ander the bent tower, and the evildoer with his wagon was blocked from
doing anything to her, There have not been many such miracles since we
have been in the Diaspora, and it is possible to see from this how Reb
Yehtide Khésid was so righteous that this occurred to enable him to be born
by miracle, and to this day the tower stands bent over and all foreign visitors

who come to Worms come and look at the tower to see the great wondet.

(Yiftekh-Yospe Shamesh, Mdyse nisim, sec. 8. Amsterdam, 1696.)

The Leaning Tower of Worms stood, leaningly intact, until Kristall«

nacht in 1938.

Borwo ¥

The Three Languages
of Ashkenaz

INTERNAL JEWISH TRILINGUALISM

Fuor all their spiritual separateness from their Christian neighbors, the
Aslikenazim were anything but “isolated” from their surroundings on
the level of daily interaction in life and commerce. The Yiddish lan-
guage itself, the daily vernacular of the Ashkenazim, is mostly derived
fiom medieval German city dialects. One of the consistent attributes
uf Yiddish is the “specifically Yiddish reconfiguration” within the Ger-
manic clements, in addition to the specific fusion formula (Germanic
with Scmitic) that Yiddish inherited when it was created in the lin-
guistic big bang. The Germanic elements of Yiddish are most closely
telated to the German dialects of Regensburg and Bavaria, although
fhere is no Yiddish dialect that corresponds in its major features to any
ane German dialect. The Jewish quarter of Regensburg dates to the
e ly cleventh century, and there are records of Jewish residents from
ihe (enth. Regensburg and the Danube region is the closest Yiddish
fias (0 a hometown. The “Rhineland Jewish language,” an early vari-
ant of the new language in the far west of earliest Ashkenaz, was not
dewtined to become Yiddish. It disappeared but left numerous traces
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on Yiddish, which soon encompassed all of Ashkenaz, including the
Rhincland.

In addition to Yiddish, the average Ashkenazi also spoke the local
German dialect well enough to communicate. But the issuc here is not
bilingualism in everyday speech but the internal trilingualism of
Ashkenazic civilization. Ashkenazim had (and in traditionalist com-
munities still have) three Jewish languages: Hebrew (traditionally
called loshn-kéydesh, the “language of holiness”), Aramaic (called
ardmish or tdrgum-loshn, “translation language” from the classic
translations of the Bible into Aramaic), and Yiddish (traditionally
called loshn Ashkenaz, the “language of Ashkenaz” or leshoynéynu
“our language” in rabbinic texts).

The general configuration is one of graceful complementation be-
tween the three languages. Yiddish was the only Jewish spoken lan-
guage in classical Ashkenaz. The ancient sacred texts imported from
the Near East were in Hebrew (most of the Bible, the Mishna, and
many other works) or Aramaic (the Bible targums, most of the Talmud,
and rabbinic literature). The traditional Jewish alphabet was used for
all three languages. From the earliest times onward, Ashkenazim read
in all three Jewish languages; what is much more exotic from the mod-
ern point of view, the scholars in the society could write original
works in all three. The same Ashkenazic scholar who wrote a Bible
commentary in Hebrew could author a Talmudic or kabbalistic tract in
Aramaic and a letter or popular book in Yiddish.

The three complemented one another regarding prestige too. In tra-
ditional early Ashkenaz, Yiddish as a spoken language was neither
“low prestige” nor “high prestige.”” It was what people in the commu-
nity spoke to each other naturally and exclusively, without being a
“statement” or “point of contention.” But when it came to reading and
writing, knowledge of the classic languages was more prestigious, but
they were not of equal prestige. The learned could understand writ-
ten Hebrew. The more learned could write in Hebrew. The highly
learned could understand Aramaic texts. And the most learned could
write original works in Aramaic. Aramaic was generally reserved for
the two highest endeavors in the eyes of Ashkenazic society: legalistic

(it
”

Pad

Soclal prestige

Yiddish Hebrew Aramaic
Everybody's Nobody's / Nobody's
native language native language native language

Study of reading

and writing as part

of elementary
education (everybody)

Study of the Talmud
as part of higher
recitation of prayers education (a small
(nearly everybody) minority) and of the

:: Kabbaiah (an even
p smaller minority)

Formal, legal and
communal literature
(written by and for an
educated minority)

Study of parts
of the Bible and

Popular literature
(written by and for all
social groups)

Talmudic and
Kabbalistic literature
(written by and for an

even smaller minority) |

P L1 Function and status of the three Jewish languages in Ashkenaz.

commentaries and treatises in the field of Talmud and mystical trea-
l1ses in the field of Kabbalah. Aramaic, which became the Jewish ver-
nacular after Jerusalem fell in 586 B.c. and eventually acquired sacred
alatus, survived in Ashkenazic culture as part of a well-defined three-
language system. It has a special mystique that has survived undimin-
Ished. Tt is the language of the highly emotive Jewish prayer for the
dead, the Kaddish (which also has other sacred uses in the liturgy),
and it is the language in which marriage contracts and bills of divorce
continue to be written by traditional rabbinic authorities. But the cre-
ative use of Aramaic was not limited to the serious Talmudic, the eso-
(erically mystical, and the divinely somber. It was the source of a lot
ol linguistic fun. Schoolchildren would combine Aramaic suffixes
with Yiddish words to come up with multilingual jesting.

On the face of it, Hebrew, Aramaic, and Yiddish all had their fixed
places. The trilingualism was so finely complementary as to ensure
(hat no conflict arose. But “status issues” between the languages did
wise because the three languages were necessarily associated in differ-
ent degrees with different kinds of people. While a profound knowl-
cddpe of Hebrew was the luxury of a small minority of educated males,




a profound knowledpe ol Aramaic was the luxury of an even smaller
minority ol even more educated males. The vast majority ot men and
virtually all the women were left out of the creative processes and
even the passive culture of reading. Consequently Yiddish became as-
sociated with women and “simple people.” It was the universal ver-
nacular in a society with near total literacy (in the Jewish alphabet).
Simple people want, need, and deserve a popular culture that is acces-
sible to the average person, hence the vast majority of the population.
That meant Yiddish.

A word or two on methodology. The documentary evidence from
the early centuries of Ashkenaz is sparse. There was no printing press,
there were many massacres and expulsions, and if anything was to be
rescued, it would be sacred scrolls of the Torah, or as dictated in the
Book for the Pious, rabbinic works containing Talmudic innovations.
Moreover, Ashkenazic culture minimized the need for biographical
detail and contemporary observations of society. Consequently we
must latch on to whatever hard evidence there is, which often means
a preserved document that can be dated, at least roughly. We have to
remember that what happens to be preserved probably reflects some-
thing that also happened beforechand and elsewhere, of which we hap-
pen not to have a dated record. And, finally, there are some documents
that tell us something indirectly.

One such document is the oldest known complete Yiddish sentence
with a date. It is a rhymed couplet in the holiday prayer book (the
mdkhzer) that was completed in 1272 in Worms (Vermayzo to tradi-
tional Ashkenazim). The one Yiddish sentence is written into the cal-
ligraphic hollows of the large-size Hebrew first word of one of the
prayers. The Yiddish sentence reads, “May a good day come upon him
who will carry this mdkhzer into the synagogue.” The fun element in-
cludes the rhyme in the vernacular and perhaps the great weight of
the book, hence the special blessing for whoever will deign to shlep it
to shul to actually pray from it. There may also be a subtle wink to the
user to not worry about the possible prohibition of carrying some-
thing on a holiday in certain circumstances. The sentence occurs at the
start of the prayer for dew in the supplementary service for the first
day of Passover. Some scholars see in this a symbolic half-empty cup.
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Figure 2.2 The oldest known Yiddish document with a date: a single
Yiddish sentence (in small red letters) written into the bollows of a large
Hebrew word in the illuminated Worms prayer book manuscript of
1272.(By permission of the Department of Manuscripts and Archives,
Jewish National Library, Jerusalem)

Viddish had no literary possibilities other than to “fill the odd gap”’
sich as the hollows of letters.

