Course Title: “Limits and Possibilities of Art for Recovering Medieval Daily Life”
Instructor: Adam S. Cohen, with Linda Safran
Description: The course will begin with a general introduction not only to the potential of
using art for an increased understanding of medieval daily life but also to the
methodological challenges in doing so. More specifically, the course will focus on
illuminated haggadot, books that were used in the household and contain pictures
illustrating certain facets of “daily life.” Although often used by scholars as simple
reflections of quotidian activities (or, to be more precise, activities related to the holiday),
these pictures must be understood within the broader context of how medieval manuscript
illuminations functioned. Juxtaposing these images of Jewish life with those in
contemporary Christian manuscripts demonstrates how such pictures may be carefully
constructed statements that do not always correspond directly with actual lived
experience. Indeed, the very existence of such illustrated Hebrew books reflects an
awareness of and tension with surrounding Christian culture. This exploration of the
illustrated haggadot thus yields insight into the complex nature of the primary evidence at
our disposal and provides greater nuance into how modern scholars can construct a more
accurate picture of the lives of medieval Jews beyond the elite. Finally, the course will
examine selected materials beyond the confines of medieval Ashkenaz to provide
comparative examples.
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Assignment (marked for assessment):
Each student will be responsible for presenting in class a review of one reading assigned
for that session and submitting a written, critical response to it.

