
On anachronisms. What time is it? 

Dear fellow artists, 

I am writing a book about the treatise of The Seven Paths of the Torah of the 
medieval kabbalist Avraham ben Shmuel Abulafia. Born in Spain, he traveled 
around the Mediterranean (Italy, Greece), visited Eretz Yisrael in search of the 
legendary River Sambatyon, taught Kabbalah on Sicily, and died in 1391 on 
Comino, a small island near Malta. His Seven Paths include methods of Torah 
study, such as explaining a text based on the literal sense, combining verses to 

deduct an explanation or halakhah like in the 
Talmud, al legorical and homilet ical 
interpretations, and kabbalistic roads, like 
gematria (based on the numerical value of 
letters), and mystical letter combinations. I 
won’t go into this now, you can read all about 
that in my book after it has been published. 
But I want to share with you something about 
the paintings I created based on Abulafia’s 
writings.  

Such projects always force the artist to face 
dilemmas. One of them is the choice of 
anachronisms and/or following the principle 
of being historically correct or not. 
Illustrating a text in a historically appropriate 
manner means in the case of Abulafia that 
you are restricted to depicting medieval 

Sicily. I visited Sicily in 2017, and decided to combine the medieval texts with my 
own travel impressions. But this implies that my work about a medieval scholar 
contains many anachronisms. That is not unusual in art. Let’s look, for instance, at 
Rembrandt (1606-1669). Not Jewish himself, he lived and painted in the 
Joodenbreestraat (“Jewish Broadway”) in the heart of the vibrant and exotic 
Jewish neighborhood in Amsterdam. Many of his Jewish neighbors were Sephardic 
Jews who had escaped the Inquisition in Spain and Portugal to live freely as Jews 
in Amsterdam. Here they did not have to hide their Jewishness behind a catholic 
facade like their ancestors, the Marranos—crypto-Jews— and their persecuted 
descendants who had been forcibly baptized in 1492. Rembrandt considered these 
people the ideal models for his biblical scenes. In his eyes, they resembled 
Abraham and Sarah, King David and Esther much more than the blond Dutch 



models of his painter-colleagues. Rembrandt dressed these Sephardic Jews in 
exotic “biblical” garb with Ottoman-style large turbans and embroidered mantles, 
but placed them in his paintings in seventeenth-century Dutch interiors and 
landscapes. Was this a historically correct representation of Biblical stories? Of 
course not, but it became one of the archetypes of biblical imagery in Western art 
history. Historical correctness was less important for Rembrandt than transmitting 
the biblical message in esthetically and spiritually pleasing and exotic “middle-
eastern” imagery. For him it was not important that he was only partly historically 
correct with his dressed up Jewish models in a seventeenth century fantasy setting. 
Neither is it for me. I grew up in a house full of books about Rembrandt, and it 
never occurred to me that there was something unusual about this idea until people 
started questioning me about my own work. They noticed that my biblical 
paintings often feature Chassidim with shtraymels (fur-hats) and kapotas (long 
Chassidic coats) juxtaposed with people in what I imagine as biblical garb, like 
long linen mantles, sandals, and scarves. My own background isn’t even Chassidic, 
I was born in Western Europe in Amsterdam. I explained that the biblical message 
is timeless, therefore there is no need not to illustrate biblical stories in one’s own 
contemporary or any other historically incorrect setting. 
So, when I started to work on my Abulafia project in 2016, I illustrated his theories 
with my usual chassidic images, like The Cheder, 1) a school for young children. 
Abulafia’s message is universal, after all.  
But after visiting Sicily I got different ideas, and incorporated contemporary 
Sicilian imagery in my art. To give you an example, in Genesis 18:1-8 three angels 
visit Avraham Avinu. 2) According to a midrash to they came comfort him when he 
was in pain after his circumcision. This story is the base for the important mitzvah 
of bikkur cholim, visiting the sick. Avraham gives them a warm welcome, and 
prepares food which he serves in front of his tent. In my version, the angels look 
like Sicilian farmers, the house is a Sicilian country house, but Avraham wears a 
“biblical” middle-eastern kaftan. It transmits the universal message of Abulafia, 
but in a unique Sicilian atmosphere that refers to both Abulafia’s background and 
the memories of the artist’s trip to Sicily. For me the circle is round, I am back at 
the principle of Rembrandt, whose art I loved already as a child. 
Just when somebody told me that this painting is historically incorrect I showed 
him this painting of Abulafia and his friends discussing Kabbalah in a field with 
two old furnaces. 3) This image is historically correct, because the landscape, the 
furnaces and also the type of country house haven’t changed since the middle-ages. 
This painting does not contain anachronisms. Is that important for me? Not at all. 
An artist is blessed with imagination and has limitless freedom to paint whatever 
he or she wants. Questions about their art only gives them food for thought about  



why they are doing what they are doing, and how they want to proceed. I invite 
you to share your thoughts with me about this.   

Shoshannah Brombacher PhD is a Dutch artist living in New York. She will 
regularly add articles to this blog. You can reach her at her Facebook page or at 
shoshbm@gmail.com. 
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