due
to the latter’s rise in popularity after his second vic-
tory over the Philistines, facilitates David’s escape
through a window in their home. In David’s place,
Michal leaves terafim (household gods) so as to bet-
ter deceive Saul’s henchmen. According to Isaac
Abarbanel (1437–1508), who uses the Targum, it is
possible that women had terafim made in their hus-
bands’ image. Michal might have done so, especially
since she loved David passionately, as MidTeh
(59.3) recognizes.

The second episode is related to the ark’s arrival
in Jerusalem, an occasion that reinforces David’s
kingship. BemR 4.20 (based on ySuk 24.1 and ySan
12.1) describes how women at their windows
watched David dancing and gesticulating. Michal,
seeing David act as a commoner, loses all respect for
him and exclaims: “‘How the king of Israel honored
himself today!’ [2 Sam 6:20]. Now you have made it
known that you are indeed a king! ‘uncovering him-
self today’ [ibid.] O, she taunted, that it had at least
been in private! But no; ‘before the eyes of his ser-
vants’ handmaids!’ [ibid.] It was the women of Israel
whom she called ‘handmaids.’” According to the
same midrash, David answers: “Those daughters of
Israel whom you call handmaids (amahot) are not
handmaids but mothers (immahot).” Because of
these words, Michal was punished and “had no
child to the day of her death” (2 Sam 6:23). Michal
is punished measure for measure: because she de-
spised these women, both by belittling their moth-
erhood and by calling them servants, she was pun-
ished and could not be a mother herself (but, see
below).

From the beginning, Michal’s love for David fa-
ces two obstacles. The first is that Saul wants to give
Merab, her elder sister, to David in marriage. Saul
eventually gives Merab to Adriel the Meholathite.
The second obstacle is Saul’s hatred for David. Since
he could not get rid of his rival directly, he promises
Michal to David in exchange for one hundred Phi-
listine foreskins, hoping for David to fall prey to the
Philistines (WayR 37:4). However, after Saul’s vow
promising his daughter to whomever would van-
quish Goliath, God arranged for David to emerge
victorious. Michal loved David, which the Bible ex-
plicitly mentions twice (1 Sam 18:20 and 18:28).
However, the Bible does not speak of David’s pos-
sible feelings for Michal, and the Midrash is not in-
terested in that question. For the Midrash, this mar-
riage is second best; since David cannot marry
Merab, who is given to Adriel, he satisfies himself
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with Michal, for whom he initially does not seem to
care. Only the thought of the honor connected with
being the royal son-in-law seems to catch his atten-
tion (David Qimh� i [Radaq] on 1 Sam 18:22).

2. Legal Aspects of Michal’s Marriages. The
sages take pains to justify: 1) the lawfulness of Da-
vid and Michal’s first union, a marriage whose va-
lidity seems to have paradoxically challenged them;
2) the legitimacy of Michal and Palti’s union; and 3)
David’s reunion with Michal.

The biblical text clearly states that David,
through his victory over Goliath, acquires the right
to marry Merab (1 Sam 18:17). Yet, only ten verses
later, it says, “Saul gave him his daughter Michal as
a wife” (1 Sam 18:27). Some sages think that David
has paid the requested price for each of the daugh-
ters and that these unions are legally binding. The
Talmud (bSan 19b) wonders how David could marry
two sisters who are alive at the same time (see Lev
18:18). R. Yosi argues that David married Michal
after Merab’s death. But according to another opin-
ion, his marriage to Merab was not valid because it
is written (1 Sam 17:25): “The king will greatly en-
rich the man who kills him [i.e., Goliath], and will
give him his daughter and make his family free in
Israel.” David killed Goliath, and then Saul said to
him: “I am indebted to you; however if someone
gives a woman in marriage as payment for a debt,
she is not considered married.” Indeed, when one
repays a debt, unless there is a specific contract, one
is not obliged to give back the exact amount of
money borrowed, but only its equivalent. Conse-
quently, the woman does not receive anything at
the time of the marriage that would make the mar-
riage valid (bQid 6b and 47a). Thus, Merab was not
considered married, and Saul could give her to
Adriel the Meholathite. Furthermore, he could de-
mand one hundred Philistine foreskins from David,
in exchange for Michal.