There are also documents that contain no Yiddish and do not men-
tion Yiddish but can shed light on the interrelationships of the Jewish
linguages of Ashkenaz. Yekusiel (Jekuthiel) of Prague, a Hebrew
philologist who lived in the thirteenth century, wrote a commentary
on the correct reading of the sacred texts. He lists a number of “mis-
takes” Ashkenazim make on account of using the sound system of
(heir native language (Yiddish) rather than what he believed to be the
"vorrect” ancient (Near Eastern) Hebrew reading. These instances,
which modern linguists know as interference of one language in the
sound system of another, are inevitable when one language is the spo-
l.en one and the other is not. In Yekusiel’s generation, back in the thir-
(centh century, things were shifting away from Near Eastern
pronunciation norms, and this was bothering the learned observer
who lived in a time when an older phonetic tradition still survived.
I'he Ashkenazic and Sephardic pronunciations of Hebrew differ radi-
vally from ancient Hebrew and Aramaic pronunciation. Ashkenazic
nuintains many more distinctions among the vowels, and Sephardic is
more conservative for consonants.




YIDDISTTCONES O

or most Jewish cultures, including Ashkenaz, the evolving canon of

lebrew and Aramaic prayers in the original has been, and is, sacro-
anct, even if the majority of the people did not fully understand the
teral meaning of what they were reading or reciting. It may be a uni-
ersal of human culture that it is “easier” to engage in deep spiritual
ommunion with higher powers in a medium other than the everyday
ernacular used for all the nonsense of daily life and its foibles. How-
ver, the mystical Pious of Ashkenaz movement of the twelfth century
1d beyond believed in the power of praying in the spoken language,

hich in Ashkenaz meant praying in Yiddish. The Book for the Pious
y's (in Hebrew):

It is better for a person to pray and to read the Shma and the blessings in a
language that he [or she?] understands rather than praying in Hebrew and
not understanding it. For it is written [in Isaiah 29:12-13]:“[And when the
book is given] to him who does not know of books, saying: “Read this, will
you be so good” and he says “But I do not know of books!” And so God said:
“Because this nation approaches and honors me with its mouth and is lips,
but has distanced its heart from me, their veneration of Me is a command-
ment that people have learned by rote!”. . . Inasmuch as one would not un-
derstand what one is saying, they therefore wrote the Talmud in [both]
Babylonia and the Land of Israel in the Aramaic language in order that the
Commandments be known, even to simple people.

(Book for the Pious [Séyfer kbasidim / Sefer Hasidim], sec. 78, Bologna 1538 and
editions following it. Wistinetzki-Freimann edition, sec. 1590, ankfm‘t, 1924,)

This early Ashkenazic encouragement of prayer in the spoken lan-
1age ultimately led to the creation of a vast number of Yiddish prayer
oks. For centuries, as far as we know, they were translations or par-
hrases of the sacred Hebrew prayers. The rabbinate, however, at-
mpted to limit praying in Yiddish, principally because many
shkenazic rabbis did not accept the “folkist” position of the early
ous of Ashkenaz and insisted on prayer in the original Hebrew and
-amaic. In many cases, it is difficult to determine whether the point
contention is the practice of Yiddish prayer as an auxiliary to the

i ; - i Ao araver book, RIowH as
Figure 2.3 This fragment from an early fourteenth-century holiday prayer book LI“t ¢

the Machzor Lipsiac, shows hare being hunted (at the top). [t is .i. g;';i rIu‘ J;m!;h{:::{:\JT];::‘II!
cient Talmudic acronymic yaknehoz, which helps people :;r'mrml‘t'r“rnl l“_L"r}r-L-?JI 1; | __”.””m.
requirements wher the end of the Sabbath at sundown on .\drm:;fa%-' L'LT”tL‘I]L‘.\ u'-fr‘_ﬁ{x Jt{\;wr ;
of a festival. Yaknehoz stands for the Hebrew words y;jyin Uw_rrm. !_\'ldll':"]; ‘(mfi‘rui{! ,‘L;T]t{}”;“
the kidush), ner (candle lighting). havdélo ( ':\‘L'Plii‘d[t%m ritual, in this E}L\»‘ ,1( Il-l;u ;i;u;l; me_e )
and another). zman (time, referring here to the blessing called Shehe hiyonu). o

}-’;1kn¢:hoz with old southwestern Yiddish yak n hoz

7 i i, v [‘u L-'f
into the equation vid the similarity o) o -
g ! -ives also from the non
(imoden Yiddish yog dem hoz), "Hunt the hare!” Some humor de;z;esb s f}( e
‘ : ic civilization: iti ddish term for
Jewish image of bunting in Ashkenazic civilization: the traditional Yiddi » g

sovishker nakhes (gentile pleasure). (By permission of Bibliotheca Albertina, Leipzig)
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tion, for he had seen that chere were some simplr peaple in the provinces, not
ro lllcllti()]) ign()l'i“”llscs Wh() cannot gl';lSP ot llll(i(’l'x[{lnd on ll]('il' own cven
the laws of slaughtering from a work in loshy kéydesh [“"language of the sa-
cred” = Hebrew]. It is even necessary constantly ro explain everything to
them. ... And those in [the language of | Ashkenaz are explained very well,
Nevertheless it is not the custom to give license to slaughter on the basis of
these, even though everything forbidden in the laws of slaughtering counts
as a sin of the actual Torah. . ..

Every householder who can read the commentary of Rashi on the Torah,
or the holiday prayer book. . . and there are some who never served a gen-
uine scholar! All these are reckoned unto the Vale of Fools [wordplay on
Genesis 14:3]. They look things up in the works of our rabbis the compilers
of codes. .. But according to the reasoning in a given case, the application of
alaw can change! . . . There is no deciding on questions of law other than by

the Talmud!

(Yitzhak Satz, ed, The Mabarils Additional Responsa [in Hebrew),
92-93 Jerusalem, 1977.)

The basic knowledge required is to be able to understand a page of
Talmudic debate in Aramaic, not just a page of a Hebrew summary of
laws of one of the codifiers. Mastery of Yiddish summaries would not re-
motely qualify one to adjudicate legal issues. Without being intimately
familiar with the debates and opinions, one could go wrong in any spe-
cific case. All three of the languages of Ashkenaz thus come into play in
the Maharil’s critique. Moreover, we learn of the practice of producing
practical works in Yiddish that rhyme. The aspiration to literary or aes-
thetic creativity is inherently linked with the spoken language.

But it wasn't only ritual slaughtering that bothered the Maharil in
connection with Yiddish. He was especially worried about women’s
issues.

WOMEN, CHRISTTANS,
AND EARLY YIDDISH LITERATURE

The Maharil’s comments about ritual slaughtering manuals in rhymed
Yiddish were made in a by-the-way tone, in the course of a legal reply

o a difterent question. That question came Trom a certain man called
Chaim, who had written to the great rabbi in the late fourteenth or
carly fifteenth century, asking approval for a project to produce a
work in Yiddish about the laws of family purity. The term “family pu-
rity” in its original and in English is a euphemism for the laws of sex
between married partners as they relate to the wife’s menstrual cycle.
In short, sex is prohibited from the day a woman expects her period
until after seven full days following the end of the period (after Leviti-
¢us 15:19-33). The legal and practical questions that come up are the
stibject of an entire tractate of the Talmud and countless rabbinic
tomes, and traditionally Orthodox Jews take these laws every bit as se-
rously today as thousands of years ago. The one great change in post-
biblical times concerns the ceremony of purification following the end
ol the ritually unclean period. The Bible dictates that the woman take
(wo turtledoves or pigeons to the priest on the eighth postperiod day,
and “the priest shall offer the one for a sin offering and the other for
# burnt offering” (Leviticus 15:29-30). In later Judaism the ritual bath
(mikve) replaces the animal sacrifices. For the Bible and traditional
communities, these are laws given by God and of paramount impor-
(ance. But within the determination to obey these laws, there has for a
long time been a question as to how much the couple themselves, and
particularly the wife, can determine without every private detail
heing brought before the rabbi. This is more pressing in places where
there is no qualified rabbi. To return to the mysterious Chaim, who
penned the question on these matters concerning his plan to produce
+ manual in Yiddish for couples to be able to ascertain the law in a
piven situation. The Maharil went nuclear over the idea (as rabbinic
litcrature goes, at any rate).

It is a matter of urgency for me to reply to my cherished and dear learned
ltiend, Reb Chaim, may you live and be well. I was astounded by you, ex-
(remely, to learn that you are thinking about writing in Yiddish that which
you know. . . . But our rabbis the codifiers did not intend [for their compi-
lations of laws to serve the ignorant] but rather for pupils to go on to
higher learning, and for them to inform women of the laws relevant to

them. ...



