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From Functional Solution to Decorative Concept
Stages in the Development 

of Inscribing Liturgical Texts on Synagogue Walls

Tamar Shadmi

This research was supported by The Israel Science Foundation (grant no. 

718/5). The Hebrew texts in grey background are the prayers that appear in 

the photos throughout the article as they are written in modern prayer books. 

1  Joseph Naveh, Al psefas va-even: ha-ktovot ha-aramiyyot ve-ha-ivriyyot 
mi-batei ha-kneset ha-attikim (On Stone and Mosaic: The Aramaic and 
Hebrew Inscriptions from Ancient Synagogues) (Jerusalem, 1978) 
(Hebrew); idem, “Ha-ktovot ha-aramiyyot ve-ha-ivriyyot mi-batei 
ha-kneset ha-attikim”(The Aramaic and Hebrew Inscriptions from 
Ancient Synagogues), EI 20 (1989): 302–10 (Hebrew). Baruch Lifshitz, 
Donateurs et Fondateurs dans les Synagogues juives, Cahiers de la Revue 
Biblique, 7 (Paris, 1967); Leah Roth-Gerson, Yehudei Suryah bi-r’i 
ha-ktovot ha-yevaniyyot (The Jews of Syria as Reflected in the Greek 
Inscriptions) (Jerusalem, 2001), 51–120 (Hebrew).

2  Examples include the list of zodiac signs, Hebrew months, and first 
generations in the Bible at the ‘En Gedi Synagogue; see Naveh, Al 
psefas va-even, 105–9, and the halakhic inscription at the Re .hov 
Synagogue, ibid., 79–85. For possible connections between the ancient 
synagogue inscriptions and liturgical texts, see Gideon Foerster, 
“Ktovot mi-batei ha-kneset ha-attikim ve-zikkatan le-nussa.him shel 
brakhah u-tfillah” (Synagogue Inscriptions and Their Relation to 
Liturgical Versions), Cathedra 19 (1981): 12–40 (Hebrew); Moshe 
Weinfeld, “Ktovot batei ha-kneset ve-ha-liturggiyyah ha-yehudit”

Hebrew inscriptions written on synagogue walls, floors, 
or ceilings are an ancient phenomenon, known to us 
from the numerous early synagogues in the Land of Israel 
and the Diaspora.1 These texts were mainly dedicatory 
inscriptions or informative words accompanying the 
visual motifs. Among the synagogue inscriptions in 
ancient times were also a small number of selections from 
Hebrew literary sources.2 According to the few surviving 
medieval synagogues, it appears that long and poetic 
dedicatory inscriptions were often engraved on stone slabs 
or capitals, as in the Worms Synagogue,3 or designed in 
stucco, as in the Shmuel Ha-Levy Abulafia Synagogue in 
Toledo, Spain. This synagogue is also the only preserved 

medieval synagogue presenting long verses, cited from the 
Book of Psalms.4 Some of them might have been part of 
the liturgical service.

However, from the seventeenth century on, a new 
concept of synagogue decoration developed. It seems that 
this tradition first flourished in the eastern lands of the 
former Polish Commonwealth, since the earliest existing 
liturgical texts written on synagogue walls were found in 
eastern European synagogues. In the Jabłonów wooden 
synagogue, in eastern Galicia, today in the Ukraine, four 
wall inscriptions were found dating between 1647–88.5 
During the eighteenth century this custom spread to 
central Europe.6 This decoration concept, shared by 

(Synagogue Inscriptions and Jewish Liturgy), Shenaton: An Annual for 
Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Studies 4 (1980): 288–95 (Hebrew).

3 See Abraham Epstein, Jüdische Alterthümer in Worms und Speier (Breslau, 
1896), 5–13.

4  See Francisco Cantera Burgos, Sinagogas Españolas: con especial estudio 
de la de Cordoba y la Toledana de el Transito (reprint of 1955 edition) 
(Madrid 1984), 90–149; The Synagogue of Samuel Halevy (‘El Tránsito’), 
Toledo, Spain [catalogue, Genia Schreiber University Gallery, Tel Aviv 
University], ed. Mordechai Omer ([Tel Aviv, 1993]).

5 These dates were deciphered from Wierzbicki’s drawings and documen-
tation. See Ludwik Wierzbicki, “Bo.znica w miasteczku Jabłonowie 
nad Prutem” (The Synagogue in the Town of Jabłonów on Prut), 
Sprawozdania komisyi do badania historyi sztuki w Polsce (Reports of the 
Commission for the Investigation of Art History), vol. 3 (Cracow, 
1883), 45–51, pls. 15–20.

6 The tradition is found in four masonry synagogues in southern Moravia: 
Holešov, Boskovice, Dolni Kounice, and Třebič and in five wooden 
synagogues in southern Germany: Unterlimpurg, Bechhofen, Horb, 
Kirchheim, and Colmberg. See Theodor Harburger, Die Inventarisation 
jüdischer Kunst und Kulturdenkmäler in Bayern, ed. H. Assouline et 
al. (Fürth, 1998); Exhibition of Elieser Sussman of Brody: Painter of 
Decorations in German Synagogues in the 18th c. [catalogue, Museum 
Haaretz, Tel Aviv] (Tel Aviv, 1968).
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both wooden and stone synagogues, combined rich wall 
paintings sur-rounding large panels inscribed with Hebrew 
texts. These included biblical citations, blessings, rabbinic 
moral and didactic sayings, dedication inscriptions, and 
artists’ signatures. The predominant component, however, 
repeated in many of the synagogues, was that of liturgical 
texts.

From the late nineteenth century on, these synagogues 
became the object of studies by scholars of Jewish art and 
European Jewish culture and history who focused mainly 
on the buildings’ architecture or on the iconography of 
the Jewish motifs that composed the interior decoration. 
Although these studies mention the rich and varied 
repertoire of Hebrew texts on the walls, none examine 
these writings in depth.7 

The present study, which will focus on the liturgical 
texts inscribed on synagogue walls, will discuss two 
among the many unsolved questions arising from this 
phenomenon. The first deals with the circumstances 
that caused the artists to inscribe liturgical texts onto 
synagogues walls. The second concerns the principles that 
determined the choice of specific prayers.

