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The   most widespread form of painting during the middle ages was  
 on pages of manuscripts that were covered with images and  

                            illustrations. While Christians illuminated all kinds of manuscripts 
with images, and while Moslems limited their illuminations to purse designs or to 
expanding the calligraphy, the most common places for Jews to expand their calligraphy 
with illumination and art were Megillat Esther and Ketubot (wedding contracts). 
Megillat Esther is often referred to simply as ha megillah, or “The Scroll”.
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Beginning    sofrim, scribes, usually start out  
                                                                                 writing Megillot Esther, because 
Megillat Esther is the only book of the Bible that doesn’t contain any of the names of God. 
As a result, they can write without having to worry about making a mistake on sheets 
containing God’s name. Other holy books, mainly siddurim, prayerbooks, and haggadot, 
the Passover seder book, contained artwork. Soon after some siddurim were illuminated, 
rabbis thought it was too distracting for the worshippers and that they would be too 
focused on the pictures rather than on their prayers.

Since the Megillah does not contain the name of God, over the course of time rabbis have 
debated whether the Megillah is a holy text even if it does not have the name of God 
written in it. God also does not seem to act in the Megillah.

1. Can a book be holy without having God’s name in it? Or can a book be considered holy 
if God is completely missing from it? _________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

The rabbis finally decided on their answer. They decided that Esther’s name means 
“hidden”, and just like Esther, God is hidden in the story of Purim.

2. What are some instances in the Megillah when God is hidden? __________________

______________________________________________________________________
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Illuminated  Megillot can be simple or intricate. 
Sometimes the illustrations come from 

different events within the story. One possibility was for a sofer to write the text and then leave 
room for an artist to fill in the illustrations. Other times the scribe would do his own illustrations.

Notice how in this Megillah there is a picture of Mordecai being 
pulled on the horse by Haman. This scene happens to be one 
depicted in many Megillot. 

Another popular illustration is 
the sons of Haman being hung on 
gallows surrounded by their names. 

Some Megillot had pictures of the beauty pageant 
and the elaborate feasts and parties had by the 
king. 

Other times borders of Megillot were  decorated with flowers, 
birds, animals and graceful designs in vibrant colors. Here artists 
focused on drawing pictures of birds and lions and kept the text to 
telling the story. Sometimes the illustrations would be a full page 
or part of a page. Other times the artwork would only appear in 
the margins. 

Unlike English where there are capital letters, Hebrew letters are all the same size. Therefore the 
entire word at the beginning of a text would be painted or illustrated. 

Another beautiful addition to the manuscripts was the use of micrography.  
Here, minature letters are used to form a design. This artwork would either be geometric 
or represent part of the text. Some micrographies are in the shape of animals, flowers or 
Jewish objects.

There are some traditions used by many scribes to write the 
Megillah. One is to begin the all the columns with the word  
ha-Melekh, the king. Besides being the title of Ahashuerus it is also 
a name for God. This underlines the idea that God is hidden in the 
story. Another tradition is to begin each column with the letter  
vav, which is similar to the way many Torah scrolls are written.

It is also a custom to decorate the case that houses the Megillah. Some cases are silver 
with designs of the times embellished on the outer side. Others are made out of wood that 
can be carved or painted.
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17AND THE KING LOVED ESTHER ABOVE ALL THE WOMEN, AND HE FOUND 
CHARM AND KINDNESS IN HER BEFORE HIM ABOVE ALL THE OTHER MAIDENS, AND 
HE PLACED THE ROYAL CROWN ON HER HEAD, AND MADE HER QUEEN INSTEAD 
OF VASHTI. 18AND THE KING MADE A HUGE FEAST FOR ALL HIS PRINCES AND 
SERVANTS AND A FEAST FOR ESTHER AND HE ANNOUNCED IT  AND GAVE GIFTS 

ACCORDING TO WHAT HE FELT LIKE. (CHAPTER 2: 17-18) 
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Create Your Own:  When we read the Megillah we are keeping 
the mitzvah of reading and listening to the Megillah. We can go one step further with this and keep 
another mitzvah, Hiddur Mitzvah, beautifying a mitzvah. By reading an illustrated Megillah, or by 
creating your own, you are keeping the mitzvah to the fullest.

Now is the time for you to put your skills to use. Below is a piece of text from the Megillah. Become the 
illustrator and adorn this text with beauty.


