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The Lion Tamer in Jewish Art

Rachel Wischnitzer Bernstein
translated by Sasha Hoffman

Introduction: Rachel Wischnitzer Bernstein’s art historical investigation of the lion
tamer in Jewish art was published in the penultimate volume of Milgroym (September
2, 1923). Focusing on the representations of David and Samson, the piece incorporates
wide-ranging source material — visual and literary, Near Eastern and European, Jewish
and Christian, ancient and medieval. Wishnitzer’s scholarly approach, which privileges
exposition and inquisitiveness over argument and contextualization, provides a
particular challenge to the translator. I am grateful to Dalia Wolfson and the editorial
staff for their assistance throughout the project.

A concise biography of the author, who also served as Milgroym’s art editor, can be
found in the Jewish Women’s Archive.

Note: In the English table of contents the article is entitled “David and Samson Slaying
the Lion.” Image captions have been modified to refer to their layout in the digital
publication.


https://www.nli.org.il/en/newspapers/mgm/1923/09/02/01/?&e=-------en-20--1--img-txIN%7ctxTI--------------1
https://www.nli.org.il/en/newspapers/mgm/1923/09/02/01/?&e=-------en-20--1--img-txIN%7ctxTI--------------1
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/wischnitzer-rachel

In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (June 2024)

The Lion Tamer in Jewish Art

The fight with the beast: this is the theme of the magnificent drama which moves
humanity at the dusk of civilization. The defeat of the lion, the victory over the buffalo,
over the antelope, over the fallow deer (Cervus mesopotamicus), even over the small
gazelle — all these form a series of sensational moments in the history of the spread of
human domination on earth. In those ancient times, the artist’s need for representation
was met through fight scenes — with either the human or the animal represented as the
aggressor — and through triumph-scenes which celebrated the human’s victory. What
remains of such images — the stamps originating between the fourth and first millennia
BCE from Elam, Heth, Egypt, Assyria, Babylon and Persia — mainly belongs to a higher
level of artistic achievement. By that point, the struggle with the animal was no longer
felt as a direct experience; rather, it more so resembled a tendentiously painted plot of a
courtly romance. The brave hunter was the hero — celebrating victory over the animals
— or even divinity itself. And so, the image received a cultic significance. Finally, the role
of the animal-tamer was transferred to the king. The tamed animal is like a conquered
subject: it stands with a wide open maw, kneeling even as it roars.

Among other mythological material, it seems that the Epic of Gilgamesh supplied
quite a few motifs that were elaborated by the visual art of the ancient Near East. Yet
archaeologists warn against trusting these visual depictions as illustrations of specific
scenes from the ancient sagas. The visual artist is always free vis-a-vis the material. The
literary is never fully voided by the pictorial: the image always is less, but also more,
than the literary motif which summoned it to life. It is, after all, a completely different
creation, with its own means suitable for visual art. With this caveat in mind, scholars
nevertheless started to identify certain legendary motifs, particularly from the
Gilgamesh cycle, in the ancient oriental stamps, and organized them into types
according to narrative and composition.

The story with Gilgamesh goes as follows:

Gilgamesh was endowed by a heavenly god with superhuman strength. He was
one third human and two thirds divine. Gilgamesh ruled as a tyrant over the city of Uruk
and forced his subjects to build mighty temples and city walls. (We must emphasize two
details here: both superhuman strength, and the political power of Gilgamesh!)
Gilgamesh had a friend named Enkidu. His body was completely covered with hair, and
the hair on his head was long like a woman’s. He lived in the fields with the animals,
eating their food and refreshing himself with their drink. The two friends went hunting
together. They fought lions in the mountains and killed the Bull of Heaven in the sky.
Enkidu died suddenly, but Gilgamesh went on, seeking eternal life. On his way, he met a
scorpion man and his wife with her deadly glance. After many adventures, Gilgamesh
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finally acquired the herb of immortality. On his way back to Uruk, however, it was
snatched away by a snake.