And on top of everyehing [the prolderacion of “expers” who cannot cead
the Dalmud rselt and just look up the law tone of the compilations in Fle
brew/], you go ahead and try to foist on us even newer products chat scatter
the Torah among the scatterbrained, the simple people and frivolous women,
and to give them "a monument and a memorial” [literally yod vo-sheym/yad
va-shem “a hand and a name,” Isaiah 56:5, here in the sense of “enduring au-
thority”], to study and to teach from your Yiddish book the issues relating to
menstruation and blood spots, which our earlier and later masters dwelt
upon in great detail, even as waters that have no end. God forbid, God for-
bid that such a thing would have been found among your fathers and forefa-
thers, notwithstanding that we see [in Yiddish] many books on the laws of
what is forbidden and what is permitted, and menstruation, and the challah
bread, and the laws of Passover and holidays and various other topics.

(S. Assaf A Rabbinic Reply Against the Composition of Law Books in Yiddish” [in Hebrew),
41-42. I Qiryat Sefer 19, 1942-1943))

These parsimonious rabbinic mentions are treasure troves for the
modern cultural historian. We learn, first, of the existence of a popu-
lar legal literature in Yiddish during the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies (and obviously earlier; a literature does not come into being
overnight, and the Maharil knows of it as something evolved and
widespread). Second, we learn of the social and societal framework
that defined the trilingualism of Old Ashkenaz. Aramaic is necessary
for a scholar who can adjudicate legal questions (he needs to be able
to read all about it in the original Talmud). Hebrew is necessary for
studying the Bible as well as the codes and compilations of laws (e.g.,
Maimonides and Tur) and occupies a middle rung of education and
learnedness. Yiddish is the literary domain of the overwhelming ma-
jority of the Jewish population who could benefit from a book only in
the vernacular, since advanced Hebrew and Aramaic education was
something many men didn't have, and it wasn't open to women at all.
The implication is that for a woman to read a Yiddish book is com-
pletely natural and expected and not a blow to her ego. But if a man
reads such a book, it is because he did not succeed to the higher rungs
of learning that entail the need to not only “read” (in the sense of “re-
cite”) but actually understand books in Hebrew and Aramaic. Hence

the identification of Yiddish with femininity is as old as Ashkenazic
lewish teilingualism, as old as Ashkenaz itsell. But it is critically im-
juictant to remember that that is a literary, social, and cultural identi-
ficadion. In real life, Yiddish was everybody’s language, and it is
ulivious even from the content of older Yiddish literature that much of

il was actually meant for men (or for men as well). Jerold Frakes sums

it up aptly.

It is not Hebrew for men, Yiddish for women, but rather Yiddish for every-
buxly, Ilebrew for men. The fiction that men did not actually read Yiddish
liioks is just chat—fiction. Men translated those books, wrote those books,
1ypeser, published, peddled, and read them too.

(Jerold Frakes, private communication fo author.)

lut symbols, and the way they were once perceived, are important
i allempts to grasp the conceptual realia of another age. Yiddish was
bhe wymbolic cultural citadel of femininity. And it was a kind of fem-

iitinity that also covered men who did not have the “masculinity” of
lalmudic prowess, which was the Ashkenazic brand of male heroism,
fultilling something parallel to the societal role assumed by knights,
wirriors, and gladiators among the nation-states of the period. The

averwhelming propensity to give baby boys a Hebrew- or Aramaic-
derived name while assigning no significance to the etymology of a
plils name is another reflex of the language and gender divide in
Aslikenaz, Let us now engage in a thought experiment about the ear-
lent penerations of Ashkenaz, language, and the sexes. While literacy
i |I|;- sense of reading the alphabet and basic prayers was nearly uni-
vorsal among men and women alike, serious knowledge of Hebrew
{and cven more so for Aramaic) was limited to a small number of
imales. “Being a man” meant knowing as much as possible of Hebrew
sonrces (the Yiddish phrase for this type of knowledge is very old; in
itx modern form it is dyskenen zikh in di shvdrtse pintalakh, literally “to
I expert in the little black dots,” a loving reference, perhaps, to the
vowel points and accent marks in biblical and prayer book texts). For
i man, being a hero meant knowing his way around the more difficult
vivmaic Talmud and its literature. There would be a certain amount



ol embarrassment at being unable to read Hebrew well, 1t was a qQues
tion of male prestige. A woman on the other hand, though fully bound
by laws of kcuping kosher, Sabbath, and Imlid.lys, is not obligated to
study Torah or pray as [requently. The Jewish woman’s role in run-
ning the household and bringing up children in the spirit of tradi~
tional Torah Judaism is of paramount importance, and she is hailed
every Sabbath eve with the exuberant singing of the Eyshes khdyil
(Woman of valor from Proverbs 31:10-31). The woman was not su p-
posed to be able to “enjoy” a book in Hebrew, she wasn’t meant to be
able to study a Talmudic argument, and she wasn’t even allowed, offi-
cially, to delve into the Kabbalah, even if she had somehow gained the
linguistic skills that women’s education did not provide.

In this environment, the modern notion of rebellion against the sta-
tus quo was unthinkable. For one thing, the status quo was almost uni-
versally regarded by women and men alike as a grand privilege of God's
chosen people. The laws, traditions, customs, and mores of the society
functioned in unison as a living system, one bequeathed by God to his
people, as authoritatively interpreted. The prayer canon has the fa-
mous line Ato bekharténu mikol ho-amim (You have chosen us from
among all the peoples). What kind of fool would replace all that with
some human solution based in logic or fashionable philosophy?

Since overt rebellion was not a possibility, women (and many men
too) could find cultural and spiritual empowerment through the ver-
nacular. That the vernacular was written in the same alphabet as the
two sacred languages, from right to left, gave Yiddish its first stimulus
to become part of the Ashkenazic Jewish “written way of life.”

In some cases, the vernacular served ritual purposes, for example,
the need for books on the law about irksome issues of family purity or
kosher slaughtering. But the women of Ashkenaz needed far more than
that. They wanted to enjoy books as much as their menfolk did, and
they suffered no stigma about being seen reading a book in Yiddish in-
stead of Hebrew or Aramaic. The actual intellectual freedom that the
system gave women came to the fore in another arena. Yiddish, not
Hebrew or Aramaic, was the effective link with the non-Jewish culture
of the countries in which Ashkenazim lived. Not all of that culture was
exclusively Christian in the narrower sense of the term. Medieval epics

ghout princes and princesses, knights and warviors, and damsels in dis
fress could be enjoyed in Yiddish without violating any of the 365 neg
ative precepts (thou shalt nots) of Jewish law. No Jewish law says,
Doi't enjoy a good story in your native language.”
"0t (lil"IL-rcnlIy, it was Yiddish that provided enormous freedom for
women (and their fellow travelers, the “simple men”) to enjoy litera-
e, theater, and singing without grazing the traditional three-
lanpuape system of Ashkenaz. Wealthy women began to invest in Yid-
dixh. Many carly literary manuscripts contain dedications to the
wenenin or the patronin—the benefactress. They were commissioned
Iw women for the enjoyment of “women and others.” Tt became stan-
daidl for the writers of Yiddish books to sign themselves “the writer
L all pious women” (various versions of shrayber far dle frime vay-
fr, where the words for “writer” and “women” rhyme). This has a
idnuble meaning. The book was written (or copied or recopied) on the
yommission of the benefactress, and it was brought into existence for
e pleasure of women. One of the names of the Yiddish language be-
vine vdyber-taytsh, which means “translation for women,” as many.of
the works produced were translations. The term shifted over centuries
I mean the special language of these books translated into the vernac-
ulir, and in Ashkenazic “men’s talk,” it became a mildly dismissive
name for the Yiddish language itself—a women'’s language.
0ld Yiddish manuscripts occasionally tell tales about how the writer
(a1 tirst always a man, at least officially) was paid. Sometimes it was by
an advance, sometimes by commission on further sale of the manu-
soript or a copy of it, and sometimes commitments to send food.on
tabbaths and holidays. They also divulge a wealth of information
about how Yiddish literature grew. A writer tried hard to satisfy his
lienelactress by coming up with a product that would be prestigious,
sulertaining, and beautiful to look at. Without Talmudic studies to oc-
upy their (inherently equal) intellect, Ashkenazic women were more
lilkely (o covet the literary pleasure of German, Italian, and other me-
divval epic knightly romances. And what the women wanted in Y.id-
dish was exactly what the writers sought to give them. Old Yiddish
literature (literature, not the language itself) got underway by thé ef-
liiis of various kinds of Jewish shrdyber (a cover term for copyists,
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popular scribes, translators, writers, paraphrasers, rewriters, editors,
and more) to “render” into Yiddish the popular European romances of

the day.

