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I. CHAGALLS BIBLE
Since nry early youth

I lmue beenfascinated by the Bible.

It has always seemed to rne

and it seetns to me still
that it is the greatest source

of poetrl, of all tinte.

Since then I haue souglft

this reflectiort in li,fe and in art.

Tlrc Bible is like an echo

of nature and this secret

I lrcue tried to transnit.l

Marc Cha.gall

Marc ChagaII's Bible (1931-39,1952-56) reprcsL'nts an enormoLrs r-rndcrtaking, cnrbarkcd upon
in his middle age and complcted only after trventy-fivc years. It brings togcthcr thc rrtaturc- lrrist's
spirituality and childhood's f antasy thror-rgh the sophisticated artistrv of a nrastcr printrlakcr. Ir-r

Cliagall's Bible, from Cenesis through rhc Prophets, the Hasidirn of Vitcbsk c-ncountcr Rcnrbrandt and
E1 Greco beneath the vivid light of Palestine. And as the decade of the 1930s advanccs, Chasall's
dcpiction of biblical antiquity bccon-rc's ir-rcrcasinglv exprcssivc of a contcnrporary rr'orld cloornccl
tor dcstructior-r.

Chagall approachcs the BiDlc u,ith an indcpcndent and r.rniqucll' hr.rnrlnisr inrcrprcrrtion. ThroLrqir
ps;'chologically acutt portraits oikc1, individuals in clccisivc tttorttcnts, Chagall illr.rstrates thc Ol,-l
tstament as a cycic of historic cncorlntcrs bctrvcen rnan and God. His fbcus on rhis rclationship is

rrradc clear by bcginning thc suitc rvirh the creation of rnan. Drau'ing trpon all thc cxtrcr.ncs of hunran
cmotion and experience within man's lifc cycle, Chagall illuminates thc hurnan condition. Thus.
patriarchs, kings and prophets arc ncvcr rdealized but arc revealed in their rvcakncss and thcir strcngrh.

Chagall dcvises symbolic rcprescntations to suggest the prcscncc of God in thc lliblt': disks of light
inscribed with God's namc, God's rainbow and hands, and, nrost ficqucnrly, Gocl's nrcsscnscrs-
tl-rc angels. In Chagall's Bible, the supcrnatural and the natural cocxist and conrr.ntrnicatc clcrrrlv
tl-rrough cxpressive glances, gcstLrrcs and p<.rscs.

Chagall's Bible e'tchings rangc bctrvccn purc r-xprcssion and ilh.rstration.l Sotrrc crtract thc
esscncc of the text 

"vhilc 
othcrs visually delight in the evocative and dcscriptivc poctry of rhc vcrscs.

Yct cach rvork rcmains closely allicd to the textual source, thercby enhancing thc acccssibihtv oiirs
biblicalrncssage. Liberated frorn tl'rc distraction of color, Chagallachievcs in thesc black and n'hirc
prints a conccntrated manifcstation of l'rr,rmanity and sentirrcnt.l

Chagall as a rnodcrn artist and as aJcrvish artist is frecd trom thc traditional Christiru intcrpre-
urtion of thc Old Testaurent, rvith its cnrphasis on sin and rhe prcfiguretion of thc Ncu,Tcstanrcnt.r
Chagall's brblical univcrsc prctcrs ro speak of gracc and jo1,, tratcrnit;':rncl lovc lnd. iithe s.rr'lncss

of thc u'orld is also prescnt, thcn svnrbols of consolation irrc,rlu,r),s clos.'br,.'
As Mcvcr Schapiro has explaincd, "Chagall's indcpendcnt vision nrastcrs the cpic oithc l3iblc'dtrc

ro thc happy conjunction of hisJeu'ish culture-to which painting rvas alicr-r-and modern irrt-to
rvhich the Biblc has becn a clos.-d book."('Through rhcse ctchings and rhc largc rrunrber of montr-
mental, publicly exhibited works rhcy have inspirc-d, Chagall's biblical lncssasc is transnrittcd tcr

pcople of all faiths in the hopcs of fostcrrng human undcrstandinrr, pcacc;rnd i<-x'c.
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undulating horizon line echoes the reiaxed and
rounded contours ofhis curved arm and bent legs.
Although the sun has set, the lightly stippled sky is
brilliantly illuminated by a triangular shaft of pure
light inscribed at its apex with God's name. Amidst
this divine iight, a tall ladder rises with two angels
ascending and descending. Introducing the dreamer
to his dream is an acrobatic Hasid who floats upside
down, pointing downward to the visionary and up-
ward to his vision.

