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To Othmar Keel




Preface


The present book is the first of its kind, but certainly not the last word on the subject. It is intended as a textbook that introduces students to iconographic exegesis, by which we mean the use of visual materials (iconography) in textual analysis of the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament. The study of ancient Near Eastern art is as old as the first discoveries of artifactual remains from the ancient Near East. It traces back, then, to Napoleon’s Description of Egypt, if not earlier, even if these earlier “descriptions” were often neither professional nor systematic. The application of iconographic data to the study of the Bible, too, is not new. In the case of the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament, the breakthrough work was Othmar Keel’s The Symbolism of the Biblical World: Ancient Near Eastern Iconography and the Book of Psalms, first published in German in 1972 and subsequently translated into English in 1978 and into many other languages since that time (hereafter SBW). Keel’s book and his continued labors in iconography inaugurated an approach, a school of thought – the Fribourg School – that grew over the course of time, developing its method and extending its reach. Iconographic approaches are now several, involving datasets, specific ideas, and applications not originally present in Keel’s pioneering work, even though it remains seminal. And iconographic approaches are now practiced far beyond Switzerland: in Germany, France, and especially in South Africa and the United States.


This is not the place to discuss all of this research, or track the trends and developments in the work of Keel and the Fribourg School, let alone iconographic approaches more generally. Instead, the present volume is designed as a textbook, and this means that it is (1) intended as an introduction, and (2) designed especially with students in mind. As an introduction for students, this book obviously cannot cover every aspect of iconographic exegesis, and certainly not in great detail or equal depth. And so, while each of the editors has written on the theory, method, and practice of iconography when it comes to biblical exegesis – and the same is true for each of the contributors (see the cumulative bibliography) – we have endeavored to make each chapter understandable and accessible for students new to the field. Toward this end, we have incorporated several design elements that should maximize the utility of the book either in classroom contexts or for independent study. So, for example:


–The essays are organized around the tripartite structure of the Hebrew Bible: Torah (law), Nebiʾim (prophets), and Ketubim (writings). This structure is designed to show readers that iconographic approaches are widely applicable across the entire canon. There is also one essay on the book of Judith (chapter 18), showing that iconographic approaches need not be limited solely to the Hebrew canon. Of course, even essays that occur within one of the three parts often have recourse to other texts in other parts of the Bible.


–Each chapter includes an assignment/exercise section that specifies a task for students to undertake. These assignments/exercises are designed to reinforce the main pedagogical lessons of the chapter by asking the student to practice a similar approach on their own. In many cases, it will be helpful for the student to have access to a corpus of pictures such as that contained in ANEP, ABAT, CSAPI, or CSAJ, or have the online database at Fribourg (www.bible-orient-museum.ch/ bodo/) open.1 In some cases, the images in the particular chapter, or elsewhere in this volume, will suffice. At still other times, recourse to SBW or GGG or some of the more comprehensive volumes in the OBO series will do the job.


–At the end of each essay a short bibliography is provided for further reading. These bibliographies have been kept to a bare minimum and contain only the most important items for the chapter’s discussion. They include the items that would be the first things to read to find out more information about the topic covered in that chapter, and they will also prove helpful for many of the assignments/ exercises. These chapter bibliographies have been collected together, along with a great deal of additional secondary literature cited throughout the volume, in the cumulative bibliography found at the end of the book.


–Several of the essays make explicit reference to other, classic methods in biblical exegesis such as textual criticism, form criticism, literary analysis, and so forth. Such references show how iconography, too, fits with the other aspects of the exegetical task, and how at times it complements, if not supplements, the other methods. These intra-disciplinary references also show how even classic exegetical methods can benefit from recourse to iconography. Finally, the relating of iconography to other exegetical techniques is intended to highlight the title of this textbook – namely, that it is about iconographical exegesis, not iconography as such per se or unto itself. The study of iconography for its own sake is certainly a worthy use of the visual evidence, but here the task is always and everywhere the use of such data for a better understanding of the Old Testament and ancient Israel.


–Given its nature as a textbook, the contributions give more pronounced attention to method and practice than might otherwise be the case. The essays make arguments, to be sure, but they are also designed to be transparent about how such arguments can be (and are) made. The hope is that each chapter not only provides the reader with insight into a particular topic or exegetical question but that it also lays out an exegetical approach that the reader can apply to other topics and questions.


These are just some of the features that we hope will make this volume a helpful and useful resource to those new to iconography as well as to those seasoned in the arts of exegesis.


A few additional notes are in order. First, several of the chapters depend on earlier research published by their respective authors; these works are cited in the chapter bibliographies and sometimes throughout the chapter itself. More information – niceties of the argument or more fulsome discussion of some of the trickier parts of the interpretation – may be found by interested readers in those earlier publications. Second, translations are usually based on NRSV, unless otherwise noted, but versification, when it differs from English translations, typically follows the Hebrew text (MT). Third, dates are BCE, unless otherwise noted. Fourth, we have attempted to place the images in close proximity to the text that describes them (in a few cases, that has meant reduplicating an image). Most readers find this practice more helpful than having all of the images collected at the end of a chapter or the end of a book. While convenient, this format often does not allow proper indication of the relative size of the images in question, so readers should keep this important point in mind. The captions accompanying the images usually mention media (image carrier), date, provenance, and the source of the image. A description is sometimes added, but the images are often described more fully in the main text, when that is pertinent. Based on the media, one can get a rough sense of the size of the object. For a number of reasons, the print version of the textbook contains only line drawings and a few black and white photographs; the electronic version has several color images.


Last but not least, it remains to thank several individuals who were helpful at many times and in various ways. For research assistance, we thank Aubrey Buster, Reed Carlson, T. Collin Cornell, Mathis Kreitzscheck, Justin Walker, Justin Pannkuk, and Sandor Fejevary. For financial assistance, we thank Dean Jan Love of the Candler Shool of Theology, the Humboldt Project on monotheism, and the Louisville Institute. For his insight on copyright issues, we are grateful for our discussions with Prof. Dr. A. Wiebe, L. L. M. (Georg-August University, Göttingen). We also thank our various contributors for their good work and good humor, and especially Joel M. LeMon for crucial advice and help along the way. The idea for the textbook was born in the Society of Biblical Literature’s “Ancient Near Eastern Iconography and the Bible” section and all of the contributors to the volume are members of that section if not also on its steering committee. We are grateful for the collegiality of these excellent scholars and friends.