Of the visual materials associated with the Gilgamesh cycle, not a single one can
be said to illustrate a specific scene from the story. Rather, we are mostly dealing with
generally conceived scenes of fight and triumph, in which either one or both heroes
appear alongside animals. Gilgamesh and Enkidu are marked by long curly hair and a
long beard. Enkidu is often represented as a mixed creature, an ox below the waist and
human above. He wears a crown of horns as a sign of his divine nature.

The relation to the defeated animal is expressed in a variety of ways. The
victorious hero treads on the defeated animal’s head, grabs one of its hind legs and
catches its tail, or raises it by both hind legs to his side, or even holds the subjugated
animal high over his head.

In a Babylonian cylinder seal (see Image 1) from the third millennium BCE, the
hero appears riding a lion. He extends one arm to the lion’s tail, a sign of victory. The
lion’s mouth is open wide. The motif is often duplicated and elaborated in order to
balance out the composition, i.e. additional figures are inserted in order to fill out the
space.

Some of the compositional schemes of the animal taming motif, developed over
millennia in ancient oriental art, survived in later times. Even as this ancient motif has
slowly changed, it remains clearly recognizable in more recent history. Heraldic art in
particular successfully utilized this inherited treasury of forms. Heraldic iconography
took its eagles, its lions, and its solemn handling of motifs, from the ancient Orient.

In visual art which draws its spiritual narrative from the Bible, the ancient
oriental background remains visible. It is also a powerful factor in the Bible itself, and so
one can note here a double stream of formative influences. Just as the Hellenistic-era
artist depicted Daniel in the lion’s den (see Image 2) with the ancient oriental model in
mind, so too the author of the Book of Daniel must have imagined the scenes from the
ancient epics. That the artist represented Daniel with arms out, the two lions raised at
his sides, is neither a coincidence nor a new invention — rather, it certainly follows an
ancient tradition. The symmetrical display of the lions on both sides of the hero echoes
the ancient motif. The doubling seen here is for decorative reasons. From the meager
remains of the mosaic it is difficult to see whether the hero is holding his arms raised in
a Hellenized gesture of prayer, or whether this is, as with Gilgamesh, a gesture of
triumph. In the representations of Daniel from the Merovingian period (see:
Woermann’s Geschichte der Kunst aller Zeiten und Volker [The History of Art of All
Times and Peoples], 2" edition, 1920, Vol. 3, p. 84), we can observe the same oriental
patterning. The animals bow before the victor with the submissiveness of the
vanquished. Daniel raises his arms to praise God, or to signal his own triumph.
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Two Biblical heroes, David and Samson, have become folk-heroes as warriors
against the Philistines, as fighters for the people. In visual art their depictions are
influenced by the ancient oriental saga cycles twofold, via the literary as well as the
formal; i.e. via the Biblical description itself which is saturated with oriental motifs, as
well as via the already-existing visual representations. In the Bible, David relates his
experiences as a shepherd, saving a sheep from a lion and a bear. He catches the animal
by the beard and kills it: “God, who saved me from the lion’s and bear’s paws, will save
me also from this Philistine’s hand.” The story with the wild animals, the lion and the
bear, represents David as an animal-vanquisher and inspires confidence in his strength,
which is not expected from an ordinary shepherd. The motif of divine chosenness, just
as with Gilgamesh, is here symbolized by the salve with which Samuel anoints David,
following God’s order.

Samson is also sanctified from birth. His hair is long like Enkidu’s. This hair,
however, has a different meaning from the very beginning. The long hair marks not the
Wild Man, the man-animal, but rather the holy monk, who has fully dedicated himself
to God. Yet Samson’s long hair remains a symbol of bodily strength as well. Like David,
Samson is characteristically depicted through a fight scene with a lion. In both
instances, the victory is narrated as a miracle, since neither David nor Samson are
armed with a weapon. Samson tore apart the lion with his bare hands, “as one tears
apart a little goat.” He is completely unarmed. “The God who saved me from the lion’s
paw...” says David, assured of divine aid. Samson also believes in God’s help and
because of his piety, he doesn’t even tell his parents about the entire affair.

