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THE DESCENDANTS OF ABRAHAM 

october 9. 1995 Irvine H. Anderson 

If the Surgeon General issued warnings for 
Literary Club papers similar to those issues for health 
hazards, this paper would probably be labeled: 

"warning: The following contains theological 
commentary by a non-theologian. It has not been 
approved for use by any orthodox religious authority of 
any faith. It also contains commentary on art by a 
non-expert, and the same warning applies. 1I 

Furthermore an ancient rule of the Club precludes 
pictures to acco~pany the text. This creates a bit of 
a problem for a journey throu'!h three ~useu~s and a 
mosque. Word pictures of dub10us qual1ty w1ll have to 
suffice. 

with these disclaimers, I offer you the story of a 
venture into what was, for me, new territory. As you 
will see shortly, you will have an opportunity to 
follow the same trail in the very near future. 

The story actually began many months ago in a 
meeting in Dayton of a Southwestern Ohio Christian
Muslin Dialogue Group. For several years some thirty
five members of the two faiths have met periodically to 
compare notes on subjects such as prayer, war, and the 
role of women. Fascinating. 

~t this particular meeting, the subject turned to 
creatlng a forum for a larger audience, and making it a 
three-way affair - for Christians, Muslims and Jews. 
What would draw more people, increase interfaith 
understanding, and steer clear of politics? Someone 
said, "What about religious art?" Pause. "Great 
idea! ••• but how could we do that?" Another pause. "Do 
~ou think that the Cincinnati Art Museum would be 
lnterested?" A longer pause. Then, "Let's find out." 



And that's how the idea of a progr 
was born. 

The idea went fro 
of this club, George Riev·~~~ 
the Art Museum, and who vas 
to the Director of the ~ 
to the Curator of E~ucatlo 
found a warm receptlon. 
of community outreach and 
be. 
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on religious art 

An ad hoc committee was p ~ toge er representing 
co~.UEl~" ties, the Art the Christian, Jewish, and us . at Hebrew 

Museum, the Taft Museum , the ,S 
Union College, the new lsI , c 
university, Xavier univer~1t~, 
Cincinnati. Discussion Wlth1n 
education in itself. 

of 
an 

What evolved was a plan for a series of, ectures 
, 't l "t thro gb Art 1n Three on "The Search for Sp1rl. ua 1 Y eb U' 

Traditions", to be held at the Art Muse , H rew n10n 
College, the Taft Muse~, ,and the Mosque. ,A catalogue 

'11 he available descrl.bl.ng what can be v1ewed at all 
f~ur locations. Funding comes fro the Ohio Humanities 
Council and the Art Museum's education budget. 

But I have an insatiable curiosity. I could not 
wait for the formal program to explore the subject 
myself. So I set out to visit the exhibits, talk with 
the Curators, and read into the subject ahead of time. 
It was challenging, to say the least. 

The question was, "How have the beliefs of the 
three faiths influenced their art?" WhiCh, of course, 
pre-supposes at least a basic understanding of what 
those beliefs are. The more I explored that subject, 
the more difficult the question became. Undaunted, I 
reached a number of very general, and rather obvious 
conclusions. Most of them will be familiar to you. 

In the first place, these are the three great 
monotheistic religions. "Allah" is simply the Arabic 
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world for God, and - in t he view of Muslims - the same 
God worshiped by both Jews and Christians. 

Incidentally, I learned from a member of our 
committee that the Arabic word tlA11ah tl is neither 

masculine nor feminine. Muslims have therefore been 
spared the debate over the use of masculine pronouns in 
texts, liturgy, and hymns . Would that English had been 
so kind. 

All three trace their history from Abraham, hence 
the term "the Abrahamic Religions". A slight 
difference is the fact that the Qur'an records Ismail 
rather than Isaac as having been almost sacrificed to 
God by Abraham. And Ismail is regarded as the ancestor 
of the Arabic people from whence Islam arose. 

All three have sacred texts, regarded in various 
ways as the received word of God. Muslims, 
incidentally, refer to Jews and Christians as "People 
of the Book" with which they have a special affinity. 

All three have developed a small inner core of 
mystics, well outside of the mainstream, but in some 
cases influencing forms of artistic expression. 