The question then becomes the lawfulness of
Michal’s marriage to Palti. Since she is neither wid-
owed nor divorced from David, can she lawfully be
married to another man? Radaq (at 1 Sam 25:44)
argues for the existence of a divorce writ. Even
though David had fled, Saul knew that David occa-
sionally returned. He forced David to give a divorce
writ to his daughter, so that she would not have the
status of a “chained wife (�agunah).” (According to
the Talmud, when the soldiers in David’s army
went off to war, they divorced their wives, so that
they could remarry should their husbands not re-
turn [bShab 56a].) David gave Michal a divorce writ,
which allowed Saul to give his daughter to Palti. A
divorce writ obtained under coercion is normally
not lawful. However, neither Palti nor Michal knew
this law, so they both thought the divorce writ was
a valid document. Radaq is thus able to demonstrate
the validity of Michal and David’s divorce, while
maintaining the lawfulness of Palti and Michal’s
marriage.
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We encounter a twist in the biblical text in
2 Sam 3:13–15. David demands that Michal be re-
turned to him, since she was acquired for one hun-
dred Philistine foreskins. Regardless of whether Da-
vid and Michal’s divorce was authenticated, how
could David lawfully take Michal back when she
was living with Palti? First, David recalls the pre-
liminary terms of his marriage (2 Sam 3:14). For the
Talmud, this marriage was validated through the
contribution of the Philistine foreskins. However,
because of the law in the Torah that forbids a
woman, even divorced, to remarry her first husband
if she had married a second husband in the mean-
time (Deut 24:4), it is incumbent upon the sages to
prove that Palti had not had sexual relations with
Michal. Such proof would legitimate David’s claim.
The sages note that in 1 Sam 25:44, one finds the
name “Palti” while in 2 Sam 3:15, the name is “Pal-
tiel.” The Talmud explains that the addition of the
theophoric suffix to his name (from the root p–l–tø,
which evokes the semantic field of flight) indicates
that Palti/Paltiel escaped from fault. Palti/Paltiel
planted a sword between himself and Michal, indi-
cating that whoever transgressed this law would die
through this sword (bSan 19b).

However, the sages wonder, is he not called her
husband (2 Sam 3:16)? Indeed he is, but this means
that Palti behaved toward Michal as a husband
would, by protecting and loving her, but demanded
nothing else. In addition, they also remark that it is
written that Palti brought Michal back to Bahurim,
a term that literally means “young people.” Thus,
both remained young people and did not taste the
joys of a conjugal relationship (bSan 19b). According
to these opinions, Michal was still married to David,
since she was neither widowed nor divorced, and
could not lawfully be Palti’s wife. Furthermore,
since she never had sexual relations with Palti, Da-
vid could take her back, as one would claim a de-
posit.

3. Michal as a Mother. According to 2 Sam 21:8,
Michal had five sons with Adriel the Meholathite.
The rabbis realize that something is wrong here,
since elsewhere (2 Sam 6:23), it says that Michal
died childless; but rather than emend the text to
read Merab instead of Michal, as modern scholars
do, they postulate that Merab died young and Mi-
chal raised her children in her stead, which allows
them to teach the important lesson that someone
who raises an orphan in her home is considered to
have given birth to that child (see bSan 19b; tSot
11:17–20; cf. BemR 8:4).

Another way of making Michal a mother was to
identify her with David’s wife Eglah, who is men-
tioned in 2 Sam 3:5 as the mother of Yitream. But
what to make of the verse (2 Sam 6:23) which states
that she had no children until the day of her death?
The rabbis interpret this verse in two ways: 1) this
statement applied to the future, but she already had
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children before that day (bSan 21a; Rashi, on 2 Sam
6:23); 2) she died in childbirth (bSan 21a; MidShem
11.3; Radaq ad loc.).