We reserve our most heartfelt thanks for Jörg Persch, Moritz Reissing, Elke Liebig, and the entire staff of Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht for their patience through the course of several lengthy delays and for their excellent work in bringing the volume to completion. Given its relationship with the Fribourg series Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis (OBO), Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht has long been associated with iconographic studies. It is a true delight, then, to have this textbook published by this prestigious house.


Izaak J. de Hulster
Brent A. Strawn
Ryan P. Bonfiglio





1For more on these volumes and the others mentioned below, see the Introduction.
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Introduction
Iconographic Exegesis: Method and Practice


Izaak J. de Hulster, Brent A. Strawn, and Ryan P. Bonfiglio


1.The Rise of Iconographic Exegesis


The basis of most exegetical methods is that the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament1 can be read as a text and in light of other texts. After all, the Hebrew Bible itself is a book – or, better, a collection of books – and as a result it is possible to ask textual and “bookish” questions about the nature of its contents. In fact, a variety of exegetical methods address issues regarding the Old Testament’s development: the compositional pieces of a text, for example, including its redactional layers, textual variants, editorial history, genre, literary devices, intertextual allusions, and so on. The study of aspects like these (and others) might be termed an “internal” or text-immanent kind of approach to the Old Testament. But it is also possible to approach the Hebrew Bible from an “external” or comparative perspective in which aspects of its language and literature are examined in light of the vast library of written materials that have been recovered from the ancient Near Eastern world. This kind of approach is also text-centered, but rightly recognizes that the texts of Israel’s neighbors – whether in the form of epic poems, legal collections, royal treaties, and the like – afford modern interpreters extraordinary access to the historical, cultural, and literary background of the Old Testament.


Whether “internal” to the Hebrew Bible, or “externally” aware of cognate literature, both of the exegetical approaches described above (each of which is replete with subareas having different aims and interests) are, in the end, decidedly “logo-centric” – concerned primarily, if not exclusively, with texts, writing, and literature. It is no exaggeration to say that, when it comes to interpreting the Old Testament, most exegetical approaches tacitly assume that words and texts are the proper, if not the only, object of study. As a result, it is not surprising that the vast majority of textbooks on biblical exegesis do not contain a single image, even if they grant significant importance to historical approaches to the Bible that include, among many other things, attention to archaeology and artifactual remains. Even in the rare cases in which a picture of a coin, a seal, a monument, or a piece of pottery is present in an exegetical handbook – if it is not included for “illustrative purposes” only – the point is usually to highlight the presence of an inscription on the object in question, with the material and artistic aspects of the object left undiscussed if not completely ignored. Exegesis, as traditionally pursued, has tended to be a rather art-less affair.


The present volume is also concerned with the task of biblical exegesis but charts a very different course. While the goal remains a better grasp of the meaning and background of the biblical text, the approach employed in this textbook relies heavily on artistic remains. Each of the essays gathered here represents what might be called iconographic exegesis, which can be defined as an interpretive approach that explains aspects of the Hebrew Bible with the help of ancient Near Eastern visual remains. This method was pioneered by Othmar Keel of the University of Fribourg (Switzerland) in the early 1970s. His breakthrough work, Die Welt der altorientalischen Bildsymbolik und das Alte Testament: Am Beispiel der Psalmen (1972; ET: The Symbolism of the Biblical World: Ancient Near Eastern Iconography and the Book of Psalms [1978; repr. 1997; hereinafter: SBW]), represented the first systematic attempt to compare the “conceptual world” of an Old Testament book with ancient Near Eastern art reflecting the same or similar notions. Since that time, a network of Keel’s students and colleagues (known as the “Fribourg School”) along with a subsequent generation of scholars throughout Europe, Israel, South Africa, and North America have further refined the theory, methods, and practices of iconographic exegesis.2 The present textbook should be situated amidst the growing interest among biblical scholars to explore the relationship between the visual and the verbal, the ikon and the logos, when it comes to understanding the historical and cultural background of the Hebrew Bible and the meaning of its specific texts.


2.Using Images to Study Texts


While ranging widely across various biblical texts and ancient Near Eastern iconography, the essays in this volume are united by their use of the latter to study the former. Given the dominance of text-only approaches in the exegesis of the Hebrew Bible, some justification is required for this attention to artistic data. Several reasons may be noted.


First, when it comes to comparative approaches to biblical interpretation there is often more iconographic material to work with than textual data. Archaeological discoveries from the past two centuries have shown that visual artifacts generally outnumber written remains in the material culture of ancient Near Eastern civilizations. Finding an abundance of images in the archaeological record is probably to be expected when the region is ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt, or Persia. What is striking, however, is that the same is true of Syria-Palestine. Texts were no doubt important in ancient Israel, but images seem to have been produced and distributed in far greater quantities and so were more likely to have been encountered in everyday life than inscriptions. Thus, whatever one may conclude about the scope and meaning of the ban on certain types of images in the Ten Commandments (see Exod 20:4–6; Deut 5:8–10), it remains the case that the Hebrew Bible was written and read in a culture that had its fair share of images (Schroer 1987). Unfortunately, until relatively recently – indeed, only after the work of Keel and those he inspired – these iconographic data have gone largely untapped as a comparative resource in the interpretation of the Old Testament.


Beyond their relative abundance, images matter in biblical exegesis for a second reason: namely, their function. Cultural theorists and art historians emphasize that images, no less than texts, are a constitutive component of any given culture’s symbol system. Rather than serving as mere decorations, images – whether ancient, medieval, or modern – are capable of conveying crucial information between senders and receivers. This was perhaps especially the case in the ancient world, where textual literacy rates were likely to be extremely low. In such contexts, images constitute a type of communication or “language” in their own right. Indeed, in the form of coins, seals, and other types of “miniature” or “minor art,” some images might have been the ancient equivalent of modern mass media. Due to the large volume of their production and small size, these types of image-carriers were capable of disseminating ideas across vast territories and throughout diverse segments of society. Still further, as communicative media, images no less than texts can be described as cultural repositories, containing information about society, religion, politics, economics, and so forth. As such, they reflect the thoughts of human agents (e. g., the artists and/or people who commissioned or purchased the images) and were designed to be understood – even “read” – by their respective audiences. In this way, and exactly as textual remains, ancient Near Eastern iconography provides a window into the cultural, social, religious, and political world that lies behind the Hebrew Bible. Insofar as both image and text shed light on the ancient world, a dynamic of relationships between the two can be established (see § 3). And so it is that some essays in the present textbook begin with exegetical questions that are rooted in a textual crux of some sort, while others take a literary image or imagistic theme as their starting point, with still others beginning with the artistic data proper.