In the case of Judaism, it was the Kaballah which 
flourished in Eastern Europe. The Kaballah ' 
incorporates a complex and esoteric interpretation of 
the Bible, especially the book of Genesis, based on 
what was originally an oral and secret tradition. 

Christian mysticism reached its peak in the Middle 
Ages, especially in the writings of Meister Eckhart, 
st. Teresa of Avila, st. John of the cross, and the 
unknown English author of "The Cloud of Unknowing". 

In Islam, it was the Sufi movement, frowned upon 
by more orthodox Muslims, but in many ways responsible 
for much of the spread of Islam across North Africa and 
elsewhere. 

While vastly different in content, all three 
offered a personal approach to the Divine through 



meditation or other practices . 
traditions found the i r way into 
display in Cincinnat i . 

This may sound odd, 
the widely divergent inst · ~L~~L~~~ 
found within all three tra . ~~. ~~ 
are the Orthodox, Conservat · 
J ewish community; the Ras 
and Protestant within the 
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When it comes to differences~ s t obvious 
ones are the roles ascribed t o J esus to oh ed. 
Christians honor the Jewish p rop ets and consider J esus 
to have been the Messiah; Mus l· honor both the J e wish 
prophets and Jesus (as a prophet but not as divine ), 
and they consider Mohammed to h a ve been the l ast or 
"Seal of the Prophets". 

There are many differences, bu t there are several 
which are strikingly revealed in the art - wh en viewed 
on a comparative basis. Here are some observations 
developed in part in a long luncheon conversation with 
pro~e~sor David Cave, a student of Comparative 
Rel~g~on. (A non-theologian and non-expert needs all 
of the help that he can get.] 

Most of the objects on display in t h e Skirball 
Museum are beautifully crafted materials used to 
enhance Jewish services, holidays and rites of passage. 
And a theme which runs throughout those rituals is 
celebration of the Jews as a Sacred People. 
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The Christian material at the Art Museum and the 
Taft is predominately late Medieval and Early 
Renaissance, much of it paintings which tell Biblical 
stories for the illiterate masses. But the 
representation of the human form suggests a linkage 
with the Incarnation, wherein the Divine took human 
form and thereby made the human form something to be 
honored. 

This is in sharp contrast with Islam, which 
stressed a radical monotheism ["There is no God but 
God~ and Mohammed is his Prophet."], and prohibited 
representation of the human form as bordering on the 
worship of other than God. Islam also placed great 
emphasis on the Qur'an as the direct revealed Word of 
God. The result was great reverence for the Arabic of 
the Qur'an. Artistic expression therefore took the 
form of calligraphy, geometric patterns, and 
architecture. 

There is prohibition against creation of graven 
images in Judaism as well, and in post-Temple Rabbinic 
Judaism there has been great veneration of the Torah -
the first five books of the Jewish Bible. 

Themes, then, that run through the art: 
celebration of the Jews as a Sacred People and 
reverence for the Torah in Judaism; Biblical story 
telling and the influence of the Incarnation in 
Christianity: and emphasis on calligraphy, geometry and 
architecture in Islam. Let's examine those in more 
detail. 

******** 
Marilyn Reichert, wife of our own David Reichert, 

is Curator at the Skirball Museum, and she gave me a 
marvelous tour. The museum is relatively small but 
beautifully laid out. Much of it is a celebration of 
Jewish life - including Jewish life in Cincinnati. But 
a major portion involves articles associated with the 
Torah, rites of passage, and Jewish holidays. 



The center of the 
conceptually - i s th7 
being read, a Torah ~s 
architectural center of 

This Torah conta ' 
sewn together with linen 
parchment glued across ea 

ebrew, black, and done 
pic torial embell i s hments 

This Torah was created 
:or the ancestors of Prof. 

ed for services in t he 
y ears. After almost 

eda synagogue just before 
. Qn the Synagogue went up 

In 1939, Weinberg ob t ained a 
and was able to have the Torah era 
there. The Scroll along with 0 er 

i dden in Amsterdam, but i t was f 
after the seizure of Holland and 
~ ain for use in the Rosenberg Ins 
o n the Jewish Problem". Wei nberg and 
were sent to concentration camps. 