There is a curious affinity between Chagall's
depiction of the sleeping Jacob and Ribera's treat-
ment of the same subject, which Chagall undoubt-
edly would have seen in Madrid's Prado Museum
during his 1934 trip ro Spain. Chagall's trearmenr of
the ladder in this etching as a road to heaven presenrs
a positive image of hope. By the late 1930's, rhe
ladder takes on a negative connorarion in Chagall's
crucifi xion paintings.s{l

TING OFJACOB AND RACHEL

He said, "It is still broad daylight, too early to
round up the animals;water theJlock and take them
to pasture." But they said, "We cannot, until all the

flocks are rounded up; then the stone is rolled off the
mouth of the well and we water the sheep."

While he was still speaking with them, Rachel
came with her father's flock; for she was a

shepherdess. And whenJacob saw Rachel, the
daughter of his unde Laban, and the flock of his
uncle Laban,Jarob utent up and rolled the stone off
the mouth of the well, and watered the flock of his
uncle Laban.

Genesis, XXIX, 7-10
The depiction ofJacob and Rachel's firsr encounrer

is imbued wirh Chagall's unique romanricism.Jacob
recognizes and embraces the beautiful daughrer of
his uncle Laban, while she is not yet quite aware of
his identity. Jacob is obviousiy smitten by Iove at first
sight, just as Chagall recalls having fallen in lovc
rvith Bella.8r While a flock of young sheep cavort
around the opc.n well, the sky is filled with sharp
broken lines that express Jacob's high-keyed emo-
tion. Chagall rerurns ro this biblical love story
during the last years of his life in his decoration of the
Harpsichord (1980) for rhe Museum of the Biblical
Message-Marc Chagall in Nice and in the late
l-ork Pcasants by tlrc W?ll (1981).

16. WRESTLING WITH THE ANGEL

AJter taking thcnr across the stream, he sent
across all his possessiotrs. Jacob was left alone. And

a man wrestled with him until the break oJd,

When he saw that he had not prevailed agaii
he wrenchedJacob's hip at its socket, so that
socket of his hip was strained as he wrestled
him. Then he said, "Let me go,for dawn is
breaking." But he answered, "I will not let
unless you bless me," Said the other, "What is

name?" He replied, 'Jatob,"
Genesis, XXXII,'

Chagall has portrayed an older, more

Jacob rhan in the three prior plates. As in
painting of rhe same subject, Chagall has
depict the momenr of the struggie when the
has wrcnchedJacob's hip at the socket by the
sure of his knee.82 There is a baroque dy
the fleshy, overlapping limbs and the e

diagonal nrovement of the weighted
Chagall indicares the dawn by contrasti
diagonally striared sky on the left with the
stippled sky on the right.

17. RACHELS TOMB

Thus Rachel died. She was buried on the
Ephrath - now Bethlehem. Ouer her graueJ
up a pillar; it is the pillar at Rachel's grave to

Genesis, XXXV
Chagall vrsited Rachel's Tomb during his

the painting, capturing rhe vivid sensation
landscape and lighr. Rachel's Tomb stands
thc hilly Iandscape, berefr of human presence.
loreground landscape is anirnated by aite
horizontal stripes olrocky and smooth ground.
arches and domes of rhe monument are echoedi
rounded hills and camel. Unique in the Bible sw

Palestine in 1931 and enjoyed r.vorking out-o
while he painrc.d this vicw.sl The etciing re

ruith lris brotltars, as a lrelper to the sons of his

fatlrcr's u,iues Bilhah and Zilpah. AndJoseph
hrought bad repttrts of thent to their father,

its lack of human 6gurarion, rhis etching exudej
poignancy of Rachel's dearh and her solitary redi
placc-lefr bchrnd during the course of J
JOurnev.