The oldest known extensive viddish manuscript with a clear Jewish
date, corresponding with 1382 in the general calendar, is a handwrit-
ten anthology, probably written in Egypt where it was found in the
late nineteenth century. In the fourteenth century, part of the Jewish
community in Cairo consisted of Ashkenazim whose families had es-
caped the Christian persecutions and found refuge in the more toler-
ant Islamic world of that time. The manuscript as a whole symbolizes
the interweaving of traditions of the ancient Near East with the cul-
tural landscape of medieval Central Europe. Ancient Jewish and con-
temporary non-Jewish material are rendered in contemporary genrcs
and, taken together, exemplify the European Jewish tradition, specil-
ically its Ashkenazic core. Part of the manuscript is signed by Ayzik
der shrayber (Isaac the writer).

Occasionally the name of the “commissioning lady” is found in
older Yiddish manuscripts, sometimes embedded in a rhymed preface
or colophon. For example, a 1532 manuscript containing Yiddish ver
sions of Psalms and Proverbs was written by Eliezer son of Israel of
Prague for “my patroness Peslin” (modern Yiddish Pesl). A Yiddish
version of Sayings of the Fathers, a tractate of the Mishna with many
famous dictums for everyday life, was compiled in Italy around 1580
by Anshel Levy. It contains a long rhymed colophon dedicated to his
patroness Perlin (modern Yiddish Perl). But such instances are few
and far between, and the degree to which some norm can be extrapo
lated from them is a highly controversial question among scholars.

The elements were in place for a dynamic, original Yiddish litera
ture that would transcend the scope of translating, transcribing, and
paraphrasing. Early diversification is another prominent feature. A rc¢
cent anthology by Jerold Frakes, Early Yiddish Texts, 1100—1750)
(2004), demonstrates the enormous range, including medical treatises
and various how-to books (from witcheraft to medicine), chronicles of

historic events and local catastrophes, reworkings ol Germanic epics

(including King Arthw and Hildebrand) and Hebraic literature (in
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vluding Bible, Mishna, Aggadah—Jewish legends and homilies, book
in laws, customs, ethics, Kabbalah, philosophy), multilingual ciiction
wies and Bible concordances, legal documents, travel logs, stories an
jems of love and passion, holiday celebration books, earlgl drama an
jilays, polemics, satires, spoofs, and more. In this mammoth outpu
the modern reader will find a breathtakingly diverse literature fha
pnl‘-."us with the rhythms of a confident, wholly natural “Jewish-ir
lewish” civilization that is spiritually at peace with itself and wit
vamponents of the outside world that do not threaten it.
T'he printing of Jewish books got underway around 1475, about
yitarter century after Johannes Gutenberg’s fabled inventioln of th
piinting press at Mainz (or, more accurately, reinvention of a mecha
il devised and first used in East Asia). It originated in Italy, whic.
wits ltome to both Sephardic and Ashkenazic “relocated” COI’nmunJ:
l”lEE,— in addition to the scions of older Ttalian and Roman Jewry. Th
flinl works to appear were Rashi’s commentary on the Five Bost C
%«Innm and Jacob ben Asher’s legalistic compendium, the Tur (shor
fl_lrl 7 “the four Turim”). Rashi (1040-1105) and Jacob ben Asher (c
1270 1340) were among the giants of early Ashkenaz, and it is no sur
Iﬁ!*‘im- that the era of Jewish printing in Europe started with thei
-?v“ik-.. Jewish printing in Hebrew and Aramaic produced about 15
ivunabula (pre~1500 prints) and emanated from around twent

fitinting presses.
VJEWI'HII printing meant that the literature of Torah in Hebrew an
Aramaic could be taught much more effectively, economically, an

§V€|llly'i S'uddcnly a library spanning millennia could be reproduced i
%lauul.n‘dmvd form. In time, however, it became obvious that th
printer’s crror was sometimes worse than the scribe’s error. Yiddis]

E?'umm came up with the line In dltsding iz shildik der békher ha-zétse
[thrs lypesetter fellow is always at fault), which is used whenever
Messenper or technician is blamed instead of the one who really cause
an evil,

. he advent of the printing press, which so benefited the classic He
Brew and Aramaic fare of European Jewry, might have been seized o
7§ 4 1 y [ 1

#E 4 commercial opportunity in the much bigger market for Yiddish

{
'! A 1 j ’ o 1 1 1 |
Hhiere was potential for a major new business in Jewish Europe. Sud
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denly the buying power of “women and simple people” was a formi-
dable economic force in European Jewish society. It so happened that
in the sixteenth century the geographic spread of Yiddish across Eu-
rope was at its maximum, stretching from Alsace and Italy in the
southwest to Holland in the northwest to the Ukraine in the southeast
and Belorussia in the northeast-—one of the most extensive contiguous
linguistic empires in the history of Europe.

But Jewish printers and publishers were slow to pick up on Yiddish.
They were afraid it wouldn’t be acceptable to produce books in the
language of women and of men who didn’t participate in the active
culture of Ashkenaz beyond elementary Bible study and prayer, in
other words, the vast majority.

Jewish printing in the Ashkenazic lands was founded by Gershom
ben Solomon Cohen, who printed his books in various cities, includ-
ing Prague, Augsburg, Ichenhausen, and Heddernheim, all of which
became famous in Jewish printing lore. From 1513 onward, he special-
ized in providing prayer books for Ashkenazim, for both Germany
(Western Ashkenaz) and Poland (Eastern Ashkenaz) and their satellite
countries. His 1526 Passover feast book (Haggadah) contains the first
known page in Yiddish in a Jewish printed book. Its symbolic value is
therefore analogous to the rhymed couplet (or sentence) that had made
it into the famous 1272 Worms holiday prayer book. But that was a
manuscript. Famous as it may be, there was only one. Of a printed
book there are many and it is always open to “further procreation.”
The Passover song in the 1526 Prague Haggadah is “Almekhtiker got”
(Almighty God), a Yiddish version of the Hebrew song “Adir hu”
(Mighty is He); like its Hebrew prototype, it is alphabetic (in both
cases going through the alphabet from alef to tof with attributes of
God). In the Yiddish version, some letters that don’t occur at the be
ginning of a word are just skipped. The song, which is known from
older manuscripts too, is a favorite at the Passover séyder table, and it
is perhaps not surprising that its inclusion in the Haggadah was the
first “debutante Yiddish celebration” in the age of printing.

Another Passover table favorite is the Aramaic “Klmd-gadyo” (One
Little Goat). It was written in Yiddish and {hen translated into Ara

maic. Itis a classic counting-down song about one little poat that is de
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EO PRI TR NN NG HDRPU THIRTD DR ITIpRhN
O mUapm OW AWIpRAENR et TMOPIRD
TR oW o WAT TR oy
15h S (2 i LR S nUIpR v ORIt
Ui ey um TSI UM ™
oIz Aty U Tvhiaxs o Toezyna
ORIy o TONRY U VAWOIWE
Un  voENTT om jpivh Lol B E)ab
IR PTE TORTIY SHEYU TR IR v 21
PRI TR

Figure 2.4 The oldest known printed Yiddish text is this 1526 Passover
song ‘Almekbtiker got” (Almighty God), which appeared in a Prague Hag-
gadab. Qver the centuries the song (alphabetic in Yiddish as in the Hebrew
prototype Adir bu”) became standard fare for the Passover séyder. (By per-
mission of Dr. Hermann Suess, Rostock University Library)

voured by a cat, the cat by a dog, and so forth. It is often thought

be a kind of allegory for the survival of the weak Jews in the face

all the great empires—Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Greece, and Rome
that conquered them. Its earliest appearance in both Yiddish and A
Malc is in a fifteenth-century manuscript. But aside from Gershc
énhen of Prague and his inclusion of “Almekhtiker got,” nobody

Jewlsh publishing dared print a Yiddish book for over half a centu
from the time the first Hebrew books appeared in 1475. It would ha
ééén too risqué to use the new tool of the “sacred work” for the “la
puage of women.” The Jews were hesitant but the market prospe
were alluring. And so the Christians moved in.