After the end of the war, the 
Government found both the Torah and e 
r eturned the Scroll to him. We inberg 
emigrated to the United states in 19 8, 
cincinnati, and he became Professor of Babre 
and Literature at Hebrew Union COllege. In 

ade a gift of the Torah to the College. 

Recent Jewish history is t h e r e fore v ery uch 
e ntwined with this particular To rah Scroll . 
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While the Torah itself is reverently s ' pIe, the 
a rticles associated with it are richly done . here is 
a velvet Torah mantle "embroidered with the traditiona l 
l ions of Judah, symbols of the t ribe of King David; the 
crown of learning; and the s i x-pointed star of David." 
It is used to cover the Torah. (2) 
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There ' s orab case of chased 
i i agery symbolic of the 
a ... canopy, twisted 

columns, lions, bel s ... and ••• the Tablets of the Law, 
or Ten Co ents.- j acent in the same case are 
silver filia l s , decora ed i bells, and a silver yad, 
or Torah pointer, used to follow the text without 
touching it. 

Further into the eum is a case displaying 
articles used in celebration of the Sabbath, which 
begins at sundown on Friday evening with the blessing, 
the kindling of lights , and blessings over wine and 
bread. 

The case includes a lamp from Krakow, Poland, with 
lions and an eagl e, a national symbol. And there are 
two Sabbath candlesticks of the type frequently used in 
Jewish ho es in Morocco. 

"After the kindling of the lights, the holiness of 
the Sabbath is proclaimed by the kiddush, or 
sanctification, over a cup of wine." There are two 
contrasting kiddush goblets in this case. One is "a 
small 19th-century beaker elaborately decorated with 
flowers and hearts." The other, created in 1972, has a 
modern, abstract design resembling the tendrils of a 
climbing grape vine. 

"The Sabbath ends with a twilight ceremony known 
as havdalah, meaning separation ... the separation of the 
Sabbath from the rest of the week, the sacred from the 
secular. Blessings are made over wine, light, and 
spices, through which the scent of the Sabbath is 
remembered". There is a tower-shaped spice box in this 
case of the type most popUlar in the Jewish communities 
in Europe . 

. Other cases contain articles used in holidays and 
fest~vals throughout the Jewish year, including Rosh 
Hashanah, the beginning of the new year; Yom Kip~ 
the Day of Atonement (or at-one-ment), ten days later; 
SUkkot, the Feast of Tabanacles, a reminder of the 
temporary dwellings used in the desert after the Exodus 
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from Egypt; Pesah, or Passover, recalling,the Exodus 
itself. Hanukkah, celebrating the liberat10n of 
Jerusalem after the Maccabeen Revolt in 167 B.C.E.; and 
Purim celebrating the triumph of the beautiful Queen 
Esthe~ over Haman, the Persian prime minister, the 
sixth century B.C.E. All of these have traditional 
rituals and articles associated with them. 

Of particular interest to me were the articles 
associated with the Passover seder, the ceremonial 
feast "in which every member of the family, especially 
the children, learn about the experience of 
liberation." 

There is a Seder plate, engraved with the symbolic 
foods for the feast. The "inscriptions in Hebrew read: 
matzah, the unleavened bread eaten during this holiday; 
maror, bitter herbs reminiscent of the bitterness of 
slavery; haroset, made of wine and fruit and 
symbolizing the mortar from which Jewish slaves made 
bricks for Pharaoh; karpas, or parsely, which 
represents the coming of spring and the nourishment 
that grows from the earth; and magid, the ceremonial 
washing of the hands." 

There is also a cloth cover for the matzah, the 
unleavened bread symbolic of "the hasty departure of 
the Jews from Egypt that prevented them for waiting for 
the dough to rise." This cover is embroidered with the 
wish "Next Year in Jerusalem", said at the end of the 
Passover service. 

