TECHNICAL GUIDE | TECHNICAL PAPER

THEOLOGY JEWISH STUDIES

A Technical and Literary Analysis of the
Passover Haggadah: Exploring the Elie Wiesel
and Mark Podwal Commentary

Published: March 27, 2025 | Tags: Passover | Haggadah | Elie Wiesel | Mark Podwal | Seder Guide | Jewish Liturgy |
Holocaust Literature

The Passover Haggadah represents one of the most enduring and complex liturgical frameworks
in the Jewish tradition. Far more than a mere prayer book, the Haggadah serves as a sophisticated
pedagogical technology, designed to facilitate the transmission of historical memory,
ethno-religious identity, and theological inquiry from one generation to the next. In the specific
context of A Passover Haggadah: As Commented Upon by Elie Wiesel and Illustrated by
Mark Podwal, this ancient text is layered with contemporary existentialism, poetic reminiscence,
and visual metaphors. To understand the significance of this work, one must conduct a deep dive
into the mechanical structure of the Seder, the historical evolution of the Haggadah text, and the
unique interpretive lens provided by Elie Wiesel, a Nobel Peace Prize laureate and Holocaust
survivor.

The Liturgical Infrastructure: Defining the Haggadah

The word Haggadah is derived from the Hebrew root h-g-d (H-G-D), which literally translates to
"telling" or "narrating.” Technically, it refers to the fulfilment of the biblical commandment found in
Exodus 13:8: "And you shall tell your son on that day..." The Haggadah is not a monolithic
document composed at a single point in history; rather, it is a composite structure of biblical verses,
Mishnaic discourse, liturgical poetry (piyyutim), and instructional rubrics. The objective of this text is
to guide the participant through the Seder (order), a highly structured ritual meal consisting of 15
distinct stages.

From a technical standpoint, the Haggadah functions as a procedural manual. It dictates the
timing of consumption, the sequence of blessings, and the specific narratives that must be recited
to satisfy the halakhic (legal) requirements of the holiday. The version edited by Marion Wiesel
and commented upon by Elie Wiesel adds a secondary layer of meta-commentary, transforming
the manual into a dialogue between the historical Exodus and the modern experience of Jewish
suffering and rebirth.

Core Mechanics of the Seder Process

The Seder operates through a series of sensory and verbal triggers designed to provoke questions.
This inquiry-based learning model is codified in the 15-step Simanim (signs). Below is a technical
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breakdown of these stages as they appear in the Wiesel-Podwal edition:

Kadesh: The sanctification of the day over the first of four cups of wine. This establishes the
temporal boundaries of the ritual.

Urchatz: The initial ritual washing of hands without a blessing, a technical anomaly intended to
pique the curiosity of children.

Karpas: The consumption of a vegetable dipped in salt water, symbolizing the intersection of
spring growth and the tears of slavery.

Yachatz: The breaking of the middle matzah. The larger piece is hidden as the Afikoman,
representing the "hidden" future redemption.

Maggid: The core narrative component. This is the longest section of the Haggadah,
containing the Four Questions, the Four Sons, and the midrashic exposition of the Exodus
story.

Rachtzah: The second washing of hands, this time with a blessing, preparatory to eating the
bread.

Motzi Matzah: The specific blessings over the unleavened bread, acknowledging God as the
bringer of bread from the earth and the sanctifier through commandments.

Maror: The consumption of bitter herbs to facilitate a somatic (physical) experience of the
bitterness of bondage.

Korech: The Hillel Sandwich, which combines matzah and maror, representing the synthesis
of different historical periods and emotions.

Shulchan Orech: The festive meal. While seemingly a break in the ritual, it is technically an
integral part of the celebration.

Tzafun: The retrieval and consumption of the Afikoman, which must be the last thing tasted to
ensure the flavor of the matzah remains.

Barech: Grace after meals, followed by the third cup of wine and the opening of the door for
the Prophet Elijah.

Hallel: The recitation of Psalms of praise and the consumption of the fourth cup of wine.

Nirtzah: The formal conclusion, expressing the hope that the service has been accepted and
looking forward to "Next Year in Jerusalem."

The Wiesel-Podwal Synthesis: Commentary and Visual Art

The edition by Elie Wiesel and Mark Podwal is notable for its departure from purely traditionalist

exegesis. Wiesel's commentary is characterized by reminiscence and poetic inquiry. He often

links the ancient suffering in Egypt to the 20th-century experience of the Shoah (Holocaust), yet he

maintains a focus on faith and the continuity of the Jewish spirit. This creates a dual-narrative
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structure: the primary text (the traditional Haggadah) and the secondary commentary (Wiesel's
insights).

Mark Podwal's illustrations serve a technical function as well. Rather than literal depictions of the
plagues or the parting of the sea, Podwal utilizes Jewish iconography and surrealist elements to
represent complex theological concepts. His art acts as a visual Midrash, offering interpretations
that the text alone might not convey. For example, his use of the Star of David or the imagery of
the Jerusalem skyline provides a visual anchor for the participant's aspirations.

Comparison of Haggadah Editions

To understand where the Wiesel-Podwal edition fits within the broader landscape of Jewish
literature, consider the following comparison matrix:
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Traditional (Ashkenazi/Sepla Wiesel / Mark Podwal EdiModern/Secular Haggadot

Hebrew/Aramaic Hebrew with English
Translation

Halakhic and Midrashic Personal, Existential, and

(Rashi, Ramban) Poetic

Minimalist or woodcut Surrealist, symbolic

prints illustrations

Orthodox/Traditional Broad educational and

practitioners literary audience

Divine intervention and Memory, survival, and faith

Law
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(English/Hebrew mix)

Social Justice or Humanist
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Modern photography or
abstract art

Specific ideological
subgroups

Universal freedom and

ethics
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Technical Analysis of the "Four Sons" Framework

One of the most psychologically sophisticated components of the Haggadah is the Four Sons (The
Wise, The Wicked, The Simple, and The One Who Does Not Know How to Ask). In technical
education terms, this represents a differentiated instruction model. The Haggadah recognizes
that information must be tailored to the cognitive and emotional state of the learner.