18. YOUNG SHEPHERDJOSE

This, then, is tha line ofJarcb:
At seuanteur years of aoe,Joseph tended the

Genesis, XX

Sct agair-rst thc clear, brigiir sky of Palestine,J
is reprcscnted as yourhful, srrong, yet gentle,
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unrquc lcadcrship. s,r.r'r*,n .trtcl rvisdotrt. Thc sccncs
dcpic-1('d cstoll Moscs' ficc-to-tircc rclationship rvith
Gocl. his skill in rcprcsr'ntirrg thc lsrrelitcs bcforc
Plraraoh. his ctficacl as thc rlqcllt oi Gocl's n,rath
ovcr Eqvpt. ,rrrd his lc.rtlcrslrip in brirrgirrg his pcoplc
out oi [.ontlagc .rncl instillirrs in thcrrr (lod's
conrrrr.rrrclrrrcrrts. Thcsc ctclrirrgs providc :t corptts of
inraqcrv that Chagall * ill clrrs upon lor ntajor
plintine clclcs. ccr;rrrtics. stlirrcrl qlass rvindow's atrd
rapcstrics firr thc duration oi his circcr.

Irr adclition to Chaeall's skills irr cheractcrizatiorr
and rrarrauon in this suitc. Chagall is adcpt at cap-
turinq rnultiplc tcxnlres through his r':rricd ctching
tcchniqucs. In this plate. rlcnscl.v rvovcrr lnd decplv
bittcn lincs providc the dark cloth of Pharaoh's
daughtcr's gon n, hcr scrvant's robc, Moscs' pitch-
covcrcd rvickcr blskct and thc rhick ovcrhanging
foliagc. Short vcrtic;]l lines dcscribc thc rcccls at thc
rivcr's cclec. s hilc cho1.pr, parallcl arrtl cross-hatchcd
strokcs srlg€tcst thc qrlss urrtlcrtirot. Thc Nilc's srvitt
currclrt is cc,rrvcvcd bv thc rrrovcrrrcrrt olflrrc hori-
zorrr.rl sllshcs.rcross thc rr'hitc qrountl. Tlrcsc clcteils
rcflcct thc dircct intpact ofthe Egvpriart latrclscapc otr
Cir.rg.rll dtrrrns his l().i I rrip.

27.TIrlE BURNING BUSH

\irr r, .\ /o.tc.s, t c t t d i t t,q I I t ( -ll o ( k ql' I t i s -l a t I t c r- i t r I a ut

Jetltro, tlr pricst tti .\4idian, drtvt' tlrc.flotk into thc
rt,i/r/r'ntc-i-., dnd (anu' ttt Httrt,b, thc rlttrntlaitt tlf
Gor/. ..'ln att,qtl ttl tltc LctnD apltearcd to hitn itt rt

blnzitt.q-firr out ttf a bush. Ht pazcd, and tlu:rc u'as

d brtsh all a-flarne, yet tlu' bnsh u,As ttot Rttlsunted.

,\.{o.rc-r -r,rirl, "l nrust turn asidc to look at this
nan,el()us sight; ulty dL)cs,t't th( buslt btrn n1r?"

Whut tltc LIRD s,ru, tlnt hc hdd tunted asidc lo

/00fr, Cor/ calltd ro hitrt ttrrt o-l'tltt brrsh ",\I0-rc-tl

l./o.rc-<J" Hc attsrpcrL'd, "Htrt' I nttt." .\trd Hc said,

"Do ttol a()lt(' a/()-{(',: 1?t'rlrorrr' )/(rl,t -i(1, t(/(11-{ -/;i),ll
ytur-li'tt,.ltrr tltt plttt ttn u,lIi(lt ),()lt .il(r,td i.i

/t011, .qritrrrrrl.
Exodus. lll. l-5

Gocl's prcscrtcc in thc burning bush is dcscribcd by
thrcc cor.rccrrtric circlcs of liqht inscribccl at thcir
ccntcr s'ith God's nanrc. This clivinc light illunrinates
Moses'lincd and bcardcd lacc arrcl is rcflcctccl irr the
ravs e lil,lnatirlq tior:r his hc;rd (prcntattrrclv qrantcd
to Moscs bv Ch.rgrrll bclorc Sinar).si

MOSES AND THE SERPENT

Lono did not appear to you?" Thc Lono said to
him, "What is that in your hand?" And he replied,

