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ons and eagles). With their human bodies, these 
lion-eagle-human hybrids recall the kruvim, the 
“cherubs,” on the Ark of the Covenant. 

As Meyer Schapiro and others have noted, these 
figures are clearly an attempt to comply with the 
halakhic prohibition against complete pictorial rep-
resentations of humans. But this can’t be the whole 
answer, for the Birds’ Head Haggadah complies with 
this prohibition in the case of Pharaoh and his sol-
diers by representing them (originally) with blank, 
human-shaped faces. This may be a case of artistic 
aggression (as enemies of the Jews, the Egyptians 

are literally effaced) but it also shows that one can 
avoid depicting the human face without resorting 
to birds’ heads. 

One could read the artistic choice of the Birds’ 
Head Haggadah as deliberate and political. Fol-
lowing this interpretation, these griffin-like figures 
combine the Lion of Judah with the Imperial eagle, 
since the Jews were regarded as servi camerae regis 
(servants of the royal chamber) in the Holy Ro-
man Empire. One could also understand the figures 
mystically: Lions, eagles, and humans recall three of 
the four creatures Ezekiel describes as bearing the 
Divine Chariot (the fourth creature, the ox, being 
excluded since it recalls the sin of the Golden Calf). 
However, since it is impossible to know the political 
inclinations, or mystical sophistication, of the art-
ists and patrons of the manuscript, my own specula-
tion is that these figures may derive in part from the 
much more widely known and accessible saying of 
Pirkei Avot:

Judah ben Tema used to say “be strong as the 
leopard, swift as the eagle, fleet as the gazelle, 
and brave as the lion to the will of your Father 
in heaven.

One can see this formula reduced to just lions and 
eagles in the memorial prayer Av Ha-rachamim, per-
haps the most famous supplication of medieval Ger-
man Jewry, which describes the Jewish martyrs of 
the First Crusade as having been “swifter than eagles 
and bolder than lions” to do the will of God. Thus, the 
griffin-headed Jews of the Birds’ Head Haggadah seem 
to reveal something of the spiritual self-perception  
and aspirations of medieval Ashkenazic Jews. 

However, what is most interesting to me in the 
Birds’ Head Haggadah is what we can learn from 
the distinctions made among the various griffin-
headed Jewish figures in the manuscript. Most of 
the Jewish adult male figures in the manuscript wear 
the peculiar, pointed Judenhut. This “Jewish hat”—
of which not a single physical example survived the 
Middle Ages—always signifies a Jew in medieval 
Christian art, whether that person is a prophet, 
or patriarch, or an enemy of Jesus. Occasionally, it 
even appears on the head of Jesus himself, as in the 
depiction of the Supper at Emmaus in the so-called 

Psalter of St. Louis.
In the Birds’ Head Hag-

gadah, almost all adult male 
Jews, including Abraham, 
Jacob, Moses, Aaron, the Is-
raelite elders, and the leader 
of the Seder, are depicted as 
wearing the Judenhut. But 
there are three instances in 
which individuals with grif-
fin heads are shown bare-
headed. The first two are 
pictures of Joseph and the 
Israelite slaves. Rabbinic 
tradition is very careful to 
represent Joseph as remain-
ing a tzaddik—a Jewish 
saint—even while working 
for Pharaoh. Similarly, the 
Israelites are understood to 
have remained uncompro-
misingly traditional, even 
while enslaved in Egypt—

refusing to change their language, their clothing, or 
their Hebrew names. Given that the midrash explic-
itly affirms that the Jews continued to wear their dis-
tinctive clothing, the denial of the Jewish hat to these 
figures seems strange. 

In fact, I believe this depiction to be a deliber-
ate critique of the rabbinic tradition growing out of 
the actual experience of medieval Jews in Ashkenaz. 
One figure of medieval Jewish life was the Jew who 
worked in the royal court, or for local princelings, 
in some capacity. Although these individuals often 
played a key role in the safety and well being of their 
communities, their everyday lives at court placed 
inevitable strains on religious observance, as well 
as raising suspicions among fellow Jews regarding 
their true loyalties. I suspect that the image of Jo-
seph and the slaves as Jews without hats is evidence 
of a real-world skepticism that, rabbinic assurances 
notwithstanding, Jews could ever have remained 
fully observant at court. 

The third instance of hatless griffin-headed Jews 
is one I would have missed if it weren’t for anoth-
er one of my children. When he was about 10, my 
son Misha and I were looking at the elegant 1965 
facsimile of the Birds’ Head Haggadah. Seeing that 
Pharaoh and his soldiers, who are shown pursuing 
the departing Israelites, are depicted with blank hu-
man heads, he remarked that “all the mitzrim (Egyp-
tians) have normal faces, and all the Bnei Yisrael 
(Jews) have birds’ faces.” Smug, in what I supposed 
was my superior art-historical expertise, I replied, 
“Look again, Misha—and this time more careful-
ly—do all the mitzrim really have normal faces? Can 
you spot the two who don’t?” The child did not miss 
a beat. “Abba,” he burst out, “anybody can tell that 

The plague of frogs depicted in the “Brother Haggadah” 14th-century Spain. 
(Courtesy of the British Library, London.)
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