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The Art of the Four Children

based on A Different Night: The Family Participation Haggadah by Noam Zion & David Dishon,
Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem

Where does the Haggadah come from? Our seder is based on what five rabbis in
Palestine included in their seder about two thousand years ago. We have used the
same text in Hebrew for a thousand years. To make each Haggadah more
attractive, many are illustrated.

In this center we will look at the language and images related to one very familiar
section, the description of the four children and the questions they ask. You will
have a chance to create your own images of the four children at the end.

The Haggadah says the Torah speaks of four children: One is wise, one is wicked,
one is simple, and one does not know how to ask.

The wise one, what does hesay?* What are the testi moni
and the | aws which the Lowaishalour God
instruct him in the laws of Pesach, [up to] “one is not to eat any dessert

after the Pesach-| a mb . ”

The wicked one, what does hesay?“ What i s this service
to you, but not to him! By thus excluding himself from the community he

has denied the foundations of our f a
of what the Lord did for me when | left Egypt” for me - but not for him for

he had been there, he would not have been redeemed.

The simple son, what does hesay? “ Wh a t You shall 4ayhtd hgn? ”
“With a strong hand the Lord took us
bondage.”

As for the one who does not know how to ask, you must start for him, as it

iI's said: “You shall tell your <chil d
that the Lord did for me when | | eft
Where does the Torah speak of these four children? The descriptions come from

the books of Shemot (Exodus) and Devarim (Deuteronomy), but they do not

appear in the same order as in the Haggadah. Can you match the quotes from the

Torah with each of the children described above?
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In Shemot, Moses relates G 0 didstsuctions to the Israelites, telling them how to
prepare for their departure from Egypt. Moses anticipates the future, telling the
Israelites that when they eventually settle in the land of Israel, they will need to
continue to observe the rituals of Pesach. Moses warns the people:

“Your children may [then] ask you,
answer , “lt 1 s the Passover service
Israelites in Egypt when He struckthe Egy pt i ans, sparing ou

(Shemot 12:26-27)

Which son is this?

After the Israelites escape from Egypt, Moses tells them to remember that day
when God brought them out of Egypt. He tells them they must eat matzah for
seven days, and explain the reason to their children:

“On that day, you must tell your chi
when | | 6SHehot1B:gy pt . ' 7

Which son is this?

A few verses later, Moses tells the people:

“Mo child may | ater ask you, ‘What i
show of power, God brought us out of
(Shemot 13:14)

Which son is this?

And in Devarim, the final book of the Torah, Moses reminds the people of many
of the laws and requirements. He reminds them about the Exodus from Egypt:

“I'n the future, your child may ask vy
thatGod our Lord hasYacw mmastd eddherlylo ul?i’ m,
slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, but God brought us out of Egypt with a mighty
hand. " (RBvarim 6:20

Which son is this?
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Why does the Torah speak of these four children? The four children are labeled
wise, wicked, simple, and the one who does not know how to ask. None is labeled
“go™oMh.at do you think of this? Are any

Write a few adjectives to describe each of the children:

Wise

Wicked

Simple

Does not know how to ask

One scholar thinks the four children are in the Haggadah to encourage us ask
questions about ourselves and our families,s 0w e blindty follow rituals. Pick
one of the following questions to talk about at your table. Check off the topic you
discussed and write your thoughts at the bottom of the page.

~

| What makes a person wise? If being wise means knowing a lot, why does
the Haggadah emphasize the wise son’

—_—

When is a child wicked? Does this mean rebellious or rude, or downright
evil? Can we ever feel wicked without being evil? Why does the Haggadah
present wickedness in the context of separating from the Jewish faith?

—_—

What does it mean to be simple? Is it the same as stupid? Or might it be a
good thing, to see issues in a straightforward manner?

—(

Why is one child silent? Do you ever stay silent when teachers ask for
guestions, even i f you dWwhatisthepoimder st
of teaching someone who can’t even a
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How do you picture the four children described in the Hagaddah? Pictures can
be as important as words in helping us understand ideas and feelings. Some
artists portray the H a g g a fbwu ¢hildren as adults, others use animals, shapes
or colors to convey their ideas of what the four children represent.

Before you look at the artwork, think about the way you described the four
children on the previous page. How would you illustrate the children if you
wanted to represent them as animals, colors, or shapes?

Child Animal Color Shape

Wise

Wicked

Simple

Doesn’ t |
to ask

Why did you choose these images? Explain one or two of your choices to others
at your table.

Can we categorize people? Are the four children the only way to describe
different types of people? If you were dividing people into different categories,
what descriptions would you use? Would you think in terms of wise and simple,
or big and small, kind and mean, or other terms? List three to five categories
below.
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One artist does not think that the four children are unique individuals, but
represent characteristics that are in all of us. Can you think of times when you
have acted like the different children of the Haggadah?

One writer thinks we combine the different characteristics for different results:
Someone can be wise and wicked, and turn out to be horribly evil. Another might
be smart and rebellious, and be a successful pioneer or adventurer.

Still another thinks that the four children represent any of us at different stages of
our lives:

Infant — One who does not know how to ask, before we learn to talk and
guestion

Child —Simple, when we ask basic questions

Teenage/young adult — Wicked, or rebellious, when we seek independence
from parents

Adult —Wise, when we realize the complexities of the world

You can also think of repreentitgdiffecercdah’ s

abilities we have, rather than different stages of our lives. You might be wise
about one subject, and not even know what questions to ask about a different
topic.

f

o
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On the following pages are small images of the artwork that you will examine.*
Choose one image of the four children to study. After you have picked an
illustration, look at the larger images on your table. Complete the worksheet at
the end of this section. After you finish, look at the back of the large pictures to
see an explanation of what the artist was trying to show.

*The art is from A Different Night: The Family Participation Haggadah, by David Dishon and
Noam Zion. The art can be viewed online with explanations at www.haggadahsrus.com.



http://www.haggadahsrus.com/
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The Immigrant Family, Chicago, U.S.A., 1879 The Boxer as Rasha, U.S.A. 1920 (by
illustrator Leon Israel)

e A

Woodcut, Germany, 1923 Budapest, Hungary, 1924
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Minimalism:

Clashing Cultures, U.S.A., 1959 Four Children with Animals, U.S.A, 1960
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A Quartet of Musicians, Israel, 1963 Four Aspects in Each of Us, Israel & U.S.A,
1982
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The Haggadah in Memory of the Holocaust, The Blessing of Diversity: U.S.A. & Israel,
U.S.A, 1988 1996


http://www.haggadahsrus.com/y.Art18-Moss1996.htm
http://www.haggadahsrus.com/y.Art18-Moss1996.htm
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Worksheet
Which image did you choose? Write the title and date here:

1. Is the picture simple or complex? Is it (the larger picture) in color or black and
white? Does the complexity and use of color, or simplicity and lack of color
influence how you would describe the children?

2. Are the four children actually children, or are they adults, animals, or objects?

3. If the children are not actually children, does that change how you feel about
their labels?

4. If the figures are human, can you tell if they are male or female?

5.Next to your black and white copy, | ab
does not know how to ask. If you are not sure, you can guess. What clues in the
images helped you decide?

6. What interested you about your selection? Why did you choose this image?

Now create your own Four Children. Will they be people, or shapes, colors,
animals, or objects? Adults or children? Male or female? Are you comfortable
with the traditional labels or do you want to make up your own? Use any
materials you find on the art table to make your children. Label each one as wise,
wicked, simple, or does not know how to ask—or provide your own titles.
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