'A rod." He saiil, "Cast il (til thc gr(tund." He cast

in on tlrc ground and it becantt' a snake; and Moses
recoiledfrom it. Then tlrc Lono said to Mose5
"Put olt your hand and grasp it lty 1lp tail"-he put
out his hand and seized it, attd it brctune a rttd in
his hand-:'that they ntay belicut tlnt the LIRD,
the God ttf theirJathers, thc Cod tJ Abrahant, the

Cod oJ Issac, and thc Cod rtfJacoh, did appear to ytu."
Exodus, IV 1-5

Moses'marvel of thc rod trarrsformed into a snake
providcs Chagall with the opportunity to depict
anothcr crowd scene full of anecdotal detail. While
Pharaoh calmly looks on. his courticrs cxprcss their
anlazement in exaggeratcd qesturcs and poscs. The
deployrncnt of these srnall figtrrcs across the middlc-
grourrd lcnds a Breughcliarr anirrratiorr to this sccnc.

29. MEETING OF MOSES AND AARON

The LOno said to Aaron, "Ctt ttt ilrcat Moses in
the wilderncss." He went and tnct hinr at the
mountain of God, and hc kisstd hinr. Moscs told
Aarott about all the things tlnt tlrt Lono had
coffitilitted to him and all the sigtts about which
Hc had instrueted him.

Exodus,lV,27-28

On the slope of God's nrourrtain, sct against thc
darkencd sky, Moses reveals God's instructions to
Aaron. Drawn close together, as if thcir two heads
grew out of one body, their physical proximity
symbolizes their shared task and Aaron's designated
role as Moses'spokesman. Moscs is distinguished by
thc two rays oflight enranating fronr his head and
thc tall rod which hc will usc :rs .r siqu to convincc
the Pharaoh of God's w,ill.

30. MOSES AND AARON
BEFORE PHARAOH

AJterward Moses and Aar(1tt u,ent and said to

Pharaoh, "Thus says the LIRD, the Cod of Israel:

Let My people gtt that the1, mdy tclehrate aJestiual

for Me in the wilderness," But Pharaoh said, "Who
is the Lono that I should heed Him and let Israel
go? I do not know the LIRD, nor will I let lsrael
go." They answered, "The Cod of the Hebrews has

,nanifested Himself to us. Lct us 8o, we pray, a

distance of three days into the u'ilderness to sacrrfce
to the L)RD our God,lest He strike us withnot belieu( nrc dnd dtt ,tttt listctl to m(, btft say Tlle
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/r-, rrrr(/tt. Tltt' tt'tttplt arlrrt'ar'(t-(/titrq dotvrr ott lltc
/,,r,/-. ,rrt,i ,,tt tll tltt'1tr'opl1 i11 it. 7'/lo.,t' 11'111t 11'1'11

tltut l,),ltttrt as ltt'dit,l orrtttrltthtrtd lhost rt'lttt ltal
/'rr'rr :/,itrt 1,7' ltntt tt'lttrt ltt ltr,d.

-lLtrltts. XVI.lfi-10

(-ir.rq.rli rlei.rqls S,utt:orr pLrslrirtrl r.ltllcr tll.lll
i'irllirrg rhc t\\'() nr.t-\sl\ c colltttttts ,ttttl c.rttsiltq tllcttt
i,' i.l:.klc llr. iirr-tc ir rtt.tgtc.tl t.tthr'r titltr titrct'tirl.""
l-hc , Lrl.istrc rlcvtcc ot'r.t,, s ot-ctcltcJ littcs f.tltttiltq <rttt

irolrr rhe root-cnh.rttccs rltc visLt.tl sclls.ltl()l) oitllc
:riovenrcnt rrt'r)rc coll.ipririt rcilr ao]Lltlll)s.