In the visual arts, these two Biblical lion-tamers are treated in the spirit of the
so-called “Gilgamesh scenes.” Just like that other ancient oriental hero, David — and
often Samson as well — is seen riding on a lion, or about to mount one. We find David
represented with a lion on a Hellenistic Era silver bowl displayed in the South
Kensington Museum (it was found in Kyrenia, described by Wulff in Altchristliche und
byzantinische Kunst [Early Christian and Byzantine Art]). Not only does the
composition follow the ancient oriental style, but David is even dressed in the fashion of
antiquity: with a short tunic and a cape that blows in the wind. On the right, the motif is
further elaborated with a tree which curves towards the center, and is actually necessary
to fill out the round shape of the bowl.

The wide spread of this motif in the Middle Ages is evident from its frequent
appearance in the most diverse places. We encounter David depicted in this
characteristic way in a Christian English Bible from the twelfth century — just one
example of many. In the Book of Psalms, which begins with the words “Beatus vir,” the
image fills the letter “B” (see Image 3). The many bone engravings of Samson astride a
lion, riding him while tearing open the lion’s mouth, are from the twelfth century as well
(previously reproduced by Adolph Goldschmidt in his Die Elfenbeinskulpturen aus der
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Romanischen Zeit [The Ivory Sculptures of the Romanesque Period], vol. III, Berlin:
Bruno Cassirer, 1923, where he brings three examples: two German and one probably
French).

The motif of the lion-tamer is also prevalent in illuminated Hebrew books. We
can see the motif of Samson described above — riding a lion and tearing open his mouth
— in the manuscript of Benjamin the Scribe from the year 1278, containing the
Pentateuch with the Targum, the Haggada, and other texts (British Museum 639, Add.
11). We find him very similarly represented in the Haggada from the British Museum Or
2737 (see Image 4) and in the Machzor from the Leipzig University Library (see Image
5). Both are manuscripts from the Late Middle Ages. Samson’s rider image adorns
Hebrew illuminated manuscripts as late as the eighteenth century. We recognize him in
the Corfu Machzor from the year 1700, found in Elkan Adler’s Collection in London. In
the spirit of the times, Samson — depicted in antiquity and the Middle Ages as a strong
man of Nature, a folk-hero — becomes an altogether gentle young man with curly hair,
sitting on the lion playfully, as though on a wooden horse. Moving gracefully, calmly,
not paying the lion any heed, Samson looks coquettishly at the audience, as if wanting to
draw our attention to his strange costume. The lion, too, makes the impression of being
completely relaxed (see Image 6'). The Ketubah from Rivarolo from the year 1727
incorporated this little image from the Corfu Machzor with small changes (see Image 7).
It is possible that numerous copies of this image were available, passing from one
manuscript to another. In these eighteenth century depictions, there is no longer any
trace of the tragic fate of this hero, one who bravely killed a lion with his bare hands in
his youth, but later fell into enemy hands and — blind and seemingly abandoned by God
— died (albeit magnificently) in the enemy camp. This image of Samson would be
transformed in later times into an idyll, but in the medieval haggadah, Samson is still a
warrior hero, a symbol of the invincible strength of Israel.

It would be very interesting to investigate whether the image of Samson was often
switched with David in illuminated Hebrew books as well (or whether it happened at
all), as can be seen countless times in Christian Bible illuminations. In Christian
iconography, David holds a distinct significance. The scene of “David saves the little
lamb from the bear and the lion” is juxtaposed with the scenes of “Jesus saves the
madman from possession” and “Jesus descends into hell.” The Church connected
specific concepts to David, which explains why David occupies such a large place in
Christian iconography. The motif of victory over the lion and over Goliath the Philistine
— that is, the defeat of evil — is placed in the foreground. For Christians, David
foreshadows Christ, and is identified with him. Therefore, the role of the animal-tamer
is primarily granted to David, and only occasionally to Samson. By comparison, I have

! The image references in this sentence and the next seem to be inverted in their original reference (i.e. the image
from the ketubah is on page 1 and the image from the haggadah on page 6).
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never seen David represented in the role of a lion-tamer in illuminated Hebrew books.
There, David is better known as an old gray-haired king, seated on his throne, playing
the harp, or praying. It is Samson who is the lion-tamer, the folk hero, the symbol of
Israel’s valor — as far as we can learn from the materials known to us. In Samson, we
encounter the embodiment of national Jewish heroism.
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