The text used during the Seder is in the Haggadah, 
or narrative of the Exodus from Egypt. Especially 
during the flowering of art and scholarship in Spain, 
France, and Germany in the Middle Ages, manuscript 
illu~ination became a high art. The two Haggadah texts 
on d1splay follow in this tradition. One is an 18th 
century text open to an illustration of "the finding of 
Moses, who,grew up to lead his people out of Egypt." 
The other 15 a 20th century text in both Hebrew and 
English, open to a depiction of Moses parting the Red 
Sea. 
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Most of the 
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early Renaissance. 
but unfortunate y 
materia l fro e 
ava ilable tel s a 

t ern orthodox tradition. What is 
~ascinating story_ 

I had 
collections 

e p easure of a tour through the 
e two museums by Anne EI-Omami, at the 

Abby Schwartz, CUrator of Education at 
delightful tour guides. Additional 

prospectiv e e from the Literary Club's own resident 
Medieva l h ' storian, Jim Murray, who didn't know why I 
was asking e questions when I did. My apologies, 
Jim. 

The Medieval mind was dominated by a belief that 
the Bible contained the complete truth about the past, 
the present , and the future, and the purpose of man was 
to reestablish a direct link with God through Christ as 
the source of salvation. Artistic work was stylized 
and stiff. 

As we move from the Medieval into the Renaissance, 
however, there is growing naturalism in the artistic 
representation of Christ, the Virgin Mary, Biblical 
figures, and the saints. This was due in part to a 
growing trend toward realism in all artistic work, but 
also to an attempt to have viewers identify with Christ 
and the saints as real, warm-blooded people who 
suffered and died that others might be saved. 

The beginning of this transition can be clearly 
seen at the Art Museum in an exquisite, small, 14th 
century painting of Christ on the cross, against a gold 
background. There is still a degree of stiffness in 
the figures, but Christ's head is slumped to one side 
and blood spurts from his rib cage and runs down over' 
his feet. "Despair surrounds the sagging figure of the 



Virgin •. and dismay marks the faces of the men on,the 
other side of the cross." It is clear how the VIewer 
is supposed to react. 
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Close by is a much larger, beautiful, round, 15th
century painting by Francesco Botticini, of Madonna and 
child with a Breviary. "Mary is robed in a blue mantle 
with gold lining ... over a red dress which was her 
traditional costume in art" of the period. Forget that 
the events occurred in rural Palestine in the 1st 
century. In the background are the spires of a 15th
century city, and by Mary's side is a breviary, or 
prayer book, of Catholic origin. So much for realism. 

Of special interest are three unique altarpieces -
two in the Art Museum, and a smaller, portable one at 
the Taft. The larger ones, called retablo, were used 
as centerpieces for chapel alters. Each contains a 
series of small paintings of Bible stories. They have 
hinged side panels, kept closed except when opened on 
special occasions to reveal the mysteries of the faith. 

The 15th-century Retablo of st. Peter at the Art 
Museum is in a frame the shape of a Gothic Medieval 
church, with vaults, arches, and spires. The smaller 
one at the Taft, called a triptych, was intended for 
travel, and could be set up for worship anywhere. 

It is the large 16th-century Flemish Tendilla 
Retablo at the Art Museum which is of most interest. 
It is worth spending considerable time examining. 

This retablo was obviously "planned to convey the 
central message of Christianity: Christ's crucifixion 
which redeemed mankind from the original sin of Adam 
and Eve ... [It] ... consists of thirteen panels ... in an 
elaborately carved wooden frame. The panels are 
planned so that the paintings on the left (Adam and 
Eve, the Nativity, the Lamentation, and st. Sebastian) 
portray the human or earthly aspects of the Christian 
faith while the paintings on the right (the Sacrifice 
of Abraha~, the ~aBtism of Christ, the Ascension and 
St; francls Recelvlng the Stigmata) have strong 
splr~t~a~ overtones. The three central panels (the 
Cruclflxlon, st. Jerome the Penitent and The Visitation 
represent a fusion of the material and spiri tual 
worlds." 
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There is "an exaggerated distortion of anatomy, 
contorted poses and use of harsh color, all of which 
were used to create an intense emotional response." 
One can almost recapture the mindset of the period by 
imagining kneeling before this altarpiece in a small 
chapel on one side of soaring Medieval cathedral. 

Even more evocative is a 16th-century Belgian 
tapestry at the Taft, depicting the Adoration of the 
Magi. It is small, three feet by three feet, woven of 
wool and silk, with gold and silver threads. 
Tapestries such as this were placed "in homes, usually 
in the bedroom, on domestic altars ... or in private 
chapels" as a focal point for meditation and prayer. 