.;8. ANNA INVOKES GOI)

.'\.ltLt tltty ltad LalLtt tttd Jrrtttk,rr .S/rrltr/r,

l l,ttttt,tlt ,ir.rr,. -7'i lr lt iL'jt I:lt 1,{i.i .irt/i,/{ r)ru 1/t(' .(r'r?I

il(di tit(',/oor7-ro.,l ol'tltt tttttplt ()l lll( L()RD.- ltl
Itt'r rt,rtttltt'dttt'.s.i, .i/tc l;ril),r'ri to llt( L()RD, tt.'rtPitt!
tll tltt' rL,hilt..,{rrri.t/rc rttLtdt, tltis t)()ut: "O LOt<O o-l'

1'J1r-r1.i. il \irrr ri,i11 /,,olr rrport tlrt srrl'llritt.q 1tl'Ytttr
nr,trdstrt',tttl attd tuill r('ttt('tttb(r rrrr' artrl rto/.lir;qct

)i'rl rrr,riri.it'r'r,,rttt, artI tl' )i,rr u'11/,(rirrrt \'irrrr

nrdtd:L'n'rttt,i ntnlL'(lttld, I tt'rll ltdi,att ltittt ta tltt'
1-r rtllt./,'r all tltt da1', ltl ltrs ltlt: (lrl(i r/() ,(l--()1..i/l,li1

{ r'r', t(,lr( lt lti: lttad."
I S.trntrcl. l. 9- l 1

fltcr.' ts ,r lor clr lrttl.rt ssto:tist t1tt.t)in to Cilr,rgllll's

rre,ltilrcllt rtt'tltis rctnt'. S:rr.ril dclic.rtc totlchcs ltttcl

.trL.rlc tlickcrrrrq JLr:cnts ot'ltghr.rnci sh:rclc brrild Lrp

rhc iigLrrcs oi AIrtt.t. Eli .rnd thc flock of crttlc. Vcr,v

tlrrc. lrrokcn ()utlincs dctlnc tircir c()llrours. Thc
l.rilli.rnr ltqht oi' l);Ilcstlllc sitich stl ovcrrvllcltttctl
Ch.rgrll illtt:rtrrrrtcs this sccrtc.

59 SAMUEL CALLED l]Y GOD

)i)//,{( S(rtirrlr'1 tttds itt tltr sttlitt' o-l-tltt Lrlnt>
trtrdtr Elr. Itt thttst'dt1,, 11tr' t'ord o-l tltc Lot?D rt',rs

rtu(; ptt)Plt('L)'ll'rl.i Il()l rt'tdt'slrtad. Ottt' ldy, p1;

u,,r.\ (?-\ir'rp il lti., r-,tt,t1 ilatc; ltis t'1'1'.s /1,1,1 1't'gttti 1,,

hil attd /it'iarr1,1 /r,n'/1' ..11'. 
'l'ltc latttlt a.l'Cod ltad

r/()l )'r't ((),1{' ottt, dtl(l Srl,,,lla/ 11',1i.i/1'1|illq irt /ltt'

ttrtrplt ,rl' tltt lt t1111 11,11r'1,' r/rr' -'1 r'f r)/ (r()(/ rl'(l-\.
'I ltc LtlttLl r',111r'r/ orrt ltr 5rli/illt/, attd ltt' tttt:rt't'rt'tl,
"1'rit iorriirtg' 

IS,rrrrucl. ilr. r-+

Tirc trble cr ol-thc .ttrtre l's vlslt ls tilc yclttttt S.tnrucl,

.rslccp. 111 thc TL'nrplc. u lto Irtisrlkcs (ioci's :r*'lkcnrlrg
c.rll for Eli's sur.)r'nons. lt is titc cldcrlv pricst Eli rvho
t rll cnLqhtcn hirrr th:rt he is bcine c:rllcd b,v God.

60. ANOINTING OF SAUL

Tltty y11r',t drsct'rrdc,1-lirrlt tltt :ltrtttt' t() llt( tou,tt,

attd lsttrttrtt'll talkad tt,itlt.Srrri/ trr? tlt( I()a.l'.

S,lrtttr'1 t,rolr ri.fl,r.iL' ol oil attl ltotrrLrl -rttrttt' ,trl

Srur/1r /rr',rri rrrrrl fti.,.rr',/ ltittt, tttl s,tid, "-l'lt( l-()RI)
I t c rtt t' i I I t L1 t t 0 i t I I s ),(i u rr t I t' r rrlt' r H t \,rt t, t t 1t t' o p I t'."