Unfortunately, most of the paintings and inscriptions 
of the eastern European synagogues no longer exist and 
are known to us only from pre-World War II photographs, 

drawings, and descriptions.8 Nevertheless, there are a 
few synagogues in Poland and Moravia that still contain 
fragments of paintings. Some of the surviving synagogues 
have been restored during the last decades.9

Although the existing material is very fragmentary, 
it is possible to identify a broad range of about thirty 
prayers written on the walls of prayer halls, within square, 
rectangular, or arched fields, and also inside medallions. 
The text fields are surrounded by drawings of rich floral 
patterns, animal figures, buildings and villages, and 
prominent Jewish motifs. The impression is of a well-
planned and structured mode of decoration. The prayers 
completely covered the walls and could be easily read by 
the worshipers, as can be seen in the eastern wall of the 
Chodorów Synagogue (fig. 1). Until now, the inscribed 
prayers have been interpreted as an integral component 
of the solid wall decoration concept, with no sufficient 
explanation being given for their prevalence or for their 
large variety.

Our discussion on liturgical texts leads us to the 
question concerning prayer books in the late Middle 
Ages in general and in the Jewish communities of eastern 
Europe in particular. To the best of our knowledge, prior 
to the invention of the printing press, when prayer 
books were not readily available, generally only the prayer 

7 The early studies, prior to WWI, were mostly general descriptions 
and documentations. They include: Mathias Bersohn, Kilka słów 
o dawniejszych bó.znicach drewnianych w Polsce (Cracow, 1895); 
(Cracow, 1900); (Warsaw, 1905); Heinrich Frauberger, Über Bau und 
Ausschmückung alter Synagogen (Frankfurt am Main, 1901); David 
Kaufmann, Die Kunst in der Holzsynagogen Polens (Zur Geschichte der 
Kunst in der Synagogue) (Frankfurt am Main, 1908); Alfred Grotte, 
Deutsche, böhmische und polnische Synagogentypen vom XI bis anfang 
des XIX Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 1915); Rachel Bernstein-Wischnitzer, 
“Synagogen im ehemaligen Königreich Polen,” in Das Buch von den 
polnischen Juden, eds. Shmuel J. Agnon and Ahron Eliasberg (Berlin, 
1916), 87–105. Between the two wars: Alois Breier, Max Eisler, and 
Max Grunwald, Holzsynagogen in Polen (Baden bei Vienna, 1934); 
Majer Bałaban, Zabytki historyczne 

.
Zydów w Polsce (Warsaw, 1929). 

Architectonic researches: Adolf Szysko-Bohusz, Materjały do architektury 
bo.znic w Polsce (Cracow, 1926); Szymon Zajczyk, “Architectura 
barokowych bó.znic mutowanych w Polsce,” Biuletyn Naukowy (Zaklad 
Architektury Polskiej i Historii Sztuki Politechniki Warszawskiej) 1 
(June, 1933), 4, 187–95. After WWII: George K. Loukomski, Jewish 
Art in European Synagogues (London, 1947); Rachel Wischnitzer, The 
Architecture of the European Synagogue (Philadelphia, 1964); David 

Davidovich, Batei kneset be-Polin ve-.hurbanam (Synagogues in Poland 
and Their Destruction) (Jerusalem, 1960) (Hebrew); idem, .Ziyyurei 
kir be-vatei kneset be-Polin (Wall Paintings in the Polish Synagogues) 
(Jerusalem, 1968) (Hebrew); Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka, Bramy 
Nieba: Bó.znice murowane na ziemiach dawnej Rzjeczypospolitej (Warsaw, 
1999); idem, Heaven’s Gates: Wooden Synagogues in the Territories of the 
Former Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth (Warsaw, 2004). Iconographic 
researches: Rachel Wischnitzer-Bernstein, Symbole und Gestalten 
der Jüdischen Kunst (Berlin, 1932); Thomas C. Hubka, Resplendent 
Synagogue: Architecture and Worship in an Eighteenth-Century Polish 
Community (Hanover, NH, 2003); Ida Huberman, Living Symbols: 
Symbols in Jewish Art and Tradition (Tel Aviv, 1996); Boris Khaimovich, 
“The Jewish Bestiary of the 18th Century in the Dome Mural of the 
Khodorow Synagogue,” Jews and Slavs 7 (2000): 130–86.

8  The Harburger Collection in The Central Archives for the History of 
the Jewish People, Jerusalem; The Breier Collection in the Tel Aviv 
Museum of Art and the Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of 
Sciences, Warsaw (IS PAN).

9 For instance, the Isaac Synagogue and the High Synagogue in Cracow, 
the synagogues in Tykocin and Pińczów, and the four Moravian 
synagogues (see note 6).
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leader prayed from a book, which would probably have 
been the property of the congregation. The worshipers 
prayed mostly by heart, and whoever did not know the 
prayers fulfilled his obligation by responding “Amen.”10

In these circumstances, until the late fifteenth century 
the worshipers were dependant upon the prayer leader. 
This situation did not change even when printed prayer 
books later became available in Poland, since they were 
prohibitively expensive.11 Thus, inscribing the words on 
the walls may have been useful for certain prayers, such as 
the Modim derabanan, which starts with the words “Modim 
ana.hnu Lakh” (We thank Thee).12 The congregation recites 
it silently while the prayer leader repeats aloud the 
Hoda‘ah blessing in the ‘Amidah prayer, which starts with 

the same words. The text is found in the Babylonian 
Talmud (Sotah, 40a) and its reading by the congregation 
is recorded as early as the ninth century.13

10 For more about medieval Jewish liturgical customs, see Israel M. Ta-
Shma, Ha-tfillah ha-ashkenazit ha-kdumah: prakim be-ofyah u-ve-
toldotehah (The Early Ashkenazic Prayer: Literary and Historical Aspects 
(Jerusalem, 2003), 29–32 (Hebrew).

11 Joseph Tabori counted only 200 prayer books printed in Europe between 
1540 and 1639. See Joseph Tabori and Meir Rafeld, Siddur Hannau 5388 
(Ramat Gan, 1994), 6.

12 The English translation of the names of prayers is taken from Philip 
Birnbaum, Daily Prayer Book Translated and Annotated, with an 
Introduction, 1st ed. (New York, 1949).

13  Daniel Goldshmidt [editor], Seder Rav Amram Gaon (Jerusalem, 1971), 
34 (Hebrew).

Fig. 1.   Chodorów Synagogue, early 18th century, eastern wall, Warsaw, IS PAN 
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This is the most common prayer found on synagogue 
walls. It appears in about half of the researched syna-
gogues,14 and when a synagogue has several prayer halls 
it appears more than once.15 It is always situated on the 
eastern wall (fig. 2).