A third justification for using images to study texts pertains to the various ways these media forms are linked. At least three types might be discussed (see Schroer 1987): (1) some biblical texts describe visual artifacts, as in the description of a Chaldean wall relief in Ezek 23:14 or the two pillars of bronze in 1 Kgs 7:15–22. (2) Other biblical texts reflect a less direct, but no less apparent awareness of specific images and the broader visual culture of their day. So, for example, the descriptions of the seraphim in Isaiah 6 or the four living creatures on YHWH’S throne in Ezekiel 1 appear to have been influenced by similar images commonly known in the ancient Near Eastern world. (3) Finally, certain types of figurative expressions in the Old Testament evoke a mental picture in the reader/listener. These expressions and their accompanying mental pictures can be pursued in the plastic arts. So, for example, light metaphors in the Psalter paint a “verbal image” of God as a solar deity whose radiance dawns upon the righteous and whose wings provide refuge for the afflicted.


In each of these cases (and others might be added), examining iconographic remains can help interpreters visualize what a biblical text describes or better understand the symbolic world from which the Bible and its descriptions emerge. In these ways (and so far to this point), iconographic exegesis is clearly an historical approach to interpretation, perhaps best understood as a subset within historical-critical methodology writ large (see Oeming 2006:49–54; Gertz, Berlejung, Schmid, and Witte 2012:52–57). In most – but not all (see below) – applications of iconographic exegesis, interpreters study how ancient images influenced the production of the Old Testament texts or are otherwise germane to understanding these texts.


Though not entirely unrelated, this line of inquiry should be distinguished from what is often referred to as “reception history.” The latter is also often interested in relationships between images and texts but typically from a point subsequent to initial composition and/or audience reception. Hence, much of reception history is primarily concerned with how (later) art can function as a means, instance, or example of biblical interpretation (see, e. g., Terrien 1996; Exum and Nutu 2007; Harvey 2013). In other words, text-image studies within reception history tend to investigate how the Bible has been interpreted through (much) later works of art; iconographic exegesis, on the other hand, examines how the biblical authors appropriated, adapted, and/or were influenced by then-contemporary or pre-existing visual motifs. Of course, this, too, could be seen as a kind of reception history, just not reception history of the Bible (into, say, Renaissance art). Instead, it would represent a much earlier stage: the way the biblical texts themselves have received preexisting information (ideas, images, themes, and so on) previously known in and through ancient iconography.


In sum, there are numerous reasons recommending the use of images in the study of texts, but, even with this important point granted, there is still much to be said. Indeed, careful reflection on the nature of the image-text relationship is necessary since iconographical exegesis depends precisely on it.


3.The Image-Text Relationship


There is no single or easy way to describe the various sorts of interactions that occur between any given image and a text. Readers will note that the essays in this textbook use different terminology and/or emphasize different aspects of what it means for an image and text to be “related.” Even so, and while a variety of approaches can fall under the general rubric of iconographic exegesis, it is still possible to identify three general aspects of the image-text relationship, each of which addresses a distinct set of interpretive questions. These can be conveniently summarized with three “C’s” (see further Bonfiglio 2014):


1.image-text congruence: Which images and texts can be thought of as being related, and to what extent do they share similar (or manifest different) themes, motifs, and/or subject matter?


2.image-text correlation: At what level are images and texts related, and how have scholars understood both the type and direction of interaction that occur between these two media?


3.image-text contiguity: To what extent does the presence of historical lines of influence and/or mechanisms of contact determine whether a given image and text are thought to be related, and what are the implications for comparative methodologies?


Each of these three aspects is discussed below, after which a very short example is offered by way of explication (§ 3.4).


3.1. Image-Text Congruence


Perhaps the most common way of describing the image-text relationship is in terms of similarity or congruence. In this perspective, to say that a given image and text are related is to assert that they reflect similar themes, motifs, or subject matter. The presence of some degree of congruence is often taken as a necessary (though perhaps not sufficient) condition for comparing certain sets of visual and verbal data. Yet adjudicating whether an image and text are congruent is perennially “open to interpretation” and, occasionally, subject to considerable debate. As a result, researchers can and often do disagree, not only about which images and texts are thought to be related but also about exactly how congruent such materials are (or need to be) with one another.


Prior to the work of Othmar Keel, scholars interested in relating ancient Near Eastern art to the biblical texts tended to operate with a rather low threshold for what constituted congruence. Images and texts were often compared on the basis of very general similarities, and in most cases the precise nature of this similarity was left implicit. This approach is especially evident in catalogues of ancient Near Eastern art, such as Hugo Gressmann’s Altorientalische Texte und Bilder zum Alten Testament (ABAT: 1927 [1909]) and James B. Pritchard’s The Ancient Near East in Pictures Relating to the Old Testament (ANEP: 1969 [1954]). These volumes tend to compare only small portions or fragments of images and texts, thus leaving unexplored the nature of the relationship between the larger artistic and literary compositions in which this material is found (for the perils of such fragmentation, see Keel 1992b).


A more helpful and sophisticated approach to image-text congruence has emerged in recent years, as is evident in Joel M. LeMon’s monograph, Yahweh’s Winged Form in the Psalms: Exploring Congruent Iconography and Texts (2010). Rather than juxtaposing isolated images and texts on the basis of general points of similarity, LeMon demonstrates the need to establish wider patterns of congruence between ever-larger constellations of literary imagery and iconographic motifs. This procedure not only helps to clarify which images and texts are related but it can also help to explain the extent of the congruence present.