CHRISTIANS LAUNCH YIDDISH PUBLISHING

Fhe Christians who established Yiddish publishing in the 1530s a
1840s fell into three categorices: (1) Jews about to convert to Christia
ity (2) Jews who had previously converted, or (3) born Christians w.

had commercial or theological interests (ranging from the study of H



— Words on Fire

- : - bl b \KL -
L‘:".;-_{\mm‘ﬂ-n'_-um:-.-‘-‘_-\gu;:ur"n:ﬂ:\t:Db_,.ﬁ'_\. 3_);!_ ‘,;\

e taepa - AP AL B TR EU PR IR o =l oL
18 Ay < L 1:“‘"}:1"3. uu;ax:'*j_‘ﬁ_p‘ﬂb"\ k] 5
R el 3

——— 5
B : S E

|
1

%)

URi R

1
Vi)
ik T =i MR ra S u:u\
i

= ===
Capte o Doyt & LB LD L1
apSapEn ey esl ) bR : S
.AL-'.‘P S ..(?- 1A ee1aYy it A“_.D'E'.'.‘L il f
4 momu LhA T > L3 ey -0y
. - — o 2 =
'1 - 3 B 2 N J Y ) i’

iR Y ampetTIRIS

|5
e i

Figure 2.5 This version of “Almekhtiker got” ( from 1719) has a woodcut
to go with the refrain “Build Thy Temple Soon.

iri i issionar
brew and Aramaic in the spirit of European humanism to m y

ivi r various combinations of both). ‘ |
aCtﬁl{\iIclitciIis(l)l publishing as an enterprise (beyond ‘the smgie Pas;c(aj\:
song of 1526) is traced to the three Helitz [or. Halicz) brn't. eri_;:! k-l;]]
cow, Poland. Shmuel (Samuel), Osher (Asher), and ‘E]yolxim ( .1a51.m.
put out the first bilingual Hebrew—Yiddish book m. the .-calr}y 1 ‘m,
(most bibliographers date it to 1534). Itisan zrlrlphabctlcl?l Blk;l‘c cm?gl
dance meant to enable “every simple person” to rcad .?ll { c}‘twgnl ‘\1/(
four” (the traditional number of books in the Hebrew Bible). | r.()‘ml |
iny carly Yiddish prinl(-d hooks have been lost

|n‘<'l'.u‘c we learn that ni

“Inasmuch as ic has

or are yet to he discovered:

hecome (‘nllllllunl)l‘l( (L
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to publish in Yiddish all esoteric things and books, so that every sim-
jle person can gain knowledge of them, it seems to me good to pub-
lish a useful work.”

I'he Helitz brothers followed up in 1535 with Azhédres néshim (Ad-
monitions for Women), which, they explain on the title page, was
alapted from the works of the great Ashkenazic rabbis Judah Mintz
(v 1108-1506) and the twelfth-century Samuel of Worms. In the late
1305, they released Mdser un hanhége (Ethics and Behavior), a Yiddish
version of a famous ethical work by the great Ashkenazic scholar,
Auher ben Jehiel (c. 1250-1327), known as “the Rosh” from his
acronym. In 1537, the Helitz brothers were baptized. The Jews of Cra-
vnw (and elsewhere) organized a bitter boycott against their books and
ielused to pay the debts that had piled up. Although lacking a single
Ulwistian or missionary allusion, anything and everything they pro-
diced was retroactively tainted by this most painful act of community
let ayal in the eyes of Ashkenazic civilization. Launched in this “bap-
Ham by fire” in every sense of the term, Yiddish publishing was a
highly controversial prospect from the outset. The brothers Helitz and
thiei many new Christian friends petitioned the king of Poland, Sigis-
il 1 (“The Old,” 1467-1548). The king was a devout Catholic who

protected the rights of Jews, Greek Orthodox Christians, and nascent
i-m_lu'r‘.ms. He issued a decree on March 28, 1537, ordering the Jews

{ir iy up the remaining stock of the Helitz brothers” books. But the
eniltoversy orew and by the end of 1539, the brothers had to obtain
ainiher royal decree ordering the Jewish community to buy up their
aton ke ol (mostly) Yiddish books—almost 3,500 volumes (a vast collec-
Hin in those days). The Jewish community of Poland handled things
i 4 classic Jewish Diaspora way. They obeyed the king, paid for all
the books, and then set them on fire.

(e of the three brothers (historians dispute which) changed his
jiaie 1o Paul and went on to publish the first New Testament in Jew-

ilt letters in 1540 (actually a transcription of the Lutheran German
translation) as well as a handbook in 1543 to enable Christians to learn

Yidish for business purposes. He became a missionary among Jews.
ihe other originally named Shmuel eventually renounced his bap-
e, vetoened (o the Jewish Caich, moved to Istanbul (the former Con
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stantinople), and in 1552 printed 2 Bible with a colophon containing

his statement of repentance.
Another pioneer of Yiddish publishing was a Christian Hebraist

called Paul Fagius (1504*1 549). Like many humanists, he “lassicized”
his original name, Buechlin, by translating it into Latin (Buechlin =

fagius = beech tree). He was a German who became professor of He-

brew at Strasbourg and eventually at Cambridge University in Eng-
lated Hebrew books into Latin,

land, where he died. Fagius trans
edited a famous Aramaic translation of the Bible, and wrote several

tracts trying to prove the truth of Christianity. Like many Christian
Hebraists, he had a Jewish teacher. And here the lines of cross-
cultural communication become delightfully elaborate. His Jewish
teacher, a great scholar of the Hebrew and Aramaic languages, was
also the first great yiddish poet, and the two interfaith friends shared
a zest for publishing Judaica.
That Jewish teacher was Elijah Levita (1469~1549), the leading He-
brew and Aramaic philologist among Ashkenazim. Elijah was born in
Germany and, as a result of persecutions, relocated to more tolerant
Italy, where he spent most of his life (in Padua, Venice, and Rome). H¢

is known to Ashkenazic Jews as Elye Bokher. It is more than a little

symbolic that the first really brilliant linguistic specialist in Hebrew
and Aramaic among Ashkenazim was also the first great poet in Yid-
dish. In other words, he was a master of all three languages of Ashke

,. Philology had been among the specialities of preexpulsion
Elijah picked up where they had left off. He

the classic Hebrew grammatical works of the
earlier Sephardic masters, and he delved into the intricacies of the sys
tem of vowel points and accents and cantillation marks that were cod

ified for the Hebrew Bible on the western shores of Lake Tiberias in
ce known as Tiberian Hebrew). His
f the Tradition or Tradition of the
ins indispensablv

na
Sephardic Jewry, and
wrote commentaries to

the late first millennium A.D. (hen

Masoyres ha-masoyres (Tradition 0
Mesorah), which appeared in Venice in 1538, rema
ebrew. His Meturgemon (The Translator) remains

for spccialists in H
Tishbi (Ysny, 1541) is one ol the mosl!

vital lor students of Aramalic.