14  It is inscribed in the Polish synagogues of Gwoździec, Chodorów, 
Kamionka Strumiłowa, Zabłudów, Przedbórz, in the Kuppah Synagogue 
in Cracow, and in the Moravian synagogues: Třebič, Boskovice, and 
Dolni Kounice, and in the German synagogue in Bechhofen.

15 As in the Polish synagogue in Pińczów and in the Moravian synagogue 
in Holešov.

16 In Siddur Tfillot mi-kol ha-shanah, printed by Yi.z .hak ben Aaron Prostitz 
in Cracow in 1597, the Modim derabanan is printed only once, at the 
end of the Sha.harit prayer (p. 46). This is also the case in Siddur Hannau, 
ke-minhag ha-ashkenazim u-Polin, 1616 (p. 46) and in Seder tfillah mi-kol 
ha-shanah ke-minhag Ashkenaz u-Polin, printed in 1691 in Frankfurt am 
Main (p. 31).

Modim derabanan
 È˜Ï‡ ¨ÂÈ˙Â·‡ È˜Ï‡Â ÂÈ˜Ï‡ ß‰ ‡Â‰ ‰˙‡˘ ÍÏ ÂÁ‡ ÌÈ„ÂÓ

 ÏÂ„‚‰ ÍÓ˘Ï ˙Â‡„Â‰Â ˙ÂÎ¯· Æ˙È˘‡¯· ¯ˆÂÈ Â¯ˆÂÈ Ǣ ˘· ÏÎ

 ÛÒ‡˙Â ÆÂÁ˙Â ÂÈÈÁ˙ ÔÎ ÆÂ˙ÓÈ˜Â Â˙ÈÈÁ‰˘ ÏÚ ¨˘Â„˜‰Â

 Í„·ÚÏÂ ÍÂˆ¯ ˙Â˘ÚÏÂ ÍÈ˜Á ¯Ó˘Ï Í˘„˜ ˙Â¯ˆÁÏ ÂÈ˙ÂÈÏ‚

Æ˙Â‡„Â‰‰ Ï‡ ÍÂ¯· ÆÍÏ ÌÈ„ÂÓ ÂÁ‡˘ ÏÚ ¨ÌÏ˘ ··Ï·

The dominant presence of Modim derabanan on 
synagogue walls might reflect the pre-print period, when 
the wall-inscribed prayer helped the worshipers avoid 
being distracted by the prayer leader’s simultaneous 
recitation which, as noted above, opens with the same 
words but continues differently. Although the researched 
synagogues present inscriptions from the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, they probably preserved an old 
custom that reflected the need for this text on the walls 
for the use of the worshipers. Even in the early years of 
printing this prayer was generally included only once in 
each prayer book in order to reduce costs.16 The text on the 
wall saved the effort of looking for it for each recitation, 
and still is present in many synagogues today.

Fig. 3.   Ve-ha- .hayot yeshoreru prayer, Tykocin Synagogue, eastern wall

Fig. 2.   Modim derabanan prayer, Gwoździec Synagogue, 18th century, eastern 

wall. The Breier Collection, Tel Aviv Museum of Art

 ÂÎ¯·È ÌÈÏ‡¯‡Â ÂÂ¯È ÌÈÙ¯˘Â Â¯‡ÙÈ ÌÈ·Â¯ÎÂ Â¯¯Â˘È ˙ÂÈÁ‰Â

 ÌÈÁ·˘Ó Ì˙ÓÂÚÏ ÌÈÙ¯˘ ˙ÓÂÚÏ ·Â¯ÎÂ ÔÙÂ‡Â ‰ÈÁ ÏÎ ÈÙ

ÌÈ¯ÓÂ‡Â

Ve-ha-.hayot yeshoreru (The heavenly beings sing)
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Different circumstances probably led to the inscription 
of the prayer Ve-ha-.hayot yeshoreru (The heavenly beings
sing) on the walls, a text which was commonly inscribed 
on the eastern wall of the synagogues (fig. 3).17 In the 
western Ashkenaz tradition this verse was recited in the 
Yo.zer prayer that precedes the Shema‘ (Hear O Israel) on 
certain Sabbaths and festivals. It replaced the section Ve-
ha-ofanim (The holy celestial beings) that is generally read 
in this prayer. The source of this verse is the Jerusalem 
Talmud (Berakhot 5, 3); it was part of the ancient prayer 
customs in the Land of Israel, and was preserved by the 
Ashkenaz communities.18 With the eastward migration of 
many of these communities throughout the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, the disintegration of the community 
frameworks threatened the preservation of this custom.19 
Furthermore, in Poland, their new country of settlement, 
the Ashkenazi Jews became acquainted with the customs 
of their Sephardi and Italian brethren who did not 
maintain this practice.20

Preserving this verse, which was rarely recited, was a 
complicated task for the Ashkenazi Jews, especially before 
the printing of prayer books. Utilizing the synagogue 
walls for this purpose was the best way of maintaining 
its presence in the liturgy. Even the early printed prayer 
books that incorporated this prayer did not always include 
the entire text, requiring the worshiper to leaf through 

the book to find it.21 By writing it on the wall, this search 
was rendered unnecessary.

Just as synagogue walls were used to preserve ancient 
traditions in a new land, they could also serve to spread new 
and unfamiliar prayers. During the sixteenth century new 
liturgical additions created by the kabbalists in the Land 
of Israel spread quite rapidly to Italy and on to Poland. In 
Poland, however, their inclusion in the prayer book was a 
slow process, probably due to hesitation about adding new 
texts to the ancient sacred prayer literature.22 Perhaps due 
to first being inscribed on the walls of synagogues, many 
of those texts were successfully integrated into the public 
prayer services before they became a permanent part of the 
printed prayer book. Only at the end of the seventeenth 
and the beginning of the eighteenth centuries were these 
additions incorporated into the prayer books that followed 
the Polish-Ashkenazi custom.23

One of the new kabbalistic prayers was based on 
the verse from Psalms: “Va-ani be-rov .hasdekha” (But 
I, through Your abundant love [Ps. 5:8]). This verse 
bestows the status and holiness of the Temple upon the 
synagogue. From as early as the Geonic period, the ninth–
tenth centuries, it was customary to recite this verse 
upon entering the synagogue, using the ten words of the 
Hebrew text to count the minyan (the required quorum 
of ten worshipers).24 The kabbalists inserted additional 

17  In Poland this prayer was found in Tykocin, Gwoździec, and Jabłonów, 
as well as three times in Pińczów and twice in the Isaac Synagogue 
in Cracow. In Moravia it was written three times in Holešov, twice 
in Boskovice, and once in Třebič, and in Germany it was found in 
Bechofen, Unterlimpurg, and Horb.