3.2. Image-Text Correlation


Second and closely related, iconographic exegesis can speak of the image-text relationship in terms of correlation – at what level are images and texts related? In its most basic form, the question of image-text correlation seeks to clarify the presence of image-text congruence. In other words, correlation explores what sort of interaction or level of dependence (if any) must exist between visual and verbal media in order to account for the fact that certain ancient Near Eastern images seem to represent in artistic form themes or motifs that are also evident in the Hebrew Bible.


Prior to the publication of Keel’s SBW, it was sometimes presumed that a thematic similarity between an ancient Near Eastern image and a biblical text was the result of one form of media being directly dependent on, or genetically related to, the other. In this view, either the Old Testament was understood as interacting with ancient art in some mechanistic fashion or ancient art was thought of as “illustrating” the biblical text much like a drawing in a “picture Bible.” While neither of these models is completely implausible, they are not the only, nor the best, ways of accounting for the manifold relationships that may exist between ancient Near Eastern iconography and the Hebrew Bible. It is equally possible, for example, and probably far more likely in most instances, that image-text congruence is the result of both media being dependent on a common underlying (mental) concept. In this understanding of image-text correlation, both texts and images can function as “dual reflexes” (Strawn 2007:114) of a same or similar preexisting notion. This means, further, that an image and a text could be related via a shared theme, motif, or idea that exists independently of any given form of media, at least one that is still extant. To put this in a slightly different way: some mental concepts are capable of being expressed in both visual and verbal modes. One can, as it were, “think in images” or “think in pictures” – which is to say, think visually (cf. Arnheim 1966, 1969, 1986, 2004) – and these thoughts can be manifested in word and text or in image and art.


Images thus provide “a way to share in the mental map of a culture” (de Hulster 2009a:21) including the cognitive processes that inform the production of figurative language. Thus, rather than suggesting that ancient Near Eastern art merely illustrates biblical texts, iconographic exegesis looks to the visual remains as a resource that illuminates the Bible (its background and foreground) by helping contemporary readers “see through the eyes of the ancient Near East” (Keel 1997b:8). Said differently, iconography should not be understood simply as informative for the interpretation of the biblical text (though it is certainly that) but also as formative, which is to say generative in important ways for the hermeneutical endeavor, not simply “illustrative.” To cite an example, numerous studies have shown how analyzing ancient Near Eastern iconography can help one better “visualize” the source domains and background knowledge that give rise to biblical metaphors. Since image and text can be correlated at a conceptual level, iconography may be used to provide a window into the world (or mind) behind a metaphor – and into its workings – and the same holds true for a host of other language-forms in the Old Testament. Numerous essays in the present volume demonstrate this kind of image-text correlation, especially the chapters that deal with divine metaphors.


3.3. Image-Text Contiguity


The third major aspect of the image-text relationship has to do with the question of contiguity. To put this matter in terms of the previous discussion, if image-text congruence identifies the existence of common motifs between visual and verbal artifacts and if image-text correlation seeks to explain the level and degree of interaction that produces such congruence, then image-text contiguity seeks to historicize those interactions through discernable lines of influence and/or plausible mechanisms of contact and interaction. At this point iconographic exegesis touches upon a broader question about the nature of comparative methods – namely, must two objects of study come from the same (or similar) geographical, chronological, or sociological contexts in order to be considered related?


The bulk of research in iconographic exegesis has tended to answer this question in the affirmative. Most studies have concentrated on intra-cultural comparisons in which the images and texts in question are historically contiguous with one another. Such an approach is on display in Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger’s invaluable volume, Gods, Goddesses, and Images of God in Ancient Israel (1998). In this and similar studies with explicitly historical interests, demonstrating image-text congruence is only the first part of a larger comparative story. In order to make the best case for image-text contiguity, it must be shown how the images under investigation came into contact with and/or had an influence on the biblical authors and/or their original readers/listeners. This work is typically accomplished by appealing to Syro-Palestinian art that predates or is contemporaneous with the corresponding texts in the Hebrew Bible. An emphasis on image-text contiguity may also lead to a special focus on the minor arts insofar as these materials were ideally suited for the preservation and diffusion of iconographic motifs across vast regions and time periods (see above). Whatever the case, when used in service of historical-critical interests, iconographic exegesis often seeks to establish plausible mechanisms of contact between certain images and texts. This is the burden of image-text contiguity.


However, comparative historical methods – whether these involve texts, images, or both – need not be limited to contiguous phenomena, especially if that contiguity is understood in the sense of direct, genetic relationships. Jonathan Z. Smith has noted that the process of comparison is a hermeneutical endeavor, “the result of mental operations undertaken by scholars in the interest of their intellectual goals” (2000:239; cf. Strawn 2009a). In other words, comparison is never a matter of genetics but of interpretation, and comparative methods that work with perceived similarities (or differences) that do not derive from direct, genetic dependence can be quite appropriate even if (and when) they serve different interpretive goals.


For instance, in his Seeing the Psalms: A Theology of Metaphor (2002), William P. Brown draws on a broad, intercultural network of ancient Near Eastern art as a type of evocative context through which his readers can more fully encounter the metaphorical theology of the Psalter. Though Brown’s study is not uninterested in historical matters, his express purpose is not to demonstrate clear lines of contact between any given image and text. Rather, through a comparison of non-contiguous (or at least not explicitly contiguous) images and texts, Brown prompts readers to visualize the figurative language of the Psalter as a way to more fully appreciate its poetry and more fully engage its theological imagination. In other words, Brown is as much concerned with what images do for contemporary readers of the Psalms as he is with what images did for the Psalter’s ancient authors (and audiences). While the more historical (comparative) concerns of image-text contiguity remain dominant within most studies devoted to iconographic exegesis, it is important to note that non-contiguous comparisons of ancient Near Eastern art and the Hebrew Bible constitute a viable way of talking about the image-text relationship (cf. Strawn 2009a, 2014).


The above typology reveals the need for biblical iconographers to be more explicit about which aspects of the image-text relationship they are addressing and how these decisions inform their methodological procedures. Doing so would not only entail a more consistent use of terminology but would also involve a more careful appraisal of how certain approaches relate (or fail to relate) to one another.


