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Book of Esther – Hebrew Bible

Purim – Jewish festival



Esther as a Book of Writing
In view, then, of all the instructions in the said 
letter and of what they had experienced in that 
matter and what had befallen them, 27the Jews 
undertook and irrevocably obligated themselves 
and their descendants, and all who might join 
them, to observe these two days in the manner 
prescribed and at the proper time each year. 
28Consequently, these days are recalled and 
observed [ םישִׂ֜עֲנַוְ םירִ֨כָּזְנִ ] in every generation: by 
every family, every province, and every city. And 
these days of Purim shall never cease among the 
Jews, and the memory of them [ םרָ֖כְזִוְ ] shall never 
perish among their descendants.

29Then Queen Esther daughter of Abihail wrote a 
second letter of Purim for the purpose of 
confirming with full authority the aforementioned 
one of Mordecai the Jew. 30Dispatches were sent to 
all the Jews in the hundred and twenty-seven 
provinces of the realm of Ahasuerus with an 
ordinance of “equity and honesty:” 31These days of 
Purim shall be observed at their proper time, as 
Mordecai the Jew—and now Queen Esther—has 
obligated them to do, and just as they have 
assumed for themselves and their descendants the 
obligation of the fasts with their lamentations 
[ םתָֽקָעֲזַוְ תוֹמֹ֖צּהַ ].
32And Esther’s ordinance validating these 
observances of Purim was recorded in a scroll.









In view, then, of all the instructions in 
this letter ( תאֹזּהַ תרֶגֶּאִהָ ) and of what 
they had experienced in that matter 
and what had befallen them, 27 the 
Jews undertook and irrevocably 
obligated themselves and their 
descendants, and all who might join 
them, to observe these two days in the 
manner prescribed and at the proper 
time each year. (9:26-27)

Avraham Gombiner’s Magen 
Avraham (c. 1665-1671), a 
commentary on the Shulkhan 
Arukh:

“As he says ‘this letter’ (Esth 
9:26), he shakes the scroll 
( הליגמה ענעני ).”



Haman’s Ten 
Sons

 דבֵּ֔אַוְ ם֙ידִוּהיְּהַ וּג֤רְהָ הרָ֗יבִּהַ ןשַׁ֣וּשׁבְו6ּ
אתָדָּ֛נְשַׁרְפַּ ׀תאֵ֧וְ 7  ׃שׁיאִֽ תוֹא֖מֵ שׁמֵ֥חֲ
 אתָרָ֛וֹפּ ׀תאֵ֧וְ 8׃אתָפָּֽסְאַ ׀תאֵ֥וְ ןוֹפ֖לְדַּֽ ׀תאֵ֥וְ
 ׀תאֵ֤וְ 9׃אתָדָֽירִאֲ ׀תאֵ֥וְאיָ֖לְדַאֲ ׀תאֵ֥וְ
 ׀תאֵ֥וְידַ֖רִאֲ ׀תאֵ֥וְ יסַ֔ירִאֲ ׀תאֵ֣וְ א֙תָּשְׁמַ֨רְפַּ
׃אתָזָֽיְוַ

(Esth 9:6-9)

םיאק אלןכדןיינב־לכד
“Since any such building will not 
stand” (y. Meg. 3:8; cf. Mass. Sof. 
13:2)

ןתלפמל המוקת אהת אלש
“So that they should never rise 
from their downfall.” (b. Meg. 
16b)

See also Jordan S. Penkower, “An Esther Scroll from the 15th Century: Determining Its Type among Five Traditions (Oriental, Sefardi, 
Ashkenazi, Italian, Yemenite),” Textus 26 (2016): 209–70.



Productive conflations and the 
bibliographic imagination
1. Texts depicted as being 

written/recorded in the narrative:
• The Persian Chronicles (5:1)
• The letters written by Esther and Mordecai 

to authorize Purim
2. The text of the Book of Esther as it 

stands (in Hebrew)
3. The actual copy used in liturgy





Then Queen Esther 
daughter of Abihail 
wrote [ רתסא בתכתו ], 
with Mordecai the 
Jew, a letter to 
confirm with full 
authority the letter of 
Purim.
(Esther 9:29) Aryeh Leib ben Daniel of Goray Sepia Esther Scroll

Italy, 1740s
Paris, Musée d’art et d’histoire du Judaïsme Paris (MAHJ), inv. D.98.04.073.CL
Caption:
“ רתסא בתכתו ” = “And Esther wrote”
https://cja.huji.ac.il/esther/browser.php?mode=alone&id=328199

https://cja.huji.ac.il/esther/browser.php?mode=alone&id=328199


Visualizing Esther as Author and Agent 

B. Megillah 7a
Rav Shmuel bar Yehuda said: “Esther sent a 
letter to the Sages: ‘Establish me for all time.’ 
They sent a letter to her: ‘You will arouse 
jealousy against us from the nations.’ She sent 
a letter to them: ‘I am already written about in 
the Annals of the Kings of Media and Persia.’