18 See Daniel Goldshmidt, “Preface,” Ma.hzor Le-Yamim Noraim (Jerusalem,
1970), 15–16 (Hebrew), and Zeligman Ber, Seder Avodat Yisra’el 
(Redelheim, 1868), 214 (Hebrew).

19 The massive migration of German Jews to Poland started in the thir-
teenth century, but increased in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
due to the anti-Semitic persecution and the expulsion of hundreds of 
the Ashkenazi communities. On this migration and its role in forming 
the character of the eastern European Jewish communities, see Israel 
Halperin, “Korot ha-yehudim be-mizra.h Eropah mi-yamim rishonim ve-
ad .halukkat Polin” (History of the Jews in Eastern Europe from Earliest 
Times to the Partition of Poland), Kiyum va-shever, yehudei Polin le-
dorotehem (The Broken Chain: Polish Jewry through the Ages), vol. 1, 
eds. Israel Bartal and Israel Gutman (Jerusalem 1997), 26–30 (Hebrew).

20  About Jews from Italy and Spain in Cracow, see Majer Bałaban, Toldot 
ha-yehudim bi-Krakov u-ve-Kazimizh 1304–1868 (A History of the Jews 

in Cracow and Kazimierz 1304–1868), vol. 1: 1304–1655 (Jerusalem, 
2003), 69–70, 121–22 (Hebrew).

21 In Siddur Tfillot mi-kol ha-shanah, printed by Yi.z .hak ben Aharon Prostitz 
in Cracow in 1597, the full text is printed in the passage of Yo.zer le-
Shabbat Ha-Gadol (p. 267), while in Yo.zer Le-parashat Shkalim there 
is only a short reference “ve-ha-.hayot” (p. 246). In Seder tfillah mi-kol 
ha-shanah ke-minhag Ashkenaz u-Polin, printed in 1691 in Frankfurt am 
Main, the full text is printed in Yo.zer le-Shabbat Rosh H. odesh (p. 242), 
and later there are only short references (pp. 244, 249, 254, 255, 267, 
and 272).

22 See Yitzhak Yosef Cohen, “Seder Kabbalat Shabbat u-fizmon ‘Lekhah 
Dodi’ ” (The Service for Kabbalat Shabbat [Reception of the Sabbath] 
and Hymn Lekha Dodi), Sources and History (Jerusalem, 1982), 74–106 
(Hebrew).

23 For more kabbalistic liturgical additions to the prayer customs, see Ismar 
Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, tr. by Raymond P. 
Scheindin (Philadelphia and Jerusalem, 1993), 292–93.

24  Abraham Berliner, Ktavim niv.harim, meturgamim mi-germanit (Selected 
Writings, Translated from the German), 2 vols. (Jerusalem 1945–49), 
1:18 (Hebrew).
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phrases into the original verse. Thus, they created an 
extended new prayer which ascribes each of the verse’s 
parts to one of the three patriarchs, who are requested 
by the worshiper to present his prayers to God (fig. 4). 
It is therefore called: ˙Â·‡‰ ÔÓ ˙Â˘¯ ˙ÏÈË “Obtaining 
permission from the patriarchs.” Since it is the first text, 
recited as a preparation to the main prayer, it was usually 
inscribed on the right end of the eastern wall, as Hebrew 
is read from right to left.25

The presence of this prayer on the walls of four wooden 
synagogues in eastern Galicia, today on Ukrainian territory, 
from the second half of the seventeenth century might 
reflect the early stage of its incorporation into the liturgical 

corpus, before it was printed in the prayer book.26 The 
prayer is also found on central European synagogue walls 

25 The first instructions to say this prayer are found in early kabbalistic 
books that described the new customs of Rabbi Yi.z .hak Luria (“the Ari”). 
One of them: Nagid u-Me.zaveh, by Rabbi Ya‘akov ben H. ayim .Zema.h, 
printed in Amsterdam in 1712 reads: “Before entering the synagogue one 
should ask the permission of the Patriarchs and say ‘But I, through Your 
abundant love, enter’ […]” (p. 16b). The same instruction appears in 
Sha‘ar Ha-Shamayim, the first prayer book that combined the kabbalistic 
prayers with Ashkenazi practice, composed by Rabbi Yesha‘yah Ha-Levi 
Horovitz, printed in Amsterdam in 1717; see page 29a. In both books 
the full text is not given, only mystic interpretations.

26  It appears in the synagogues of Kamionka Strumiłowa, Gwoździec, 
Jabłonów, and Chodorów.

Fig. 4.   Va-ani be-rov .hasdekha prayer, Kamionka Strumiłowa Synagogue, 

18th century, eastern wall. The Breier Collection, Tel Aviv Museum of Art

Fig. 5.   Va-ani be-rov .hasdekha prayer, Holešov Synagogue, Moravia, 18th 

century, second floor, eastern wall 

Va-ani be-rov .hasdekha 
(But I, through Your abundant love)

 „ÒÁ ˘È‡ ‡¯˜̆  Ì‰¯·‡ ˙ÂÎÊ· Í˙È· ‡·‡ Í„ÒÁ ·Â¯· È‡Â

 Á·ÊÓ È·‚ ÏÚ „˜Ú̆  ˜ÁˆÈ ˙ÂÎÊ· Í˘„˜ ÏÎÈ‰ Ï‡ ‰ÂÁ˙˘‡

 ÌÂ˜Ó‰ ‡¯Â ‰Ó ¯Ó‡˘ ·˜ÚÈ ˙ÂÎÊ· Í˙‡¯È· ˘Â„˜ ÌÂ˜Ó·

 ˙ÒÎ‰ ˙È·Ï ‡Â·‡ ÂÏ‡ ˙Â·‡ ˙˘Ï˘ ˙ÂÎÊ· Ú¢˘·¯ Æ‰Ê‰

 ˙ÏÈÙ˙ È˙ÏÈÙ˙ ‰ÏÚ˙ Ì˙ÂÎÊ·Â È˙ÏÈÙ˙ ÍÈÙÏ ÏÏÙ˙‰Ï

 ¯˙ÎÏ ‡˘˙Â ‰ÏÚ˙Â Í„Â·Î ‡ÒÎ ÈÙÏ ÔÂˆ¯ÏÂ ÌÈÓÁ¯Ï ÔÂÈ·‡‰

Æ‰ÏÒ ÔÓ‡ ÌÈÙ‰ ¯˘ ÔÂ¯ËËÓ È„È ÏÚ Í˘‡¯ ÏÚ

Deciphered from a photo of the Holešov Synagogue
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The entreaty recited on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur (on the left)
 ÏÎ ÏÚÂ È˙ÂÂÚ ÏÎ ÏÚ ÈÏ ÏÁÓ˙Â ∫‰Ê ÌÈ¯ÓÂ‡ ÔÈ‡ ‰¢¯·© È˙Ï‡˘ Ô˙Â ÈÂˆ¯ ˜Ù‰Â ‰·ÂËÏ È˙ÂÏ‡˘Ó ‡ÏÓ ÌÏÂÚ Ï˘ ÂÂ·¯