3.4. A Brief Example


The different ways of understanding the image-text relationship are on display throughout the present collection of essays, each of which serves as an example of iconographic exegesis and the various ways it can be practiced. Most of the chapters also offer explicit commentary on matters of method and practice when it comes to iconographical exegesis. Even so, in the interest of clarity – especially with respect to the three “C’s,” which are mutually enriching and overlap somewhat in actual practice – a brief example may be offered as a foretaste of the rest of the volume. It is taken from Isa 63:1–6 (see further de Hulster 2009a:144–68).


1 “Who is this that comes from Edom,


from Bozrah in garments stained crimson?


Who is this so splendidly robed,


marching in his great might?”


“It is I, announcing vindication,


mighty to save.”


2 “Why are your robes red,


and your garments like theirs who tread the wine press?”


3 “I have trodden the wine press alone,


and from the peoples no one was with me;


I trod them in my anger


and trampled them in my wrath;


their juice spattered on my garments,


and stained all my robes.


4 For the day of vengeance was in my heart,


and the year for my redeeming work had come.


5 I looked, but there was no helper;


I stared, but there was no one to sustain me;


so my own arm brought me victory,


and my wrath sustained me.


6 I trampled down peoples in my anger,


I crushed them in my wrath,


and I poured out their lifeblood on the earth.”


If one were to approach this text from an iconographic perspective, one would first need to search for images dealing with grape-treading or, more broadly, grape-processing so as to establish image-text congruence. Some examples are found in figs. 1–3. With images like these available, the exegete can explore both similarities and differences between them and the text of Isaiah 63.
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Fig. 1. Grape processing scene, wall relief on the East Wall of the tomb of Ptahhotep in Saqqara (Egypt), ca. 2400 BCE. Source: Davies 1900: Pl. XXI (detail)
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Fig. 2. Grape harvest scene on a painted wall relief in the tomb of Petosiris in Tuna el-Gebel (Egypt), 4th c. BCE. Source: Lefebvre 1923: Pl. XII
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Fig. 3. Tomb of Nakht, Thebes, ca. 1400 BCE. Source: Davies 1917: 162 Pl. XXVI (detail)





Next, one might consider the issue of image-text correlation. It seems safe to assume that the grape harvest and the processing of grapes was well known throughout the Near East wherever grapes were grown. It follows that figs. 1–3 are generally reflective of daily life. So far, then, Isa 63:1–6 and the images of grape processing can be correlated as reflecting a commonly known occurrence in the ancient world such that it is found in both texts and images.


Correlating the text and the images reveals differences along with the similarities, however. Indeed, the correlation reveals some surprises in the text of Isaiah that only come to light when it is viewed alongside the images. So, for example, in Isaiah 63, YHWH works alone, unlike the groups of workers that are found in the images. Also, unlike those workers who are almost-naked (and thus non-elite), YHWH wears a (royal) robe. He is no average grape-treader, a point further underscored by observing that the grape-treaders in the images often hold onto each other or hold something above their heads, whereas YHWH is assisted only by his own arm. Moreover, YHWH does not collect the precious juice but spills it out upon the earth. This is, then, no typical instance of grape-processing. Indeed, as the unit progresses, it becomes clear that YHWH does not tread on grapes, but on humans – a posture found in ancient Near Eastern images of war. In fig. 4, for example, Pharaoh Tutankhamun in the guise of a sphinx tramples his enemies.
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Fig. 4. Side panel of Tutankhamun’s sandal chest from his tomb, 14th c. BCE. Source: Tiradritti and de Luca 2000:213





The king in theriomorphic form trampling or standing upon his foes is a widely-attested motif, also known in the miniature art from ancient Syria-Palestine. Figure 4 displays one side of Tutankhamun’s sandal box. On the other sides he is shown trampling enemies in his chariot (fig. 5) and hunting lions (fig. 6). It is noteworthy that this particular motif – domination by treading or riding upon the enemy – is found on a chest containing King Tut’s footwear! Indeed, the bottom of Tutankhamun’s sandals contained images of his enemies so that when he wore his shoes, he was quite literally standing upon his foes.
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Fig. 5. Painted wooden casket, Tomb of Tutankhamun (1358–1349). Source: SBW: Pl. XVII
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Fig. 6. Painted wooden casket, Tomb of Tutankhamun (1358–1349). Source: SBW: Pl. XVI





Images like these clarify further what is already evident in the text of Isaiah 63 – namely, that in this context grape-treading is a metaphor for war, which recalls YHWH’S presentation as a warrior in Isa 59:15b–18 and elsewhere. The iconography also suggests that the textual imagery is somewhat mixed: first, the grape-treading is not of grapes but of people; second, the grape-treading is not an occasion of harvest but of violence and war. Still further, instead of describing what was likely to be a joyous time, the grape harvest in the scene of Isaiah 63 is beyond grim. But this latter point, too, is not unknown in the artistic record: punishment in the afterlife could be represented by grape processing, especially by means of the sack press (figs. 7–8; cf. fig. 1, right side). These images show that (divine) punishment and grape processing were, in fact, correlated and “imaged” long before Isaiah 63.


The respective dates of the images and the date of Isaiah 63 leads, finally, to the matter of image-text contiguity. In the present example, the specific date of Isaiah 63 is not of crucial importance vis-à-vis the date of the images because grape harvesting and processing enjoyed a long and rather stable existence throughout the ancient Near East. The traditions and methods in this area of agriculture changed little, as evidenced in the continuity of grape (wine) presses that have been recovered from archaeological excavations. So, in this particular case study, the issue of chronology is less important than the overall constellation of images and the wider contexts of both art and text. Precise historical dates are also less important when the comparison is phenomenological – concerning a notion or concept, especially one that was widely known and not limited to a particular period, region, or media. The example from Isaiah 63 is something of this sort, and so the issue of contiguity is not dependent on the identification of a mechanism of influence or transmission that would plausibly connect the art and/to the text, but is more akin to Brown’s study on the Psalms, insofar as the image-text nexus has allowed us to appreciate the figurative language of Isaiah more fully and with greater color, depth, and detail.
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Fig. 7. Detail from the 18th c. BCE ‘Book of Amduat’ in the Papyrus Torino (catalogue number 1785; ca. 200 BCE), showing an afterlife punishment using a sack press for extracting blood from heads; above the net are torches that will be placed on the beheaded corpses. Source: Poo 1995:152 fig. 15
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Fig. 8. Detail of a wall painting in the tomb of Imery in Giza, ca. 2400 BCE. Source: Zonhoven 1997:67, fig. 2 after a painting by Gaetano Rosellini (Italian expedition to Egypt, 1828–1829)