“f'un dictionaries” ever written, defining 1

whatever then origin 1 ois also the hool that cotablished the seience

o interesting Jewish wordy
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(and pleasure iddi

mn..iln a Vog)uoef E)ljjls}; etymology. Its intrepid Yiddish etymologies

(w looling around }1 or example, the Yiddish word katéves refers

awmething in a h'hfill: king fun .of something or somebody, or sayin

B i earted vein. Elijah derives it (accurately) fr(mgl

plains its origin froﬁrlrll:;lc root KTB, which means “to write,” and ex-

the doors of rich people OO:ZII: z(t)rI::ftWh?l SIEHIECS D] S ey

[ — : walls so that nobo

\\h:n,V\i:ll l:iir()sr;dzzsllty. .And this is the custom even todiilf ‘iAIIIO;lOdrri{en'?‘I/i

Bagius, th,h theyilSl;(teenth.-'century graffiti. .
- e p of Eiiph Levita, set up a Hebrew and Yiddish
O d did y (in Wurtternberg’ Bavaria). He delighted in Yid-
an 14 known, and JeVery Wel.l with them. He was not a convert, as far
huying gooci Jewi hwks)’ b & iy’ PY,Oblem
. Shms ooi<s from a Christian publisher. Fagius pub-
Bl ql_ladrihn 0){5 c'iv(.)rlm (Names of Things) in 1542. It is an ex
o FagiUSg;;zuS;Cgonary (Yicidish—Hebrew—Latin—German). Th(;
e ook of Trptzts (Séyfer mides), a work on ethics
. ook b RN th.e tr'adition of Jewish ethical or muser lit-
T medasa de,dication to a certain “Lady Morada, doctor
B e e ;Cipe, whp may have put up the financing or oth-
hw cverybody (usi elf to Fagius. The preface makes it clear that it is
- y.,.‘,‘n) . ng the contemporary term ayéderman, literall
, not just the women addressed in Hebrew on ,the eflii)ny
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spelling (insofar as variation was itself regulated and could be used 1-‘”
make up spaces in lines and so forth; it was not a rigid spelling). This
sixteenth-century lowest common denominator literary Yiddish lasted
until the nineteenth century. But to return to the Book of Traits, the
anonymous compiler (perhaps someone Fagius commissioned), begins
his afterword, which includes the Yiddish spelling rules, with the fol

lowing words:

To God Almighty an exclusive oath! We send our sincere greetings to all
women and girls. And in the first place to the honorable and pure lady,
Morada, doctor of the free art of healing, resident of Guenzburg, a genet-
ous woman. After T understood that you have craving and desire for the
Book of Traits, so 1 have taken it on myself with the help of God, blessed be
He, the Almighty, and have on this day done it, and although I should not
take upon myself such a thing, it is after all written in the Sayings of the Fa-
thers [in the Mishna]:“Where there is no man, try to be a man.” I therefore
want everybody, and ask women and girls and whosoever will read from this
Book of Traits, and might find something wrong in it. . .not to think the
worst of me.

(Ployni Almoyns, qﬁerwm’d to Séyfer mides [Sefer M iddoth]
Isny: Paulus Fagius, 154.2)

By the 1540s, Fagius had become a missionary. At that point g
name, for those Jewish buyers who knew, would not have helped
sales, though he did not inject missionary tendencies in commercial
ventures that were intended for a Jewish audience. In this case hie
seems to have felt that his book would fare better among Jewish rcad
ers signed with the name Pléyni Almoyni (biblical ploni almoni, an ¢
pression for “such and such a person,” after Ruth 4:1), in other words,
comic anonymity, rather than Mr. Paul Fagius.

The publisher’s ambivalence about his readership is revealing. Thi
frontispiece has a fancy Hebrew paraphrase from Isaiah, making Il
clear in big letters that this is a book for the ladies. The preface broad
ens that readership to “whosoever,” The afterword uses the term
“cvcryman.” Allin all, it is clear that “literature for women’” s a e

phemism for plllwli.\'hing in Yiddish.
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T'his Freudian creative ambiguity enabled Yiddish literature to con-
linue to use the label “for women” while appealing to ever more
women and men. An unknown number of men enjoyed various writ-
ings in Hebrew, whether ancient or more recent, and also enjoyed Yid-
ilixh. I'rom the point of view of really enjoying something that is read,
men had up to three languages to choose from. Women usually had
nnly one.

Ilaul Fagius did very well from publishing and selling Yiddish
ks, He published the first four chapters of Genesis in Yiddish and
Hebrew in 1543, and a selection of favorite books from the Old Testa-
ment in 1544, It is telling for interfaith history (and literary commerce)
Ihal Fagius issued two prints of this Jewish Bible anthology, one for
Jews and another, with a German title page and introduction, for
Christians.

I'erhaps unknown to Paul Fagius, he was the publisher of the first
huok of Yiddish verse in European history. In 1541, he published Elye
Mk her’s masterpiece of epic Yiddish poetry, Bovo d’Antono (Bovo of
Allona). This first great work of Yiddish poetry was written in Italy
by a4 Hebrew and Aramaic philologist born in Germany, using Italian
‘Hhiyme, and published by a devout Christian. Yiddish literature ac-
yulred an international, cross-cultural, pan-European flavor that it re-
_,. 15 inlo modern times.

Turning to the author’s own thoughts about his Yiddish master-
piere, which he had drafted decades earlier, it is instructive to see that
ie teparded publication as a good deed for Jewish women. In his old
Age hee writes in the preface for the about-to-be published poetic work
8l il youth (this is a rough translation; the original is in rhyme that
tuimically “leads in” from the lighthearted preface to the serious tale
Bl lhe escapades and scrapes of the Knight Bovo):

b lilye the Levite, the writer, serving all pious women, with respect and gra-

elnianess, realize full well that many women hold a grudge against me for

it princing some of my books for them, in Yiddish, so that they might enjoy
theni and read them on Sabbaths and holidays. So T want to tell the truth. It
geciinn to me the right thing to do, as 1 have written some eight or nine books
i oun sacred Linguages, and T have begun o put them chrough the press, as
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I reach the end of my days, and today or tomorrow might find myself on my
back, and all my books and my poems will be forgotten. So if nobody de-
flects me from my purpose, [ will print them all one after the other.

(Elye Bokher [Elijab Levita], preface to Bovo dAntouno. Lsny: Paulus Fagius, 1541.)

It was inevitable that someone should follow Fagius into the game.
That “‘someone’”’ was a convert to Christianity who was intimately fa-
miliar with Jewish literature and, unlike Fagius, did not need a
teacher. After converting to Christianity, this fellow also became a
Paul. Paul or Paulus Aemilius was a native of Roedlsee, Germany, who
converted in Rome. He started publishing books taken from Yiddish
manuscripts that had long been in circulation. Thanks to him, two ol
the classic works of Old Yiddish literature were published in quick
succession, the Mlokhim bukh (Kings Book) in 1543 and the Shmucl
bukh (Samuel Book) in 1544, both epic poems based on the biblical
books of Samuel and Kings. There is no hint that the publisher is a
convert to Christianity. It is hard to tell if Paulus Aemilius was inter
ested purely in profit, or if he also took a certain “naughty” pleasurc
in seeing simple Jews having fun with a knightly romance in Yiddish
that retells the stories of Samuel, Saul, David, and Solomon and thcir
times with humor and zest, knowing full well it would infuriate the
rabbis and scholars, who would prefer that they spend their Saturdays
and other free time reading books on Jewish law, ethics, and propci
behavior. He was working as bookbinder for the Dominican convent,
and for many years worked for church institutions as a copyist of He
brew manuscripts.

But the “two Pauls” at the genesis of Yiddish publishing, the born
Christian Paul Fagius and the converted Paul Aemilius, went head (0
head in commercial competition with their editions of the Pentatcuch,
Scrolls and weekly Prophets selections. Fagius's appeared in Konstans
in March 1544. Aemilius’s came out in July of the same year in Augs
burg. Sometime that year, he too put out a separate edition for gen
tiles. So, we have four Yiddish Bible selections (covering the same
“Ashkenazic canon’ of Pentateuch, Five Scrolls, and Prophets seled
tions) in 1544, publishcd by two Pauls, cach of whom issued a Jewish

and a gentile edition.
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Mecanwhile, the rabbis, who had been busy publishing the stand
sacred texts and their own legalistic and homiletic innovations, al
Hebrew and Aramaic, were beginning to get frightened. Wom
€hristians, and “simple folk” were suddenly prominent in the Jew
book market and poised to take over its popular high-selling end. "
two Pauls, having succeeded with Yiddish, went their separate ¢
demic ways. Fagius moved to England and became professor of -
Brew at Cambridge, where he died in a few months. Aemilius -
#ppointed professor of Hebrew at Ingolstadt in Bavaria. Both Christ
pr()lbssors of Hebrew had fulfilled the historic role of launching Y
dish publishing in Europe. Fagius died rather young in Cambridg:
1%49. His rival Aemilius lived to a ripe old age in Ingolstadt. In his
year, he was employed by the Munich Library to organize and cata
Wa Judaica holdings, and is therefore regarded as the first professic
lutlaica bibliographer in European history.