 È„˜ÙÂ ÆÍÈÙÏ ·ÂË ÔÂ¯ÎÊ· È¯ÎÊÂ ®ÆÈÚ˘ÙÓÂ ÈÂÚÓÂ È‡ËÁÓ È¯‰ËÂ ÆÌÈÓÁ¯· ‰ÏÈÁÓ „ÒÁ· ‰ÏÈÁÓ ÆÈ˙È· È˘‡ ˙ÂÂÚ

 Æ˘·ÏÏ „‚·Â ÏÂÎ‡Ï ÌÁÏÂ ‰ÏÎÏÎÂ ‰·ÂË ‰Ò¯ÙÂ ÆÌÂÏ˘ÏÂ ÌÈ·ÂË ÌÈÈÁÏ ÌÈÎÂ¯‡ ÌÈÈÁÏ È¯ÎÊÂ ÆÌÈÓÁ¯Â ‰ÚÂ˘È ˙„˜Ù·

 ‰‡ÂÙ¯ ˜Ù‰Â Æ‰È˙Â„ÂÒ È˜ÓÚ ÏÈÎ˘‰ÏÂ ÔÈ·‰Ï ‰È·Â ÏÎ˘Â Æ‰È˙ÂˆÓ ÌÈÈ˜ÏÂ Í˙¯Â˙· ˙Â‚‰Ï ÌÈÓÈ Í¯Â‡Â „Â·ÎÂ ¯˘ÚÂ

 ˙Â˘˜ ˙Â¯Ê‚ ÏÎ ÂÈÏÚÓ ÏË·Â Æ˙ÂÓÁÂ ˙ÂÚÂ˘È ˙Â·ÂË ˙Â¯Ê‚ ÂÈÏÚ ¯Ê‚˙Â ÆÂÈ„È ‰˘ÚÓ ÏÎ ˙‡ Í¯·˙Â ÆÂÈ·Â‡ÎÓ ÏÎÏ ‰ÓÏ˘

∫ÔÂˆ¯ È‰È ÔÎÂ ÔÓ‡ ‰·ÂËÏ ÂÈÏÚ ÂÈ¯˘Â ÂÈˆÚÂÈÂ ˙ÂÎÏÓ ·Ï· Ô˙Â Æ˙ÂÚ¯Â

The entreaty recited on the three pilgrimage festivals (on the right)
 È˙È· È· ÏÎÂ È˙Â·Â È·Â È˙˘‡Â ®Ù¢·Ù© ÈÏ ‰ÎÊÂ ÆÈ˙Ï‡˘ Ô˙Â ÈÂˆ¯ ˜Ù‰Â ‰·ÂËÏ È·Ï ˙ÂÏ‡˘Ó ‡ÏÓ ÌÏÂÚ Ï˘ ÂÂ·¯

 ÁÂ¯ ÂÈÏÚ ÚÙÂ‰Â ÆÂÈÏÚ Í˙ÈÎ˘ ‰¯˘˙˘ È„Î ÂÎÊÂ ÆÍ˙¯Â˙· Â˜ÏÁ Ô˙Â Ú¯‰ ¯ˆÈ ÔÓ ÂËÏÓÂ ÆÌÏ˘ ··Ï· ÍÂˆ¯ ˙Â˘ÚÏ

 ÔÎ·Â Æß‰ ˙‡¯ÈÂ ˙Ú„ ÁÂ¯ ‰¯Â·‚Â ‰ˆÚ ÁÂ¯ ‰È·Â ‰ÓÎÁ ÁÂ¯ ß‰ ÁÂ¯ ÂÈÏÚ ‰ÁÂ ·Â˙Î˘ ‡¯˜Ó Â· ÌÈ˜˙ÈÂ Æ‰È·Â ‰ÓÎÁ

 Â̆ „˜Â ÆÍÈÙÏ ÌÈ¯˘È ÈÎ¯„· ˙ÎÏÏÂ ÍÈÈÚ· ÌÈ·ÂË ÌÈ˘ÚÓ ˙Â˘ÚÏ ÂÎÊ˙˘ ÆÂÈ˙Â·‡ È‰Ï‡Â ÂÈ‰Ï‡ ß‰ ÍÈÙÏÓ ÔÂˆ¯ È‰È

 ‡·Ï ˙Â˘‚¯˙Ó‰ ˙ÂÚ¯ ˙ÂÚ˘ÓÂ ÌÈÚ¯ ÌÈ˘ÚÓÓ Â¯Ó˘˙Â Æ‡·‰ ÌÏÂÚ‰ ÈÈÁÏÂ ÌÈÎÂ¯‡Â ÌÈ·ÂË ÌÈÈÁÏ ‰ÎÊ̆  È„Î ÍÈ˙ÂˆÓ·

∫ÔÓ‡ Â‰··ÂÒÈ „ÒÁ ß‰· ÁËÂ·‰Â ÆÌÏÂÚÏ

Fig. 6.   Ribono Shel Olam entreaties, Bechhofen Synagogue, Germany, 1731, western wall, Jerusalem, CAHJP 160/914
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from the first half of the eighteenth century, reflecting 
evidence of the same phenomenon having taken place in 
western Ashkenazi prayer customs (fig. 5).27

Many kabbalistic additions were incorporated into the 
ceremony of removing the Torah scroll from the Ark.28 
These include the recitation of the thirteen attributes 
of God on the High Holidays and the three pilgrimage 
festivals, followed by a personal entreaty for which we 
have two versions.29 These entreaties include prayers for 
forgiveness and mercy, livelihood, health, long life, good 
decrees, and the emotional strength to fear God. Both 
versions were inscribed together on the western wall in 
the Bechhofen Synagogue in Germany (fig. 6): On the 
left appears the entreaty recited on Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur: “Lord of the Universe, fulfill my wishes for 
the good”; on the right “Lord of the Universe, fulfill the 
wishes of my heart for the good,” recited on the three 
pilgrimage festivals.30