In this example from Isaiah 63, the biblical text was the driving force or starting point. But iconographic exegesis need not proceed only in that fashion. One can begin with a biblical text and then search for thematically-related images, asking after their relationships, historical connections, and so forth, but other possible approaches exist as well. So, for example, a group of images might be selected based on their date and geographical provenance, can be studied as such, and then related to biblical texts from the same (or similar) horizon (e. g., Persian Period iconography vis-à-vis texts from the Old Testament that date to that period). Alternatively, a particular theme or metaphor or image or image-type could serve as the starting point for iconographic exegesis (see, e. g., Strawn 2005a). Once again, the chapters that follow illustrate these and other approaches, all in service to the main goal which is illuminating the biblical text by means of the study of ancient Near Eastern iconography (cf. de Hulster 2009b).


4.Working with Images


If iconography is as important as the preceding discussion suggests, the use of images in research is not simply recommended – it is required. This leads to some practical remarks with regard to how to work with artistic remains. In what follows, then, we offer brief orientations to the different types of images available (§ 4.1), to various sources for images (§ 4.2), to image analysis (§ 4.3), and to the presentation of images (§ 4.4), all of which we hope will be useful to newcomers to iconography as well as to seasoned researchers. We deem such comments necessary, in any event, because students of the Hebrew Bible are typically trained to work only with words and texts. The logo-centrism of the field means that many hours are spent (and more than a few tears shed) learning ancient languages and acquiring requisite philological and literary skills. Very few students receive any formal training when it comes to images. This situation is only starting to change as programs in Hebrew Bible start to incorporate courses in archaeology, art history, and visual culture alongside more traditional offerings. This latter kind of training is essential not only for developing a “good eye” (observational skills with careful attention to detail; Rose 2007) when working with artistic remains, but also for cultivating increased interest in iconographic exegesis as a mode of biblical interpretation.


What follows below is no substitute for a more formal and sustained treatment of the methods of image analysis and the nature of visual hermeneutics (see, e. g., Bonfiglio 2014; de Hulster 2009b; LeMon 2009; Brown and Feldman 2014). Instead, it is a brief and practical overview of how interpreters interested in iconographic exegesis might find, analyze, and present images in their research. What is said deductively here is on display in more inductive ways across the various chapters of the present textbook.


4.1. Types of Images


Ancient Near Eastern art can be categorized based on the size, medium (image carrier), and mode of manufacture of the artifact in question. The most important categories are introduced below (cf. Hartenstein 2005:175–77).


Amulets and Seals


Due to their miniature size (usually no more than 5–10 cm in height), amulets and seals are often termed “minor art.” Amulets in the form of animals, deities, or symbols were worn or carried as a means of protecting a person from demons and other sources of danger or as a way of bestowing blessing, good fortune, or power on their carriers. The vast majority of amulets found in ancient Israel are Egyptian imports or are based on Egyptian prototypes.


Seals and seal impressions are by far the most common type of iconographic remains from the ancient Near East. The impressions were made when a cylinder seal was rolled in clay or a stamp seal was pressed into a malleable material such as wet clay (creating a bulla), wax, or even soft metal. Despite their diminutive size, seals and seal impressions often contain elaborate artistic designs, including depictions of worship scenes, animals, vegetation, geometric shapes, human figures, and divine symbols. The seals themselves were typically made out of stones, ivory, or metal. Like amulets, they were occasionally worn on the person (by means of a string threaded through a drilled hole) and were often thought to have an apotropaic function like amulets. Scarabs are a particular subcategory of seals in which the shape of the seal resembles an Egyptian scarab (dung beetle).


Ivories


Another type of minor art consists of carvings on small pieces of ivory from an animal tooth or a bone fragment. The best-known ivories stem from Mesopotamia (especially Nimrud) and Samaria and take the form of figurines or small reliefs. Because many ivories have been recovered from Samaria, they have assumed an important role in the study of the Old Testament (see, e. g., 1 Kgs 22:39). Common motifs on the ivories include the suckling cow, the woman at the window, the sun-child born from a lotus, or enemies being trampled.


Coins


First appearing in Asia Minor during the seventh century BCE, coins were used to help facilitate trade and pay soldiers. In addition to their economic value, coins often contained images on one or both of their sides. The series of coins minted by Darius the Great of Persia in the late-sixth and early-fifth centuries were the first to contain a likeness of a king. These and other coins reached Syria-Palestine through Mediterranean trade, though by the end of the fifth century, Judah (Yehud) had begun minting their own local varieties. The motifs found on these coins are primarily borrowed from Athens (the owl) and Asia Minor. Thus, not unlike seals, coins also functioned as a type of “mobile” mass media in the ancient world.


Statues and Figurines


This category of images consists of freestanding, three-dimensional representations of animals and/or divine or human figures, along with items like cult stands containing the same. A well-known example of this type of image is the Judean Pillar Figurines (JPF), which date to the late Iron Age. Standing approximately 15 cm in height, these figurines have a pillar-shaped body with prominent breasts (often supported by the arms); the meaning and significance of these figures is heavily debated (see Darby 2014; Darby and de Hulster fc). Another famous type of statuette is the terracotta “horse-and-rider” figurines. Larger statues are also attested. For instance, cult statues of ancient Near Eastern deities were fashioned from wood or stone and often overlaid with precious metals. Housed in temples, these images often had anthropomorphic features, though they could also take zoomorphic form, as might be the case with the bulls Jeroboam sets up in the sanctuaries of Dan and Bethel, if these are meant to represent YHWH (1 Kgs 12:28–29). Statues of deities were thought to manifest the presence and/or power of the deity that they represented. They were often stolen in the context of war or processed in and around temples during festivals or rituals.