Another character who entered the fray was also intimate with b

L hiristians and Jews. Scholars differ as to whether Cornelius Adelk
yonverted. Those who insist that he remained a Jew who sim
Watked with Christians contend that he adopted the name of the
ther of his longtime, loyal employer Daniel Bomberg as a sign of ho
il respect. Bomberg, a Christian, was a major European publis
Who put out some two hundred Hebrew and Aramaic editions at
‘jc:‘lllting house in Venice. It was a golden age for classic Jewish te:
Mumberg employed Jewish experts on every aspect of text redactic
IWi‘ﬁlnns‘, and proofreading. He also fought for various privileges
lils Jewish employees. The pagination of Bomberg’s massive editior
the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds remains standard in ev
whlva in the world today. He was also the first to publish the en
Imud. The sets appeared in the early 1520s with the express
-'PH'\’él of Pope Leo X. His Hebrew Bible remains the classic Hebr
%1 for Jews and Christians alike.
Adeclkind went into Yiddish publishing in the 1540s in competit
ith the “two Pauls”: Fagius and Aemilius. A German Jew who :
#il In Italy (whether or not he converted), Adelkind was a learr
4 who had many Christian contacts and spent a lifetime in the Je
I printing profession.
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There is a very old self-satirizing Yiddish saying, Azoy vi s’kristlt
zekh, azoy yidlt zekh (As among Christians, so among Jews). It wasn't
long before the Christian episode and the heated dispute about the He-
litz books in Cracow gave way to the publication of Yiddish books by
the efforts of Jewish publishers, printers, and businesspeople in col-
laboration with Jewish authors, translators, and editors.

The start of Yiddish publishing as a Jewish enterprise was highly
controversial. In the history of Yiddish, creativity goes hand-in-hand
with impassioned, fiery debate. A Jewish printer, Chaim ben Dovid
Shokher, turned to Yiddish after moving from Augsburg to Ichen-
hausen, where in 1544 he printed a Yiddish prayer book. It was com-
piled from various earlier manuscripts by his son-in-law, Yosef bar
Yokor, whom some consider to have been the first “champion” of Yid-
dish. Some scholars try to trace an old pedigree for the more modern
“Yiddish movement.” There is enough ambiguity to allow two opin
ions about this forever, which is just as well. Tt might be best to let
Yosef bar Yokor speak for himself. These are excerpts from his preface.

I have not translated this prayer book out of my own head but have taken
what seems to me the best from those I have read through. . .. The prayers
were constructed in very difficult language, and for all our sins, you barely
find one in a thousand who knows what they mean. I therefore consider the
people who pray in Hebrew and don't understand one word to be utter fools.
I for one would just like to know what kind of devout intention [kavéne]
they could possibly have. ... We therefore came to the conclusion that we
would publish this prayer book in Yiddish and many more books later on.
(Yoscf bar Yokor, preface to T filo [Prayerbook]. Ichenhausen: Chaim ben Dovid Shokber, 154-1)

The august prayer book is followed by a lighthearted afterword, in
which Yosef bar Yokor says, in fine Yiddish rhyme in the original:

I allowed it to go on sale for one crown, but I swear by my head, it is well
worth ten, as you will very well see for yourself. When you take a look at
other prayer books, you will verily conclude that the difference is as great as
that between an old hag and a young maiden.

Cvoe] bar Yolsor afterveond to 4 o {Prayerbool: )
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Curiously, the word kavéne, that special quality of devoutness ar
linlention while praying, crops up again. Earlier, the Maharil had d
viied religious songs in Yiddish even when they are sung with kavén
aihd here, almost 120 years after his death, when the magical new i
¥ention of printing was finally used for Yiddish, a relatively simple fe
low who could not hold a candle to the Maharil in learnedness, has t}
mudacity to turn the argument around using the same word and as
vhetorically how anyone can pray with devout intent without unde
atanding the prayers. It is fair to say that the “prayer debate” (Hebre
ainl Aramaic versus the vernacular) is as old as European Jewish civ
lization, and that both sides have strong traditions. The pray in Yi
(hish camp could always look back to the famous quotation from tk
tweel i h-century Book for the Pious, telling people to pray in whatewve
lanpuage they understand. On the other side of the fence were mar
1abbis and others who insisted on the classical texts in the original lar
guage, which was Hebrew or Aramaic. Ironically, the very song th
Maharil had complained about over a century earlier, the song of tk
Hilty of God, also appeared in Yiddish as a pamphlet in the 1540s.

The intrinsic debate is intriguing. Some make the argument th:
Jrayer should be understood to be felt deeply. Some make the oppe
Bite arpument: praying from sacred, ancient texts and believing th:
e is praying in the precise way one’s ancestors prayed can bring
fMote profound spiritual high than using the vernacular. In the histor
ol Yiddish, polemics aside (and there has been a lot of polemicizing
buth sides contributed a lot to the traditional genres of Yiddish liter:
tire. Those who believed in the vernacular instead of the Hebrew an
Atamaic published “sacred book” translations entirely in Yiddisl
Tlinse who believed in the primacy of the original “responded” b
Fulnlir-lning bilingual texts, classically with the Hebrew and Aramai
Biiginal occupying the top half of the page, and the Yiddish transl:
Ho the bottom half. Yosef bar Yokor’s published prayer book (Icher
hanisen [544) speaks for the first approach. Less then a decade late:

the lirst published prayer book containing the original Hebrew an
Avdantic prayers with a Yiddish translation as well appeared in Venice
Il wan published by our old (riend Cornelius Adelkind in 1552. Ther

je some irony, The “kosher” Jewish publisher went for the more dar



74—~ Words on Fire

ing project, going so far as to attack prayer in a sacred language one
does not understand. The suspected convert, on the other hand, saw a
fine market for the bilingual product that would in some sense satisfy
everyone (surely the rabbis could not, and did not, hold it against any-
one that they would look toward the bottom of a page to see what the
sacred words mean). The bilingual model predominated for Yiddish
prayer books and khuméshim (literally “editions of the Pentateuch”
often containing the Five Scrolls and weekly Prophets selections as
well). One could pray in Hebrew and Aramaic or study the original
but “look down’ at the translation at will. It also meant that women,
who prayed together in the vdyber-shul (women’s synagogue or
gallery) could pray exclusively in Yiddish while the men, whether
they understood or not, prayed in Hebrew and Aramaic and often had
the daily and Sabbath prayers more or less memorized.

Neither of these two types of ”pro—Yiddish” activity in the first

decades of Yiddish printing was “Yiddishist” in the modern sense of

the term. Neither saw (nor could have seen) in Yiddish an intrinsic
value in the nineteenth-century sense of “language of the people” and

modern nationalism. Yiddish was the only universal vernacular of

Ashkenaz, virtually the only literary vehicle for women and, in fact,
most men. The first type of activity (praying exclusively in Yiddish)
was spiritual, on behalf of prayer from the heart and soul. The second
was educational and intellectual within the parameters of traditional
Ashkenazic culture and entailed dissemination of the Ashkenazic
canon (Pentateuch, weekly readings from the Prophets, and the Fivc
Scrolls) in a form that everyone could study. Still, with or withoul
“language consciousness,” dissemination of a people’s cultural treas
ures in the vernacular is tantamount to empowerment of an otherwisc

disenfranchised majority.

LANGUAGE, FUNCTION, STATURE, AND TYPEFACL

In a civilization centered on words, texts, and quotations from ancienl
works, typefaces took on a major symbolic importance after the inven

tion and spread of printing. Both Christian and Jewish printers pro
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duced pre-1500 books (incunabula) in Hebrew and Aramaic, in
Italy and the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portugal). The Spanish
(uisition, which came to a head in 1492 with the expulsion of
Sephardic Jews from their homeland, brought to a brutal end the
of Spain and Portugal in the early history of Jewish printing. I
which became the great center of Jewish printing in that period,
home to both Ashkenazic and Sephardic communities.

