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elijah’S cup: an unknown fifTeenTh-cenTury depicTion 
of The cuSTom in The erna michael haggadah

Tal Goitein

Attestation to the custom of pouring a cup of wine for Elijah on the 
night of the Seder is rare in fifteenth-century Ashkenaz. In fact the sole 
testimony for this custom appears in a commentary by Zelikman Binga on 
Tractate Pesahim. The present article offers new evidence for when during 
the Seder the cup was poured and the door opened for Elijah, based on the 
analysis of a picture from the Erna Michael Haggadah (Bohemia, c. 1400-
1420).  According to Binga’s commentary, the goblet of wine is placed 
on the table and the door opened during the first part of the Seder while 
reciting the ‘Ha Lahma Anya’ (this is the bread of affliction) passage. 
He explains that Elijah needs a glass of wine, in line with the mishnaic 
regulation that even a poor man from Israel deserves four glasses of wine 
during the Seder. A similar depiction of this custom seems to appear in the 
Washington Haggadah (southern Germany, 1478).
 In contrast, the placement of the scene depicted in the Erna Michael 
Haggadah suggests that wine for Elijah is set out during the second 
part of the Seder, when the fourth glass of wine is poured and before 
reciting the ‘Shefokh Hamatkha’ (pour out thy wrath) passage. The shift 
in the custom in some Ashkenazi communities, as reflected in the Erna 
Michael Haggadah, is based on a quote of Israel Bruna (15th century) by 
Rabbi Moses Isserles, that the opening of the door takes place during the 
recitation of ‘Shefokh Hamatkha’
 My interpretation of the picture in the Erna Michael Haggadah proves 
that it is part of the Jewish iconography developed in the 15th century, which 
illustrates the hope that the messianic era is imminent. The iconography 
of the Messiah and the custom of pouring a cup of wine for Elijah on 
the Seder night most probably evidence a messianic state of mind, and 
a belief that redemption is near. Based on the analysis of the poems of 
Avigdor Kara, the article shows that events in Bohemia, especially in the 
Hussite period, had a significant effect on the eschatological expectations 
of the Jews in Bohemia and elsewhere in the German lands.