Monumental Art


This category of ancient art includes large-scale reliefs and paintings on palace walls, exposed rock faces, and tomb façades. In some instances, entire architectural complexes could qualify as “monumental art” (see Russell 1991). Due to their large size, monumental images were able to display elaborate visual narratives, including depictions of battles, worship scenes, and royal processions. Well-known examples include the royal lion hunt scenes from the Neo-Assyrian palaces at Nimrud and Nineveh, the tribute procession scenes found on the north and east stairways of the Apadana at Persepolis, or the reliefs of Ramesses III at Medinet Habu. While wall reliefs were often made by carving on stone surfaces, colored paint was also applied in some instances – though faint traces are typically all that survive today. Also included in this category are the large stone monuments known as steles. Steles contain images but also frequently carry some form of inscription. The standing stones known in Hebrew as massēbôt might be considered in this category of monumental art, though these are often aniconic, lacking any visual representations.


The images found on monumental art often reflect a larger artistic program that was commissioned by and carried out under the supervision of the king and/or his royal officials. They were frequently intended for posterity. Given their public and propagandistic purposes, these images – while remaining valuable sources for ancient Near Eastern art (and history) – should not be taken as offering a straightforward “portrait” of past events or historical figures. Indeed, individualized depictions are quite rare and come rather late in ancient Near Eastern art, where the presentation is typically far more general, symbolic, idealized, and/or non-descript. Even so, monumental art, perhaps more than other categories, can contain highly symbolic and ideologically-charged depictions intended to display a specific political and/or religious message. These factors impinge on how they are best understood, interpreted, and utilized in iconographical exegesis.


4.2. Sources of Images


A vast collection of ancient Near Eastern art has been recovered from archaeological excavations over the past two centuries. More material comes to light every year and so publication is ongoing. Even so, several important repositories of images exist that can be of particular use in the task of iconographical exegesis. Two classic, though now somewhat dated volumes are Hugo Gressman’s ABAT and James B. Pritchard’s ANEP, both of which are primarily photographic collections. Keel’s SBW includes numerous line drawings along with a few photographs organized by specific thematic categories and with special reference to the Psalms. Keel’s multivolume Corpus der Stempelsiegel-Amulette aus Palästina/Israel (CSAPI) provides unprecedented access to the rich repertoire of minor art from the Levant; the volume focused on Transjordanian sites is by Jürg Eggler and Keel (CSAJ).3 Two other important repositories of images useful for the study of the Old Testament are: Keel and Uehlinger’s Gods, Goddesses and Images of God in Ancient Israel (GGG) and Silvia Schroer’s multivolume series entitled Die Ikonographie Palästinas/Israels und der Alte Orient: Eine Religionsgeschichte in Bildern (IPIAO).4 While GGG offers an assessment of the history of Israelite religion based on iconographic data, IPIAO provides a chronological overview of artistic material from ancient Israel/Palestine with reference to the Hebrew Bible across a far more expansive timeframe.


It should be noted that not every object or image included in volumes like the ones mentioned above (or housed in museums for that matter, see below) come from controlled excavations. Many have been acquired on the antiquities market. Objects acquired in this way may be, and often are, ancient originals but the existence of forgeries is a well-known phenomenon and always a possibility for those objects and images whose exact archaeological find spots are unknown. Keel, among others, has argued that unprovenanced materials should be included in iconographic exegesis, since, to leave all unprovenanced materials aside would be to greatly limit the data at hand. We agree with Keel even as we also agree with him that unprovenanced objects should be treated very carefully and perhaps completely separate from those objects whose provenance is known (cf. Strawn 2005a).


In addition to published volumes, museums offer another excellent source of ancient art. Many museums allow visitors to take photographs of artifacts on display, with some allowing access to archived materials. An increasing number of museums are making their entire collections accessible on the internet. The British Museum, the Louvre, and the Israel Museum (among others) offer searchable online databases, complete with high resolution photographs. The Bibel+Orient Museum in Fribourg (Switzerland) offers an especially helpful database called Bibel+Orient Datenbank Online or BODO (www.bible-orient-museum.ch/bodo/).5


One final remark: Most publications of ancient Near Eastern iconography include only black-and-white photographs or line drawings and so it is easy to forget that ancient artists frequently used color. Seals, amulets, and gems exist in a kaleidoscope of colors. Egyptian paintings on walls or papyri have their own palette, but statues, too, could be painted or adorned with precious metal and gems. The use of glazed tiles (as on the famous Ishtar gate) and the rich colors used for dyes are other ways the ancient world was every bit as colorful as our own.


4.3. Analyzing Images


Scholars working with art have often found it helpful to think about and describe images in a way that is analogous to how scholars speak of texts and language. Iconographic exegetes do the same. So, for example, contributors to the current textbook occasionally refer to “reading” images, speak of the “visual vocabulary” of a certain region or time period, or analyze the “iconographical syntax” of an artistic tableau. These kinds of remarks rightly recognize that images, much like texts, are designed to communicate information between senders and receivers. However, in order to understand the “language” of images, interpreters must know and be able to assess the rules, tendencies, and styles that influenced how images were produced in the ancient world. As an example, it is important to take note of the quality of a given image (what level of workmanship it reflects) as well as its provenance, style, medium, function, and display context. Whenever possible, it is also helpful to consider the artist or workshop from which an image originates, its precursors and subsequent development (or reception), and how it relates to any associated text (if such exists) like an accompanying inscription or a label.


Note that none of these questions engage what would otherwise seem to be an obvious point of inquiry – namely, whether the artifact in question should, properly speaking, be referred to as “art.” This is because the distinction between “art” and “non-art” or between “high art” and “low art” is mostly anachronistic when applied to the ancient Near Eastern world.6 Still further, even if an object is (presently) judged to be “low art” or even “non-art,” the image(s) it carried may still be of great use in the task of iconographic exegesis.


Although there is no one, single way to interpret visual data, many scholars who work with ancient images employ a method of analysis originally pioneered by Erwin Panofsky in the late 1930s (see Panofsky 1972; cf. Strawn 2008a). In Panofsky’s understanding, iconography is a branch of art history aimed at identifying three levels of meaning in an image, each determined through different analytical operations:


1.at the pre-iconographic level, one describes the basic subject matter of an image (in Panofsky’s example, a male figure on a street, holding a hat raised slightly above his head);


2.at the iconographic level, one identifies the conventional meaning expressed by certain pictorial motifs or themes (a male figure removing his hat); and


3.at the iconological level, one interprets the symbolic meaning(s) expressed (a polite gesture of greeting/welcome).