Mary is seated in the center, with the Christ
child on her lap. The three Magi and Joseph surround 
her, with others in the background. What is striking 
is the blissful, distant look in the eyes of everyone 
except Mary, as though in "their private meditation and 
prayer .•. [they had] ••• visualized Mary and the Christ 
Child, the objects of their devotion." Gazing at this 
tapestry long enough can almost put one into a 
meditative state. Here is where the influence of early 
Christian mysticism becomes most apparent. 

Several other items at the Taft are particularly 
interesting. One is a small 16th-century German plaque 
depicting the Annunciation. Mary is kneeling before an 
altar with an open Bible on it. The angel Gabriel is 
approaching with a banner reading, "Hail, full of 
grace, the Lord is with You." God the Father, depicted 
as a bearded king, is in the background, and a tiny 
infant carrying a cross is descending toward Mary on a 
stream of light. 

For sheer beauty, nothing surpasses the small, 
ivory, 13th-century French statue of the Virgin and 
Child from the Abbey Church of Saint-Dennis. This 
piece, and others like it, contributed to the 
transition in artistic style from austere majesty to 
intimate communion between the 13th and 14th centuries. 

And there is a 15th-century Italian terra-cotta 
Virgin and Child, of almost equal beauty. "By the late 
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15th-century •.. the desire to dwell on the human 
characteristics of Christ and his mother was 
widespread, and young mothers who prayed before images 
like this one could easily identify with t he Madonna." 

But there was another trend in the peri od that we 
are considering. This was the veneration of t h e relics 
of various saints and splinters of what was believed to 
be the "True Cross." Pieces of wood, bone, or hair, 
were carefully preserved, and pilgrims travel ed from 
miles around to see and touch them. 

The Taft has a small, gold Double Reliquary, used 
to hold such relics, and the collection in the Art 
Museum includes a painting of st. Helena with the True 
Cross, which relates to this practice. 

"Helena was the mother of the Roman Emperor 
constantine, who established Christianity as the 
empire's official religion". She claimed to have found 
the True Cross, and she established the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem on the site. 

As a matter of fact, most of the traditional sites 
of New Testament events which tourists visit today are 
those identified by st. Helena on a somewhat mystical 
tour that she took of the Holy Land. She claimed that 
she had intuitive knowledge. 

One painting in the Art Museum is worth special 
note. It relates to the practice of using Biblical 
stories to teach a moral lesson. But the moral lesson 
of this story took and interesting twist over time. 

The painting is a lovely one of JUdith, the Jewish 
heroine in an apocryphal book of the same name. In the 
original story, a Jewish city was under siege by the 
Assyrian general Holofernes, and about to surrender. 

To save the city, Judith ventured forth in all of 
her finery to the camp of the enemy. She told 
Holofernes that "God has sent me to do things with thee 
at which the whole earth will be astounded." Who could 
resist that? 
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In preparation for taking Judith to his bed, 
Holofernes unfo rtunate ly drank himself into a stupor. 
Judith se i zed his sword , cut his head off, and carried 
it back to the c i t y . The leaderless Assyrians promptly 
fled in defeat. The full title of the painting, which 
I omitted earlier, is therefore Judith with the Head of 
Holofernes. 

The early church seized upon this story as an 
example of a heroine who imperiled her own life for 
others. Later she became a symbol of Chastity over 
Lust. By the Rena i ssance, however, she was an example 
of a dangerous woman who undi d Hol ofernes "by the 
beauty of her face." And she was a warning to men 
against drunkenness. From heroine to harlot in 15 
centuries! 

Virtually all of the Christian art in the two 
museums has deep spiri tual mean i ng, but that story was 
too good to pass up. 

******** 
Turning now to Islamic art, we find a significant 

amount in the Art Museum, but also excellent examples 
of some of its themes in the new Mosque north of 
cincinnati. Anne EI-Omami introduced me to the 
material in the Art Museum, and Dr. Salem Foad, a local 
phYSician and author of a book on the Qur'an, was my 
guide through the Mosque. 

In many ways the Qur'an, and the Arabic language 
in which it was written, form the center of Islamic 
faith and practice. 