In some synagogues, such as the synagogue of Jabłonów, 
one also finds the Aramaic prayer Brikh Shmeh (Blessed 
be His name) whose source is in the Zohar (fig. 7). 
According to the Zohar, which was written in thirteenth-
century Spain, one is supposed to recite this prayer when 
the Holy Ark is opened for the removal of the Torah scroll, 
because at this moment the gates of heaven open and 
Heavenly love awakens.31 However, we do not know of 
its recitation having been a practice prior to the sixteenth 
century.32 The kabbalists, following Rabbi Yi .z .hak Luria 
(“the Ari”), customarily recited this prayer, first only 
on the Sabbath and later on Mondays and Thursdays as 
well. It spread quickly and found its place in the Polish 
synagogues,33 and later also in certain communities 

27  It appears three times in the Holešhov Synagogue in Moravia and once 
in the Bechhofen Synagogue in southern Germany.

28 Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, 159–60.
29 See Berliner, Ktavim niv.harim, 45.
30  The first entreaty was also found in the Galician wooden synagogues 

in Kamionka Strumiłowa, Gwoździec, and Jabłonów as well as in the 
Moravian synagogue in Holešov (twice). The second entreaty was 
found in Jabłonów as well as in three Moravian synagogues: Holešov 
(twice), Boskovice, and Třebič.

31 Zohar, Vayakhel 26, part 3.
32  See Berliner, Ktavim niv.harim, 32; Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, 160.
33  Found on the walls in Tykocin, Pińczów, the Isaac Synagogue in Cracow, 

Szczebrzeszyn, and in Jabłonów.

Brikh Shmeh (Blessed be His name)
 ÌÚ Í˙ÂÚ¯ ‡‰È ÆÍ¯˙‡Â Í¯˙Î ÍÈ¯· Æ‡ÓÏÚ ‡¯Ó„ ‰Ó˘ ÍÈ¯·

 ÆÍ˘„˜Ó ˙È·· ÍÓÚÏ ÈÊÁ‡ ÍÈÓÈ Ô˜¯ÂÙÂ ÆÌÏÚÏ Ï‡¯˘È ÍÓÚ

 ‡ÂÚ¯ ‡‰È ÆÔÈÓÁ¯· ‡˙ÂÏˆ Ï·˜ÏÂ Í¯Â‰ ·ÂËÓ ‡Ï ÈÈÂËÓ‡ÏÂ

 Æ‡È˜È„ˆ Â‚· ‡„È˜Ù ‡‡ ÈÂ‰ÏÂ ÆÂ·ÈË· ÔÈÈÁ ÔÏ ÍÈ¯Â˙„ ÍÓ„˜

 ˙‡ ÆÏ‡¯˘È ÍÓÚÏ È„Â ÈÏ È„ ÏÎ ˙ÈÂ È˙È ¯ËÓÏÂ ÈÏÚ ÌÁ¯ÓÏ

 ‡Â‰ ˙‡ Æ‡ÏÎ ÏÚ ËÈÏ˘ ‡Â‰ ˙‡ Æ‡ÏÎÏ Ò¯ÙÓÂ ‡ÏÎÏ ÔÊ ‡Â‰

 ‡˘„˜„ ‡„·Ú ‡‡ Æ‡È‰ ÍÏÈ„ ‡˙ÂÎÏÓÂ Æ‡ÈÎÏÓ ÏÚ ËÈÏ˘„

 ÆÔ„ÚÂ Ô„Ú ÏÎ· ‰˙È¯Â‡ ¯˜È„ ÈÓ˜ÓÂ ‰Ó˜ ‡„È‚Ò„ ‡Â‰ ÍÈ¯·

 ‡‰Ï‡· ‡Ï‡ Æ‡ÎÈÓÒ ÔÈ‰Ï‡ ¯· ÏÚ ‡ÏÂ ‡ˆÈÁ¯ ˘‡ ÏÚ ‡Ï

 ÆËÂ˘˜ È‰Â‡È·Â ËÂ˘˜ ‰˙È¯Â‡Â ËÂ˘˜ ‡‰Ï‡ ‡Â‰„ Æ‡ÈÓ˘„

 ‡˘È„˜ ‰Ó˘ÏÂ ÆıÈÁ¯ ‡‡ ‰· ÆËÂ˘˜Â ÔÂ·Ë „·ÚÓÏ ‡‚ÒÓÂ

 È‡·Ï Á˙Ù˙„ ÍÓ„˜ ‡ÂÚ¯ ‡‰È ÆÔÁ·˘˙ ¯Ó‡ ‡‡ ‡¯È˜È

 ÆÏ‡¯˘È ÍÓÚ ÏÎ„ ‡·ÏÂ È‡·Ï„ ÔÈÏ‡˘Ó ÌÈÏ˘˙Â Æ‡˙È¯Â‡·

∫ÌÏ˘ÏÂ ÔÈÈÁÏÂ ·ËÏ

Fig. 7.   Brikh Shmeh prayer, Jabłonów Synagogue, 17th–18th centuries, 
western wall. The Breier Collection, Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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in central Europe.34 Today it is an accepted part of the 
Polish-Ashkenazi liturgy.

The most famous kabbalistic liturgical poem (piyyut), 
Lekhah Dodi (Come my friend [to meet the bride]), 
by Rabbi Shlomo Ha-Levi Alkabe.z, and the Kabbalat 
Shabbat (reception of the Sabbath) prayer were created 
by the kabbalists in Safed during the sixteenth century.35 
By the beginning of the seventeenth century they were 

familiar to Ashkenazi communities, but the process of 
their incorporation into the permanent tradition of the 
“Arvit Le-Shabbat” (Sabbath eve prayer) and the prayer 

34  Found on the walls in the four Moravian synagogues: Holešov, 
Boskovice (six times), Dolni Kounice, and Třebič, as well as in two 
German synagogues: Unterlimpurg and Bechhofen.