These three levels of analysis are guided, respectively, by an interpreter’s knowledge about:


1.the history of style (is the given subject matter represented similarly in other contexts?);


2.the history of types (how are themes or concepts known from literature characteristically displayed in visual form?); and


3.the history of symbols (how do the symbolic meanings expressed reflect culturally conditioned principles or values?).


Though interpreters might organize their analysis of an image according to these three levels of meaning, Panofsky admits that they are not completely discrete and, in fact, overlap and intersect in various ways. A chart summarizing Panofsky’s approach to image analysis is found in fig. 9.
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Fig. 9. Summary of Panofsky’s approach to image analysis. Source: Strawn 2008a:310





Panofsky’s method “remains the most important starting point for methodological reflections” in iconographic exegesis (de Hulster 2009a:70). Nevertheless, alternative approaches to analyzing the meaning of ancient images are also possible. For instance, in his book Das Recht der Bilder gesehen zu werden (1992a), Keel develops the notion of motif analysis, which places special emphasis on understanding how certain ideas are conventionally expressed through iconographic “constellations,” or patterns of motifs in a given artistic composition. Others, such as Annette Weissenrieder and Friederike Wendt (2005) and Zainab Bahrani (2003) offer a more radical departure from Panofsky’s method by highlighting the utility of semiotic approaches for understanding ancient images.


While biblical scholars need not be experts in any of these methods before pursuing iconographic exegesis, it is nevertheless important that they be aware of and give attention to the fundamental questions of visual hermeneutics – the orienting principles and underlying perspectives that govern the questions we ask about what images mean and how they function. At a bare minimum, when consulting iconographic sources one should obtain as much information as possible about the image in question. The many aspects of an image should also be kept in mind: artist(s) and workshop(s), material, technique, image carrier, genre, motifs, relation to other works of art (thematically and materially), and the various use(s) of the image (cf. Baetschmann 2009 and 2003).


4.4. Presenting Images


One final practical matter in working with images concerns how they are best presented in works of iconographic exegesis. Several important questions must be considered. These include which type of image is used, what is needed in order to secure copyright permission (in the case of publication), and a number of other details such as how to reproduce images, what information should be included in accompanying captions, and so on and so forth.


Line Drawings and/or Photographs


Line drawings and photographs are used in academic publications, though not in equal measure. Each type of reproduction has its advantages and disadvantages. Photographs are, to some degree at least, more “objective” and can capture elements of style (e. g., color, texture, medium) that are not readily available in a line drawing. But it can be difficult to secure permission for photographs, and, depending on the condition of the artifact or capabilities of the printer, it can sometimes be difficult to make out details of the object. This leads directly to discussing the advantages of line drawings, which make the basic content of an image easy to see. However, line drawings are an artist’s interpretation of an image and thus are even more subjective than photographs. Even if highly detailed, line drawings will not reproduce every aspect of the object and will no doubt reflect the style and assessment of the artists who make the drawings. Compare, for instance, the photographs of the following seal (with its impression, fig. 10) with two different line drawings of the same (figs. 11–12). The differences between the two line drawings is quite marked, which underscores the interpretive nature of any artist’s rendering by means of a line drawing. It is always best, therefore, to compare line drawings with the original artifact or a high-resolution photograph whenever possible.
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Fig. 10. Hematite cylinder seal with golden frame, 22 (42) × 10 (14) mm (including frame), ca. 1800–1750 BCE; provenance unknown, presently in the Louvre (AO1634). The seal depicts the weather god in smiting position (on two mountains) above a mongoose, ape, or guenon; a water god with fish in a stream; four animals (caprid, hare, bird, scorpion); and an inscription reading “[image: image]aqata, son of Patala, servant of [image: image]atniadou.”
Source: Delaporte 1923: Pl. 96 no. A914, items 12a–b
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Fig. 11. Line drawing of fig. 10. Source: Ward 1909: Fig. 881
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Fig. 12. Line drawing of fig. 10. Source: El-Safadi 1974: Pl. VII fig. 61





For those wishing to produce line drawings themselves but who lack an artist’s hand (or recourse to a professional artist), certain software programs allow one to convert a photograph into a line drawing. If one does not have access to such programs, or the result is somehow unsatisfactory, a photograph can be printed (with light contrast) with the main characteristics then traced with a pencil or pen. The resulting marked-up photograph can be scanned and saved as a line drawing after increasing the contrast and removing leftovers from the low-contrast image that was originally traced.7


Permissions and Copyright


One of the more confusing issues in presenting the results of iconographic exegesis concerns copyright law. Fair use policy allows for the reproduction of images without infringement of copyright in not-for-publication products like teachers’ handouts, in-class presentations, student papers, and the like. Reproducing images in publication venues has to be negotiated on a case-by-case basis with the publisher in question. The authoritative Chicago Manual of Style (16th ed.; § 4.77–87) advocates for the extension of fair use to include academic publication as well, but, in our experience, different publishing houses have different policies, and so iconographers will have to work directly with their publishers to ensure the requisite standards have been met. It is not unusual for a publisher to require the author to obtain explicit statement of permission. Such permission can sometimes cost money; publishers usually expect such costs to be paid by the author.


Images published before 1917 are usually considered to be in the public domain and can be used without obtaining copyright permission. As noted above, some museums are now granting access to and use of their images via their websites; many other websites house images that can be used in presentations and publications. Making one’s own line drawings is perhaps the most expeditious – but not always easy – way to avoid having to obtain permissions, especially if those are costly. Whenever a previously published image is used, a bibliographic citation should be provided, just as one would cite a quotation from an article or a book. For some presses, this type of “footnoting” suffices for publication, with no further permissions needed.


Additional Details


The inclusion of images in a paper, especially one for publication, involves a number of details that deserve brief discussion. These include how best to reproduce the image and what information should be included in any accompanying caption. In the case of reproduction, the minimum requirement to produce a good, readable image is a scan of 300dpi (for a color image), though for publishing purposes, the threshold may be as high as 600dpi (for grey-scale) or 1200dpi (black-and-white). There are various software programs that can capture and reproduce quality scans of images, which can be saved, in turn, in different formats (e. g., pdf, jpg, tiff, etc.) depending on what is required.
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