BY,tradition, the Qur'an consists of a series of 
revelat~ons fr~m God to the Prophet Mohammed through 
the Ang71 Gabr~71. As such, it is considered the 
auth7nt~c and f~nal word of God, covering all aspects 
of l~fe - or,at least all aspects of life in 7th
century Arab~a_ 

As in Judaism and Chri t d 
attempt to translate the t s e~ om, modern scholars 
into reliable guides for ea~h~ngs of t~eir Sacred Book 

can emporary l~fe - some from 
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a conservative viewpoint, and some more liberally. 
[Unfortunately, the American media tends to focus only 
on the extremists, and misses much of the richness of 
Islamic ethical teachings.] 

Be that as it may, the Qur/an is in exquisite 
Arabic, and considered untranslatable. [Versions in 
English are "interpretations", not "translations".] As 
a result, the Arabic version is used in all parts of 
the Islamic world, much as Latin was once used 
throughout Christendom. The Arabic Qur'an, the 
obligatory five prayers a day, and the once-in-a
lifetime pilgrimage to Mecca have provided a strong 
sense of unity for all devout Muslims. 

The Arabic script itself became an art form, and 
pages of the Qur'an were beautifully illuminated. The 
Art Museum has a number of finely crafted Qur'anic 
folios in elegant kufic style script, from the loth 
through the 12th centuries. 

Of particular note is an 11th-century example from 
Iran. The page itself is a rich brown, with an 
underlying light cursive design throughout. The text 
consists of four lines of Qur'anic verse, written with 
strong, steep verticals and compacted horizontals. 
Colored vowel and diacritical markers add to the beauty 
of the page. It is worth seeing. 

Closeby is a reconstructed mihrab, or prayer 
niche, placed in the wall of a mosque or a room to 
indicate the direction of Mecca when one kneeled to 
pray five times a day. Based on its decorative style, 
this mihrab is believed to be from a 15th or 16th 
century mosque in eastern Iran or cen~ral ~sia. ~t is 
of cobalt blue and turquoise glazed t~le w~th del~cate 
floral patterns in a geomet~ic setting. ~he frame 
surrounding the niche conta~ns an often-c1ted verse 
from the Qur'an in cursive Arabic, which reads in part: 

"In the Name of God, the Beneficent, the Merciful. 
successful indeed are the believers, who ar~ 
humble in their prayers, and who shun what 1S 
vain and who give alms and act for the sake of 
purity and who restrain their sexual passions 
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except with their spouses ..• for surely they will 
not be bl ed.-

Well worth a visit is the Art Museum's Damascus 
Room, the completely restored work of 18th-century 
syrian craftsmen of the ottoman Empire. Its walnut 
panels frame a series of elaborately decorated niches 
and windows. Built into the left wall of the room is a 
small, ornate mihrab. The floor is of blue-veined 
Greek marble, with a typically Islamic geometric 
design. 

And at one end of the carved and painted ceiling 
is a passage from a Sufi poem, in stYI~zed Ara~ic 
script, which reads, "Each does acCOr~1ng to h1S, 
disposition" - a phrase open to many 1nterpretat10ns. 

The influence of Islamic architecture is clearly 
apparent in the new Mosque. The Mosque is one building 
within a complex which forms an Islamic Center -
intended for worship, for education~ and for community 
activities. It is the hope of the regional Islamic 
community that many non-muslims will visit and become 
familiar with what Is1am is a11 about. 

The interior of the Mosque itself is quietly 
graceful, with carpets covering the floor, for kneeling 
in prayer - instead of the pews in Christian churches. 
The ceiling is a vast golden dome, and there is the 
traditional mihrab in the front. 

The windows are arched, with a gold and blue 
geometric design and the name of Allah in Arabic script 
at the top. In anterooms near the entrance are taps 
for the ritual washing of hands, and racks to hold the 
shoes that worshipers remove before entering. 

But the most impressive aspect of the Mosque is 
the large black and gold tapestry in the front of the 
interior, inscribed in Arabic with "The Ninety-Nine 
Names of Allah". These are a11 of the wondrous 
characteristics attributed to the All Mighty by devout 
Muslims. This particular tapestry was hand-woven in 
Saudi Arabia, and it is a real treasure. 
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