1. The Wise Son (Chacham): Asks about the specific laws and testimonies. The technical
response involves a detailed explanation of the Seder's laws, including the laws of the
Afikoman.

2. The Wicked Son (Rasha): Questions the relevance of the ritual to himself, effectively removing
himself from the community. The response is a sharp reminder that redemption is tied to
collective identity.

3. The Simple Son (Tam): Asks a basic "What is this?" The response is a high-level summary of
God's power.

4. The One Who Does Not Know How to Ask (She'eino Yodea Lish'ol): Requires the parent to
initiate the narrative (at petach lo-"you open for him").

Wiesel's commentary on this section often highlights the intergenerational responsibility. He
notes that the "Wicked Son" is not necessarily evil but perhaps alienated, and the task of the
Haggadabh is to bridge that alienation through storytelling.

Symbolism and Mathematical Models in the Haggadah

The Haggadah utilizes a base-four numerical system to structure its symbolic landscape. This
repetition of the number four is a mnemonic device and a symbolic representation of the four
expressions of redemption found in Exodus 6:6-7: "I will bring out," "I will deliver," "l will redeem,"
and "l will take."

The Matrix of Four
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Category
Cups of Wine

Questions
Sons

Redemption Verbs

Element 1

Sanctification
Dipping
The Wise

Ve-hotzeti

Element 2

Deliverance

Matzah

The Wicked

Ve-hitzalti
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Element 3

Redemption
Maror
The Simple

Ve-ga'alti

Element 4

Restoration
Reclining
The Silent

Ve-lakachti
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This mathematical symmetry ensures that the Seder remains a cohesive unit, where every ritual
action corresponds to a linguistic promise made in the biblical text.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for the Seder Leader

Using the Wiesel-Podwal Haggadah in a practical setting requires a balance between the
recitation of the traditional Hebrew and the integration of the modern commentary. For those
leading a Seder, the following technical workflow is recommended:

Phase 1. Preparation (Pre-Seder)

- Technical Check: Ensure all ceremonial items are present: three matzot, the Seder plate
(zeroah, beitzah, maror, charoset, karpas, chazeret), salt water, and sufficient wine/grape juice
for four cups per person.

- Contextual Reading: The leader should review Wiesel's commentary beforehand to select
specific anecdotes or questions to share during the Maggid section.

Phase 2: The Narrative Execution (Maggid)

- Engagement: During the Four Questions, encourage participants to not just recite the Hebrew
but to offer their own "fifth question" regarding contemporary issues of freedom.

- Visual Integration: Use Mark Podwal's illustrations as "conversation pieces." For instance,
show the illustration of the "Heavenly Jerusalem" during the concluding Nirtzah to stimulate
discussion on the concept of hope.

Phase 3: The Somatic Experience (Eating)

- Timing: Ensure that the Korech (sandwich) and Maror are consumed within the specified
halakhic timeframes (k'dei achilat pras) to fulfill the technical requirement.

- Mindfulness: Use Wiesel's reflections on hunger and sustenance to add depth to the
consumption of the "bread of affliction.”

Troubleshooting and Addressing Common Misconceptions

Despite its structured nature, the Seder often encounters logistical and conceptual challenges.
Here are common issues and their technical solutions:

- Problem: The Seder is moving too slowly.Solution: Focus on the Core Maggid. The technical
requirement for Maggid is fulfilled by saying the Four Questions, the explanation of the three
main symbols (Pesach, Matzah, Maror), and the first part of Hallel. The rest, while valuable,
can be summarized if time is a constraint.
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- Problem: Participants are disengaged from the Hebrew text.Solution: Utilize the Wiesel
translation. The English text in this edition is designed to be poetic and accessible, making it
easier for non-Hebrew speakers to connect with the liturgy.

- Problem: The complexity of the laws of Matzah.Solution: Refer to the technical guidelines
regarding Shmura Matzah (guarded matzah). The Haggadah emphasizes that matzah must be
made in under 18 minutes to prevent fermentation, a technical detail that symbolizes the haste
of the departure from Egypt.

The Broader Implications of the Wiesel-Podwal Edition

The significance of A Passover Haggadah: As Commented Upon by Elie Wiesel extends
beyond the Seder night. It serves as a historical document that captures the 20th-century Jewish
psyche. For Wiesel, the Haggadah is a tool for defying silence. By retelling the story of the
Exodus, the survivor asserts that history has a direction and that suffering is not the final word.

Mark Podwal's art complements this by ensuring that the "vision" of the Exodus remains vibrant. In
an era where digital media often eclipses traditional ritual, this illustrated Haggadah provides a
tactile and visual experience that engages the modern seeker. The collaboration between a master
of the word and a master of the line results in a work that is both a technical masterpiece of
liturgy and a profound work of art.

Ultimately, the Haggadah teaches that memory is an active process. It is not enough to remember
that the Israelites were slaves; one must experience that slavery and the subsequent freedom.
Through its complex structure of blessings, narratives, songs, and visual cues, the Haggadah
ensures that the Exodus is not a past event, but a present reality. Whether through the lens of Elie
Wiesel's post-war insights or the traditional Mishnaic text, the Haggadah remains the definitive
blueprint for the transmission of the Jewish story, proving that as long as the story is told, the
people and their values endure.

Page 8 of 8