Ibn Ezra, Introduction to First 
Commentary on Esther
In this megillah there is no mention of God—and it 
is among the holy books! 

… In my opinion, the truth is that Mordecai 
composed this scroll, and this is the meaning of 
“and he sent dispatches” (Esth 9:20), and all of 
them were copies of one book which is the 
megillah, like “text” (Esth 3:14). And the Persians 
copied it, and it is written in the chronicles of their 
kings, but they are idolators, and they write the 
name of their abomination instead of the glorious 
and awe-inspiring Name [of God]. … And thus 
Mordecai did not mention Him in the megillah out 
of respect.



Nava Levine-Coren

Ebbo Gospels (9th 
century)

Evangelist portrait of 
St. Matthew



Nava Levine-
Coren

Image is both Esther 
writing scroll and 
writing to Sages of 
Assembly



Colophon:
“I, Yonah Esther the soferet, wrote this megillah and completed it … [the dating formula follows]. Do not lay blame 
upon me if you find error in it, for a nursing woman am I.”

Formula copied from a taj (Pentateuch codex) copied by Yemenite scribe Miriam bat Benayah (15th-16th cents.)

Jen Taylor Friedman



Braginsky Collection Megillah 102
Venice, 1564

First dated and signed decorated megillah

Scribe: Estellina, daughter of Menachem, son of Jekutiel





What do Productive Conflations Do?

1. Authorizes the megillah
2. Enchants the theatre of liturgy
3. Connects beholder to biblical heroes
4. Interpretive payoffs, i.e. heightening women’s scribal agency and 

agency of women in story … but also, questions of God and 
violence

à Megillah is not “sefer Torah lite” but its own form with its own 
enchantments!



God’s Presence (?) in Shushan 

Enlarged Yod-Heh-Vav-Heh in Esther 1:20, Megillat Esther, Central Europe, 
c. 1740s, ink on parchment, 7 1/2 in. height. Jewish Historical Institute, 
Warsaw, C-326. Credit: Center for Jewish Art, Hebrew University, Jerusalem. 

“Of King Aḥashverosh” (Esth 1:19). 
Rabbi Yudan and Rabbi Levi said in 
the name of Rabbi Yoḥanan: 
Everywhere in this scroll ( וז הלגמב ) 
that King Aḥashverosh is stated, 
Scripture is referring to King 
Aḥashverosh. Everywhere that king 
is stated alone ( םתס ךלמל ), it can be 
either sacred or profane ( לחו שדק ). 
(Esth Rabb 3:10)



Arthur Szyk, Megilat Ester (Israel: Maariv Book Guild, 1974). 
Image from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arthur_Szyk_(1894-
1951)._The_Book_of_Esther,_Szyk_and_Haman_(1950)._New_Canaan,_CT.jpg 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arthur_Szyk_(1894-1951)._The_Book_of_Esther,_Szyk_and_Haman_(1950)._New_Canaan,_CT.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arthur_Szyk_(1894-1951)._The_Book_of_Esther,_Szyk_and_Haman_(1950)._New_Canaan,_CT.jpg


Arthur Szyk, Megilat Ester (Israel: Maariv Book Guild, 1974). 
Image from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arthur_Szyk_(1894-
1951)._The_Book_of_Esther,_Szyk_and_Haman_(1950)._New_Canaan,_CT.jpg 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arthur_Szyk_(1894-1951)._The_Book_of_Esther,_Szyk_and_Haman_(1950)._New_Canaan,_CT.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arthur_Szyk_(1894-1951)._The_Book_of_Esther,_Szyk_and_Haman_(1950)._New_Canaan,_CT.jpg


What’s Next?

Sephardic scroll, 14th-15th cent. The 
Palatina Library, Parma, Italy Cod. Parm. 3602

Capital with pitchfork
Cathédrale Saint-Lazare, 

Autun, Saône-et-Loire, 
Bourgogne-Franche-

Comté, France
c. 1120-1135
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