I S,rrrttrcl. IX. l5: X. I

Ch.rg.rlJ dr:picts the roLtrtg S.ntl r: rltstribcd rn thc
Bi 1l/r'- h:rnrlsorrtc .urd ;t he .rcl t.rllcr rh.trt :tttl of- thc
pcoplc. I"(' As Slnrucl lnoitrr-. S.tul. irc .rlso pllccs thc
l.rttcr's hlncl rq:linst his Ircrrrt. firrercllinq tltat s'hctr
S;rul rvill lcavc S:trtrucl. God ri'ili gtvc thc vor-tttq rltlcr
,r rrct' helrt.l'rl

SAUL AN]) I)AVII)

l,l/ltcrtt,t,r,r tfu [tIil] spirit ttf'Cod (dnt(' trpon

Sarrl, Dnuid worrld tnfu Iltt l1,vg artd play it; Sarrl

upuld.find rtlitf artd -fttl btttt'r, ottd tht a,il spirit
tutrrrld lcat,t' ltim.

I S.r:rruel. XVI. 23

Ch.rgrll portr.rvs tltc voLttrs I).rvitl .r-s dcscribe cl rtr

thc Ilrblc: rtrddl -chcckcd. h.ttr.ist,tttc l' I .rnd skiilcd
i:r rrrusic. l('i Cheg.rll's rcttdcring se c!r)s to bc I rc-
vcrscd vicu oi ilcnrbr.t:rclt's qrc,lt p.lllltlllg oi thc
s.rrl.lc scellc.lr)l Dlvids:ittll'lc rlrllc is fillccl rvith
lirrht. svnrbolizing (iotl s spirit rrr ittttt. S:tul. hos -
evcr. is shrondcti irr bl:rck. st tttir,tl;zirtq thc d;lr-krress

oici'il .spirits bescttins hirrr. (lh.rq,rll crrrbcllisi.rcs thc
corrrpositiorr s'rth thc ciccot'.ttivc clct.rils oi S.rtli's
jcrvcllcd crorvtr, claboratclv clrvccl thronc (s ith thc'

anachronistic star of I):n'id) lnd rlte clcgantlv can'ctl
colurnns :rnd tilcs of Sartls cotrrt.

Chagells iovit.tsl trc.trtttcrrt oil).n id ln tllls ctching
cr'okcs his love for his voLrtrqcr brothcr. lvhotlt hc

:rlso portr:rvcd :rs a ttrttsictatt irt D,rliri irr /)nli/r'(191"1).
Abor.rt thc vounq Dl id. s ho tliccl oitr.rbcrctrlosis irl
thc Crirrrca, Chag:rll s rotc: "His ttnlttc is s\\'cctcr
rh:rn :r lirrc of horizons ,1111 11r :trc it brcathes thc

Fcrltlnle of nll' ttetil'c i.rrrcl."r 'i
Chagall dcvotcs iourtcctt ctcltirlgs in thc Biblt' tcr

l)avicl. thc prophct ncerest t() Ch:rgall's heart bccattsc

hc t'as atr artist.l"r' Tlris cvclc rlcscribcs [)avid's
c,rrn1.l!v pcrsolt.l)itr'. lir]l ol'r'irrrt, s .rttLl tl.t$ s. Ihc:t'
irn:tgcs oiD:tvicl bccorttc tltc prottrrr'1.cs lor Ill.ttlt ot

Ch.r{r:lil's u'orks dttritttl thc l()5{)s .rrrd l9(r0s: his

Brblical lVlcsslgc peir)rit)qs, Itis st.ttltccl glass rlirl-
(l()\\'5 li)r Mctz C.rrlr, tlr'.rl .ttl,l ltrs r.tpcsrric. ti':
lsr.rcl's Kncsscr Ch.rg.rll occ.tstcrtt.tll) cotlrbttrcs tht'
pcrsone of D.rvicl rvith thc tt..rqic :tr1 t).ric:rl ttttlsici;ltt
L)rphcut clttnttq tltcsc clcc.ttlcs in his Iliur;rl Titr
Sorin'r' of'.\.lr.ii r (l 96.;-66) r')r lirr Ncw Vrrk's Mctro-
politan Opcra Holtsc. ttr his Ittotlttlrlcntal paintinrl
Tht, Conrut (19-;7)r"s ;rttcl in thc Ncf Collection
rnos:ric in Washineton, I).C.
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