35 See Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, 92.

 Lekhah Dodi (Come my friend [to meet the bride]), by Rabbi Shlomo Ha-Levi Alkabe.z

‰ÎÂÏÓ ¯ÈÚ ÍÏÓ ˘„˜Ó

‰ÎÙ‰‰ ÍÂ˙Ó È‡ˆ ÈÓÂ˜

‡Î·‰ ˜ÓÚ· ˙·˘ ÍÏ ·¯

‰ÎÙ‰‰ ÍÂ˙Ó È‡ˆ ÈÓÂ˜

ÈÓÂ˜ ¯ÙÚÓ È¯Ú˙‰

ÈÓÚ Í˙¯‡Ù˙ È„‚· È˘·Ï

ÈÓÁÏ‰ ˙È· È˘È Ô· „È ÏÚ

‰Ï‡‚ È˘Ù Ï‡ ‰·¯˜

È¯¯ÂÚ˙‰ È¯¯ÂÚ˙‰

È¯Â‡ ÈÓÂ˜ Í¯Â‡ ‡· ÈÎ

È¯·„ ¯È˘ È¯ÂÚ È¯ÂÚ

‰Ï‚ ÍÈÏÚ ÈÈ „Â·Î

ÈÓÏÎ˙ ‡ÏÂ È˘·˙ ‡Ï

ÈÓ‰˙ ‰ÓÂ ÈÁÁÂ˙˘˙ ‰Ó

ÈÓÚ ÈÈÚ ÂÒÁÈ Í·

‰Ï˙ ÏÚ ¯ÈÚ ‰˙·Â

ÍÈÒ˘ ‰Ò˘ÓÏ ÂÈ‰Â

ÍÈÚÏ·Ó ÏÎ Â˜Á¯Â

ÍÈ‰Ï‡ ÍÈÏÚ ˘È˘È

‰ÏÎ ÏÚ Ô˙Á ˘Â˘ÓÎ

Èˆ¯Ù˙ Ï‡Ó˘Â ÔÈÓÈ

ÈˆÈ¯Ú˙ ÈÈ ˙‡Â

Èˆ¯Ù Ô· ˘È‡ „È ÏÚ

‰ÏÈ‚Â ‰ÁÓ˘Â

‰ÏÚ· ˙¯ËÚ ÌÂÏ˘· È‡·

‰Ï‰ˆ·Â ‰¯· ‰ÁÓ˘· Ì‚

‰Ï‚Ò ÌÚ ÈÂÓ‡ ÍÂ˙

‰ÏÎ È‡Â· ‰ÏÎ È‡Â·

‰ÏÎ ˙‡¯˜Ï È„Â„ ‰ÎÏ

‰Ï·˜ ˙·˘ ÈÙ

„Á‡ ¯Â·„· ¯ÂÎÊÂ ¯ÂÓ˘

„ÁÈÓ‰ Ï‡ ÂÚÈÓ˘‰

„Á‡ ÂÓ˘Â „Á‡ ÈÈ

‰Ï‰˙ÏÂ ˙¯‡Ù˙ÏÂ Ì˘Ï

‰ÎÏÂ ÂÎÏ ˙·˘ ˙‡¯˜Ï

‰Î¯·‰ ¯Â˜Ó ‡È‰ ÈÎ

‰ÎÂÒ Ì„˜Ó ˘‡¯Ó

‰ÏÁ˙ ‰·˘ÁÓ· ‰˘ÚÓ ÛÂÒ

Fig. 8.   Lekhah Dodi liturgical poem (piyyut), Tykocin Synagogue, 17th–18th centuries, eastern wall Fig. 9.   Lekhah Dodi, Chodorów Synagogue, 
western wall. The Breier Collection, Tel Aviv 
Museum of Art
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book took approximately half a century. There is no 
prayer preceeding the Sabbath eve prayer in any of the 
prayer books that were printed in Europe prior to 1628. 
However, that does not mean that the Kabbalat Shabbat 
service was not read in European communities. For those 
communities that did incorporate them earlier, such as 
Frankfurt and Worms, the text was printed in special 
books for the Sabbath, or on separate sheets mainly for 
the use of the prayer leader.36

The early expansion of the Kabbalat Shabbat service 
in the Jewish communities of eastern Europe is evidenced 
by the inscriptions of this poem found on the eastern wall 

of the Tykocin Synagogue (fig. 8) and on the western wall 
of the Chodorów Synagogue (fig. 9). Its location on the 
western wall in the Chodorów Synagogue fits in well with 
the practice of the worshipers turning to face west when 
reciting the last verse which invites in the Sabbath.

As mentioned above, during the eighteenth century 
the functional custom of inscribing prayers on synagogue 
walls spread to central European communities as 
well. The best preserved example is the Bechhofen 
Synagogue in Germany. The Ashkenazi community of 
Bechhofen, which is mentioned in documents from the 
sixteenth century, built a new synagogue in 1684. That 

36 See Tikkunei Shabbat (Cracow, 1612), 4–9 (Hebrew). See also Cohen, 
“Seder Kabbalat Shabbat”: 78–84. For more about the history of the 
Kabbalat Shabbat service and the piyyut, see Reuven Kimmelman, 
“Mavo le-‘Lekhah Dodi’ u-le-Kabbalat Shabbat” (An Introduction 
to ‘Lekha Dodi’ and ‘Kabbalat Shabbat’), Joseph Baruch Sermoneta 

Memorial Volume (Me .hkerei Yerushalayim be-ma .hshevet Yisra’el), ed. 
Aviezer Ravitzky (Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought) 14 (1998): 
393–454 (Hebrew); Yehuda Ratzhabi, “‘Lekhah Dodi’ shel ha-mekubal 
rabi Shlomoh Alkabe.z u-mekorotav” (Lekha Dodi of the Kabbalist Rabbi 
Shlomo Alkabe.z and Its Sources), Ma.hanaim 6 (1994): 162–69 (Hebrew).

Fig. 10.   Bechhofen Synagogue, Germany, 1731, south-western corner, digital reconstruction by Dr Sergey R. Kravtsov, based on Jerusalem, CAHJP P160/821 and 

CAHJP P160/914
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very synagogue was painted in 1731 by the artist Eliezer 
Sussmann from Brody, Poland (fig. 10).37

The Bechhofen Synagogue presents a complex 
picture of several liturgical practices under one roof. 
On the one hand, the kabbalistic prayers that spread in 
the seventeenth century have a prominent position on 

its walls.38 On the other hand, the community carefully 
preserved its ancient Ashkenazi traditions, as evident 
from a few inscriptions on the synagogue’s eastern wall. 
These inscriptions present four verses of a liturgical poem 
that begins with the initial word Eloheikhem (Your God) 
(fig. 11). In the Ashkenazi tradition, this text was recited 

37  Between 1735 and 1739 Sussman painted three more synagogues in 
southern Germany: Horb (1735), Unterlimpurg (1738), and Kirchheim 
(1739). See David Davidovitch, “Ha- .zayyar Eliezer Sussman (ben 
he-.hazzan Shlomoh Katz mi-Brod)” (The Painter Eliezer Sussman, son 
of the Cantor Shlomo Katz of Brody), Gazit 19 (1961): 10–16 (Hebrew). 