4. Michal as a Person. The sages considered Mi-
chal to be very beautiful. One midrash lists her
along with Rahab, Jael, and Abigail as one of the
four most beautiful women in the world (OtsMid
171). Her appearance was said to arouse sexual de-
sire (bMeg 15a). She is also described as a woman of
strong character. In contrast to the practices of her
time, she chooses her own husband, and arranges
for her father to know about her choice. She is not
afraid to share her contempt for David when she
deems it necessary, and she defies the king, her fa-
ther, when she helps David escape Saul’s wrath
(MidTeh 59.4).

The Talmud identifies her with David’s wife
Eglah (2 Sam 3:5) and the rabbis make much of the
association with this name, which literally means
“calf.” According to one opinion she was called a
calf because she was dear to David like a calf (bSan
21a). According to another opinion, like a calf that
has no yoke, she did not accept the yoke of her fa-
ther, but rather provoked him (MidTeh 59.4; Yalq-
Shim 2.777).

Many midrashim emphasize her piety, which
also made her worthy to be King David’s wife in the
world to come (MidShem25.4). All of the talmudic
and midrashic writings (bMeg 15a; bEr 96a; and yEr
10:1, 26a; MekhY Pish� a 17 [ed. Lauterbach 153–54];
tosRH 33a; tosEr 96a; PesRab 22.7) agree that not only
did she respect the precepts imposed upon women
in the Torah, but she also took upon herself the
practice of wearing phylacteries. For this reason, the
sages also credit Michal with studying sacred texts,
presenting her as a woman of great learning
(bMeg15a, bEr 96a).

Bibliography: ■ Auzou, G., La danse devant l’Arche (Paris
1968). ■ Bodi, D./B. Donnet-Guez, The Michal Affair: From
Zimri-Lim to the Rabbis (HBM; Sheffield 2005). ■ Clines, D./
T. Eskenazi (eds.), Telling Queen Michal’s Story (JSOTSup 119;
Sheffield 1991). ■ Kadari, T., “Michal, Daughter of Saul:
Midrash and Aggadah,” in Jewish Women: A Comprehensive His-
torical Encyclopedia (https://jwa.org/encyclopedia). ■ Kil, Y.,
Shmouel I et II (Jerusalem 1981).

Brigitte Donnet-Guez

III. Christianity
Michal is never mentioned in the NT. When she
does appear in patristic texts, it is usually as the
occasion for a larger typological point about Christ.
Gregory of Nyssa, thinking of the Hebrew m–l–k,
claims that her name means “reign, because sin
reigned over our nature up to that time”; from this
etymology he builds a typology (repeated by Bede)
in which David’s escape through the window pre-
figures Christ’s “escape” from Hades and the bed
with the goat hair prefigures the burial cloths in
the empty tomb (Inscriptions of the Psalms 16.272).
Ephrem sees Michal’s reproach of David as a de-
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monically-inspired prefiguration of Jewish critiques
of the virgin birth. He tells the “Daughter of Sion”
to hold her tongue lest she become like the “daugh-
ter of Saul whose family history is complete” (On the
Nativity 14). In a passage calling the NT a song
about the remission of sins, Ambrose reproaches the
Jews for not “dancing spiritually” in response to it
(Luke 7:32) and cites Michal’s barrenness as proof
that dancing for God is good (Exp. Ps. 118 7.26–27).
Bede sees Michal as a type of the Church and her
older sister, Merab, as a type of the Synagogue (On
First Samuel 125), but later says Michal signifies the
unbelieving synagogue (ibid.: 231–32), or Jews who
will believe at the end of days (ibid.: 174), or the
Jews who believed in Christ during his life
(ibid.: 177).

John Chrysostom cites Michal as proof that de-
ceit is sometimes necessary (Sac. 1.8), and Theodoret
briefly considers why David was allowed to take her
back as his wife when she had been with another
man (Quaestiones in Reges et Paralipomena 2.11).

American suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton
(1815–1902) writes of Michal that “the poor woman
was between two fires – the husband whom she
loved on the one side, and the father whom she
feared on the other. Most of the women in the Bible
seem to have been in a quandary the chief part of
the time” (Stanton: 49). She notes with approval
that Michal, in reproaching David for dancing be-
fore the ark, “does not seem to have been overbur-
dened with conjugal respect” (ibid.: 54). Michal and
David’s other wife Abigail did not “even consult
[their husband] as to what they should think, say or
do. They furnish a good example to wives to use
their own judgment and to keep their own secrets,
not make the family altar a constant confessional”
(ibid.).
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IV. Literature
Michal, Saul’s daughter and David’s wife, presents
herself as much more than a footnote in King Da-
vid’s saga. Uncharacteristic of biblical women, Mi-
chal is outspoken about her love for David, and
when the scattered biblical episodes in which she
appears are strung together, she emerges as a cen-
tral figure in an action-laden tale of unrequited
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love, framed by two crucial window scenes, which
lend it an almost architectural symmetry. The win-
dows signify location as well as character, punctuat-
ing Michal’s tragic decline from a spunky young
woman who defies her powerful father by helping
her lover, David, escape Saul’s murderers through
the back window, to a woman scorned, depleted in
spirit and in status, uttering bitter, jealous words as
she stands at the window, painfully watching the
triumphant David (Aschkenasy 1998: 35–41).

No wonder that Michal’s sad story of a romance
gone awry had fueled the poetic and narrative imag-
ination of authors in multiple languages through-
out history, who offered a variety of nuances to her
personality and destiny, mostly dictated by their as-
sessment of King David’s ethical stature or lack
thereof, but sometimes also by Michal’s own actions
or words. The most condemning among the early
authors is undoubtedly Dante, for whom Michal’s
bitter last words mark her as “a wicked woman,”
the very image of sinful, scornful pride (Dante:
10.67, 68).

Moreover, since Michal’s ill-fated father fasci-
nated European writers from the Middle Ages on
(Shaked: 10–12), as well as modern Hebrew writers,
beginning with the Haskalah (the Jewish Enlighten-
ment), she often appears as a secondary character in
works focusing on Saul (Shaked: 12–14), such as in
the early play by Yosef Ha-Efrati (Troplowitz), Melu-
khat Sha�ul (Saul’s Reign, 1794). Ha-Efrati depicts
Saul as a complex, Lear-like character, and his
daughter Michal as an emotional and daring
woman, torn between concern for her increasingly
deranged father and the fate of her fugitive hus-
band. Generally, while modern Hebrew writers
tended to explore Saul’s career from historical, po-
litical, and ideological perspectives, they shifted to
the melodramatic tone when they made Michal and
her doomed relationship with David the central
subject (Shaked: 14), such as in the plays by Aharon
Ashman and A. L. Yagolnitzer. While the biblical
tales revolving around Michal are clearly an “ironic
reversal of a romantic tale” (Aschkenasy 1986: 144),
the poet J. L. Gordon, a leading voice in the Haska-
lah movement, remolded them into a “romantic
story that glorifies the eternal bond between the
two lovers, David and Michal” (Aschkenasy
1986: 145). The estrangement between the two is
not a result of David’s callous, unfeeling treatment
of a woman whom he sees as a political stepping-
stone, but of his selfless dedication to his mission
as a faithful shepherd to the people of God. A later
woman poet, Rahel Bluwstein (q.v.), utilizes the bib-
lical trope of the window and claims a kinship be-
tween Michal and herself, also rebuffed by her lover
and, like Michal, destined to “despise” him.

In both David Pinski’s Yiddish play, “Dovid
hamelekh un zayne vayber” (“King David and His
Wives”) and D. H. Lawrence’s play David, Michal ap-
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pears only in her youthful self, as a vibrant and lov-
ing woman, but then recedes to the background. In
Moshe Shamir’s historical novel, Kivśat ha-rash (The
Hittite Must Die), written from Uriah’s point of view,
Absalom cites Michal as another example of his fa-
ther David’s Machiavellianism. In Stefan Heym’s
German novel, The King David Report, a political sat-
ire with modern implications, Michal appears as a
weary old lady, another source of information for
the historian collecting the conflicting reports on
David. In God Knows, Joseph Heller’s satire, how-
ever, Michal is described as the original “Jewish
American Princess,” with David as the comical Jew-
ish husband. Attempting to rehabilitate David, the
Hebrew writer Israel Malkiely paints both David
and Michal in a sympathetic light, while Yaakov
Goren tilts the scale in David’s favor, describing Mi-
chal as wily and manipulative.

With the advent of feminist critique and revi-
sionism, women writers have contributed several
colorful historical romances in recent years, mostly
presenting Michal as a powerful woman but ulti-
mately the victim of a male-dominant society or of
a ruthless man (among them novels by India Edg-
hill, Jill Eileen Smith, Rachelle Ayala, and Yochi
Brandes). Grete Weil offers a unique female perspec-
tive in her German novel The Bride Price, which inter-
weaves a fictionalized, first-person retelling of the
biblical story through Michal’s eyes, with memoirs
and reflections drawn from the writer’s own experi-
ences during the Holocaust and its aftermath. In
Geraldine Brooks The Secret Chord Michal is depicted
as a victim, abused by both her father and David.
Brooks dramatizes the long-held view that David
was bisexual (also suggested decades earlier by writ-
ers such as Gladys Schmitt) by depicting him as fan-
tasizing about his friend Jonathan while making
love to Jonathan’s sister, Michal. She also adds to
the biblical story by having Michal fall in love with
Palti, her second husband.
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V. Visual Arts
Michal has played an ambivalent role in visual art
through the centuries. One of the oldest depictions
of Michal can be found on a Byzantine silver plate
(613–30 CE) showing her marriage to David (Nico-
sia Museum of Antiquities). Sometimes she is even
depicted as an ideal wife (e.g., etching of Michal in
“Celebrated Women of the Old Testament” by Jost
Amman, 1568–1596, “Michal die Gethreu” holding
a rope, British Museum, London). In other cases she
is villainized because she became barren (2 Sam
6:23). The scriptural paraphrase in the Bible moralisée
(e.g., Oxford, Bodleian Library MS 270b, fol. 150r,
French, 13th cent.) added to the depiction of David
rebuking Michal and a child, who peeps over her
girdle, makes the punishment even harsher: imme-
diately after David rebuking Michal, she and the
child she is carrying died (see also Codex Vindobo-
nensis 2554, fol. 44r, Vienna, Österreichische Nati-
onalbibliothek). Also typologically her role was
manifold and Michal was seen as antetype for vice
and virtue: In the Biblia pauperum 1 Sam 9:11–18
she stands in a line with the story of the flight to
Egypt (Matt 2) and Rebekah prompting Jacob’s es-
cape to Haran (Gen 27; e.g., Armenbibel, German,
1401/1450, Munich, private collection). Not so in
the Speculum humanae salvationis (e.g., MS M.140,
Franconia, Germany, probably Nuremberg, between
1350 and 1400, fol. 27v Morgan Library and Mu-
seum, New York). Here Michal despising David is
set in parallel with the mocking of Christ (see also
the Bible moralisée mentioned above). At the same
time Michal is shown as a faithful wife and her
forced marriage with Palti (1 Sam 25:44) is shown
together with the parable of the lost coin (Luke
15:8) in the Speculum humanae salvations.