See also Exhibition of Elieser Sussman and Harburger, Die Inventarisation 
jüdischer Kunst (both in n. 6 above).

38  Such as “Va-ani be-rov .hasdekha,” “Lord of the Universe, fulfill the wishes 
of my heart for the good,” “Lord of the Universe, fulfill my wishes for 
the good,” and Brikh Shmeh, all discussed above.

Eloheikhem (Your God) liturgical poem 

 ˙˘„˜ ˙ÂÊÁ Â˘Ó˘Ï ÌÂÈ‰ ˙„ Â˙¯ÙÎ ˘„ÁÏ Â˘„˜˙‰· ˘„ÂÁ‰Â Â˙ÁÈ¯Ê ˘Ó˘Î Â˘„Á˙‰· Á¯È‰ Â˙¯Â·‚· ÌÈÈ˙Ú·˘ Â˘Ó˘ ÁÈ¯ÊÈ ÌÎÈ‰Ï‡

Â˙·˘· ˙·˘ È„Ó Â˘„Á· ˘„Á È„Ó Â˙ÈÎ˘

 Ì˙ÂÈ‰ ‡¯˜È ‰È¯·ÚÏ ¯Â¯„ ˙È˘˙ ÍÂÒ ÌÂ˜ÓÂ ‡Ù¯È ÂÁ·ÊÓÂ ˙È˘È ÔÂÓ¯‡ ‰·È ‰Ï˙ ÏÚ ¯ÈÚ‰ ˙È˘‡¯ÓÎ Â‡ÒÎ ÔÂÎÈ Â„·Ú ÏÈÎ˘È ÌÎÈ‰Ï‡

 ˙È˘‡¯· ˙·˛˘¸ ¯ÓÂ˘ ÌÚ ÍÂÏÓÈ ˙È˘ÙÁ

®In Seder Avodat Yisra’el∫ ˙È˘‡¯· ˙·˘ ¯ÓÂ˘ ÌÚ ÏÚ ÍÂÏÓÈ ˙È˘È¯Á ıÈÙÈ ÂÈÓ˜ ÂÓÚÊ ˜ÊÂÁ ‰‰ ˙È˘ÙÁ ‰˙ÂÈ‰ ‰È¯·ÚÏ ‡¯˜È ¯Â¯„©

 ¯Â˘ÈÓÏ ·Â˜Ú ˛‰È‰Â ÂÙ ÂÎ¯„¸ ÌÎ··Ï ·È˘‰Ï ÁÏ˘È Â˙È¯· Í‡ÏÓÂ ÌÎÈ¯ÂÒ‡Ó Â‡ˆ ¯Ó‡Ï ˘ÈÁÈ ˛ÌÎÈ¸˙ÂˆÂÙ ı·˜È Â„È ÛÈÒÂÈ ÌÎÈ‰Ï‡

 ÌÎÎÏÓ ‡Â‰ È‡ ÈÎ ÌÎÈ‰Ï‡ ¯Ó‡È ˛ÂÓÁ Â˘„˜¸ ¯ÎÊ ÈÁ ÌÎÏ ÈÓ„ Â˙˙ Ï‡Â ˛ÂÓ˘ ÂÎ¯·¸ ÌÎÈÈ·Â ÈÈ· ˙È¯· ˙·˘ ÌÈ¯ÓÂ˘‰ ÌÎˆ·˜È Í¯ÈÚÏ

ÌÎÈÏÚ ÍÂÏÓ‡Â

Fig. 11.   Eloheikhem liturgical poem, Bechhofen Synagogue, Germany, 1731, eastern wall, Jerusalem, CAHJP P160/825 and CAHJP P160/821

Deciphered from a photo of the eastern wall in the Bechhofen Synagogue (Jerusalem, The Harburger Collection, CAHJP) 
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in the Musaf prayer on special Sabbaths in the yearly cycle. 
This poem was composed by Rabbi Yehudah ben Shmuel 
He-H. asid, who signed his name and that of his father in 
the acrostics. In the close-up of this picture, three of the 
four verses can be deciphered. They relate to Shabbat 
Rosh H. odesh (Sabbath of the New Moon), Shabbat 
Bereshit (the Sabbath on which the annual Torah-reading 
cycle begins), and Shabbat Na.hamu (the Sabbath after 
the fast of the Ninth of Av).39 Thus, the interior design of 
this synagogue included the eastern European decorative 
tradition, with the new liturgical additions, combined 
with local early Ashkenazi components.

To conclude, it seems that initially the prayers inscribed on 
synagogue walls provided an efficient solution to several 
needs. Before the invention of the printing press they 
served the worshipers who did not have their own prayer 
books. Similarly, during the early stages of printing they 

also made readily available those prayers that for reasons of 
cost were printed only once or twice in the prayer book. In 
addition, they helped preserve the liturgical traditions of 
the Ashkenazi Jews who had moved eastwards. They also 
provided a most efficient tool for diffusing the kabbalistic 
prayers before these were incorporated into the printed 
prayer book. Furthermore, in some German communities 
they may have served to preserve the original Ashkenazi 
tradition, together with the new prayers that were 
integrated into the Polish-Ashkenazi liturgy.

In light of the above, it appears that the prayers inscribed 
on synagogue walls reflect different stages in the 
development of the prayer customs of eastern and central 
European synagogues. In time, the use of the walls as a 
means for solving liturgical needs became a firm, well-
developed decorating tradition and a distinctive trait of 
eastern European Jewish art.

39 I would like to thank Rabbi Shlomo Katanka for informing me of the 
twenty-five variations for the poem Eloheikhem which were recited 
during the Musaf prayer following Kedushah, in each of the twenty-
five special Sabbaths of the yearly cycle. The Bechhofen version differs 
slightly from the version containing eight verses that was brought by 

Ber in Seder Avodat Yisra’el, 243–44. Ber remarks that in manuscripts 
of ma.hzorim there are a number of variations and different versions of 
this poem. This indicates that several versions were in use in diverse 
communities.