Michal is frequently represented in medieval
Psalter illustrations, Book of Hours (e.g., MS H.5.
Paris, France, ca. 1500 fol. 38v, Morgan Library and
Museum, New York), Breviaries (e.g., MS M.52, Bre-
viary of Eleanor of Portugal. Belgium 1495–1505,
fol. 258r, Morgan Library and Museum, New York)
and illustrated Bibles. Depictions of Michal’s scorn
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for her husband do not only occur in religious illu-
minated books, but also in Dante Alighieri’s Divina
Commedia (e.g., Italy, 1st half of the 14th cent., Mas-
ter of the Antiphonar of Padua; see also William
Blake, The Rock Sculptured with the Recovery of the Ark
and the Annunciation, from Illustrations to Dante’s “Di-
vine Comedy” 1824–27, Tate Gallery, London). Dante
uses 2 Sam 6 (par. 1 Chr 15:24) in his Purgatorio,
Canto X as a second example of humility.

There exist also illustrations of Michal referring
to scenes which were only briefly or not at all men-
tioned in the biblical text. In a cycle of paintings
illustrating David’s life added to the commentary
on Psalms by Peter Lombard (Bamberg, Staatsbiblio-
thek, Msc. Bibl. 59, fol. 2, ca. 1170/80) there were
three depictions in a row referring to Michal: the
first one shows how Saul gives Michal to David
(1 Sam 18:27b); the second their wedding; and the
third a farewell scene of the married couple. They
give a good impression of rituals and behavior pat-
terns at court. Also in the slightly younger illumi-
nated Bible, the so called Morgan Picture Bible
(France, ca. 1250, New York, Morgan Library and
Museum, MS. M. 638) Michal plays an important
role. In the upper part of fol. 29v Saul offers her to
David to become his wife. The lower part shows a
combat scene (1 Sam 18:20–27). In fol. 30r David
victoriously brings the Philistines’ foreskins instead
of a dowry to Saul and marries Michal in the next
scene. Fol. 31v then shows how Michal arranged an
idol in the bed, covered its head with a hairy goat
skin and helped David escape through the window
(1 Sam 9:11–18). The upper part of fol. 37r depicts
David cooperating with Abner. In the lower part
Michal is then brought back to David (2 Sam 3:12–
19). The following depictions show a banquet scene
with Michal accepting a cup from David (2 Sam
3:20). Folio 39v finally displays David dancing be-
fore the ark and Michal looking down from her win-
dow.

All the above mentioned scenes were depicted
several times over the centuries, but two scenes of
the Michal story were frequently chosen, namely
Michal helping David escape (1 Sam 19:11–18a) and
later rebuking him (2 Sam 6 par. 1 Chr 15:24).
There are a great variety of depictions of Michal’s
assistance, e.g., Michal letting David down in a bas-
ket on an ivory casket (Palazzo Venezia, Rome, 9th/
10th cent.). She is depicted, probably helping David
escape, on a mosaic in the crypt of the Basilica Saint
Gereon (Cologne, 12th cent.) and she helps David
escape through a window on a 13th-century stained
glass window (Canterbury, Kent). In the early mod-
ern period the scene became even more dramatic by
showing Saul’s messengers guarding David’s house
in the foreground (e.g., engraving by Aegidius Sad-
eler after Maarten de Vos, 16th cent.). In later time
the topic of Michal helping David escape was less
present. There are however depictions by Gustave
Doré, 1865, and Marc Chagall, 1960.
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From the depictions of Michal despising David,
the one from the Palazzo Ricci Sacchetti by Fran-
cesco Salviati became the most influential. It shows
Michal from a window looking down on David
dancing before the ark. The topic was still frequent
in fresco painting until the 18th and early 19th cen-
turies (e.g., Michael Holzhey, 1757/1758, Isny im
Allgäu, Katholische Stadtpfarrkirche Sankt Jakobus
und Georg; Johann Baptist Wenzel Bergl, Maria
Dreieichen, 1771 and Luigi Ademollo, 1816, Flor-
ence, Palazzo Pitti). With some exceptions, such as
James Tissot’s 1898 depiction, in general, Michal
has not been a major subject in modern art.
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