The founders of Jewish typography, Christian and Jewish al
were irresistibly attracted to the creative process of fashioning a o
e Jewish-letter typeface in addition to the classic “square” Jev
letters. The square characters are called meruba, which me
“square.” They are also known as ksav Ashiiri, literally “Assy
suript” because the Jews adopted it after the 586 B.c. Babylonian e
and cventually abandoned the ancient Hebrew script, which Ic
completely different and can be read today only by few special
The new fonts were modeled on actual Ashkenazic and Sepha
writing of the period, sometimes called “Hebrew cursive.” The pr
Bls, inspired by the aesthetic and functional variation in the new L
and Gothic fonts (and the different styles being developed for ea
used square letters for the text of the Bible and Talmud and other ¢
il works. In the case of the Bible, they usually included the intri
sysiem of vowel points and accents. They used their more crea
ddaptations of the contemporary popular written forms of the day

the commentaries on these texts. As noted, the Christian Da
Womberg’s printing enterprise pioneered editions of the Bible
buth ‘Talmuds that remain standard to this day. But it was the Jew
{tniginally Ashkenazic but Sephardicized) Soncino family that set
iwold {or the genre of the commentary, which was usually prir

diotind (he main text.

The differences between the newly created contemporary fc
wele considerable. Not only is there a great deal of variation in ha
willing, but it is natural that Sephardic-oriented printers, whet

Chilstiaon or Jewish, would use Sephardic script as a model, w
thuse oriented toward the Ashkenazie lands would look to typ
handwriting in those countries. The result was a wide array of st
_fl!l pabbinic commentaries. The specific style of Sephardic (‘lII‘SiV(‘{
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First, there is probably a subtle Christian influence. The righ
left Jewish letter typography arose in emulation of the dazzling
invention for left-to-right European gentile typography. There w
desire to replicate the variety of typestyles as a matter of art and
fessionalism. There was also the European custom of using so-ca
bdtarde (bastarda) typefaces for the vernacular to distinguish ver
ular text from the classic languages. But even that explanation ¢
goes so far. After the first few years (or, more likely, the first
books), it could have gone out of fashion. What happened was that
letters became popular precisely because they were similar to
Ashkenazic handwriting on which they were based; the font h:
certain heartwarming quality. And on that count the symbolism of
typography had another level too. The mind-set of Ashkenazic ¢
lization is not one of universalism or leveling out in the interests o
liciency or standardization. It is a culture of seemingly infi
differentiation, a culture that takes pleasure in the minutest of s
hairs. The morning, afternoon, and evening prayers must be :
within fixed time spans that depend on the relative locations of
sun and the moon. There are blessings for the onset of the Sabbath .
for its end. A person who can study Pentateuch is not at the same I
as one who can study Mishna. Mishna is not at the same level as
(Gemora (the Aramaic Talmud); Gemora can be studied at many le
ol depth; serious, philosophical Kabbalah (mysticism) is for an e
smaller set of learned people. Into this ancient culture, Ashke
pracefully inserted its trilingualism: Aramaic for Talmud and K
'billah, Hebrew for Bible and its commentaries and community do
ments, Yiddish for the vernacular and its literature. Square letters
the basic texts, Rashi letters for the scholars, and Yiddish letters for
language spoken by the people. Nuanced Jewish reproduction ¢
Christian custom could fit right into the Ashkenazic way of thinkir
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Old Yiddish Literature

ORIGINS

Yiddish was written in the ancient Jewish alphabet as soon as it w
Mpoken. The first Ashkenazim had their extensive Hebrew and Ar
Mic library, their literacy rate was very high, and there was a trac
Hon of writing anything and everything in the Jewish alphab
"lil‘lcluding numbers in the ancient alphanumeric system). Before mo
v times, most Jews, who could speak with their gentile neighbor
Vendors, and customers, could not read Latin, Gothic, or Cyrillic le
ors, all of which were called galkhes in Yiddish. The word literal
eans “that which belongs to the priests” (galdkhim). Two conch
lbns suggest themselves. First, that non-Jewish writing remaine
sliange for Ashkenazim (with the rare exception of highly assimilate
Wilividuals such as the bard Suesskind von Trimberg, who wrote Ge
iin lyrics in the early thirteenth century). Second, they noticed th:
I was usually priests and other officials of the majority religion an
Wernment who could read and write in their Christian alphabet (i
funtries run in part or in full by the Church there were no clear di:
Ainetions between church and state). Hence the name they gave to thi
tringe script, although created on an Aramaic collective noun mode.
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is exquisitely viddish——gdlkhes (from the Hebrew and Aramaic root
for “to shave,” derived from the monastic practice of tonsuring).
Having an inherited alphabet and putting it to immediate use o
their new language, the Ashkenazim rapidly established a more or les:
phonetic writing system, aiming toward “one letter for one sound.”
The ability to adapt an ancient Semitic alphabet to a medieval Euro
pean setting came about through a circumstance of linguistic history
A number of ancient Semitic consonants were lost in the European lin
ey are generally the laryngeal (“guttural”)
p in the throat that were alien to most Euro
letters that had been made 1o
writers of Yiddish

guistic environment. Th
consonants produced dee
pean languages. Then there were other
double as vowels in the Aramaic period. The earliest
took these “freed-up” letters and used them for the basic vowcl
sounds: of the ancient laryngeals, alef for a and o sounds and, most fu
mously characteristic of Yiddish, ayin for the vowel e. Of the lettcis
“yowelized” in the Aramaic period, yud was used for i and e sounds
two yuds for ey and ay diphthongs, and vov for u and o vowels. Tt
system was rounded off by the use of two vovs for v rather in e
spirit of European w.
One of the earliest types of written Yiddish w.
note, although, not surprisingly, little has been preserved; for exani-
ple, the Speyer Letter of 1454. There were also legal documents and
declarations that authorities wanted Jews to sign with an understan:
ing of what they were signing. Unlike the surviving private letters,
whose Yiddish is relatively close to the spoken viddish of the time, (he
legal documents tend toward a Germanizing style. Although the spos
ken language had to be as stable
as any other spoken language, the writt
turies can be located on a kind of continuum ranging from “real”
dish to German or Germanized Yiddish in t
using the Yiddish spelling system. Among theseis a d
in 1392 by Meir ben Borukh ha-Leyv
scholar, upon being rele

rabbi of Vienna.
in addition to pcrsonal and legal documents,

as the private letter or

worlks, ranging (rom recipes for

(with plenty of variation allowed for)
en documents of those cel=
Yid=
he Jewish alphabet and
eclaration signed
i, a fourteenth-century rabbhinié

ased from prison. He subsequently becamd

there were medinal

proven remedies to supcrslili(m—l.nlﬁn

Old Yiddish Literature

folkloristic cures for all kinds of maladies. One of the oldest Yidc
genres is the dpshprekhenish, a kind of magic formula that can1 dC
iway the demons and evil spirits that bring sickness and misfortll
§9 pc‘:ople. Some of the undated survivals are very old, for exam
ﬁ!e famous “Instruction on the Powers of Bloodletting dnd the Vi ']
from the Jewish year corresponding to 1396-1397. ;
Then there was the shprokh, a formula uttered for protection. (
Lymous shprokh manuscript, from the fourteenth or fifteenth cerrt
nys: “When I go forth today, may twelve angels be with me threlc
qrmmpany me, three to show me the way, three to destine m / jou
lir happiness and health, and three to bring me in theyrjlaml;:]
I.sllml}gl‘”lty God back home.” Then come four final words in Hebr
1l the name of God the God of Israel.” The flavor of Ashkenazic
Wilturalism is discernible as Hebrew and Yiddish complement rr
Wher (Yiddish text with Hebrew sacred formula to ca pit ofen' )
anieht .()f a prejourney incantation that was widesprefd thr(f))umh
.. lirlstian Europe. It was used in addition to (instead of?) th -
Hunal Hebrew prayer for the road. e

EUROPEAN EPIC FOR A YIDDISH AUDIENCE

. le people of Ashkenaz enjoyed some of the same epic tales as th
hl'lstlan neighbors, as long as incompatible religious refe
Wi o rm()dified or brushed out. Compared to the traditionalrelTl
I8h literature, these Christian—origin epics were chivalrouspl(
it, and sexual. They provided light relief and entertainmen:c )
Wuie the first form of popular European culture that the Yiddish la'
udgv brought to the Ashkenazic population. It didn't both |
#ailership (or audience when these epic poems were performederd
m' were basically the same stories enjoyed by their Chr') t
luhhurs. The modifications often came to provide a humor 1; .
i @ solemn original. The Yiddish versions are inherentl huma ;
by disseminated among a population that was con}i let loro
I ﬁl-'d and had heroes who were scholars of the Torah an}d it: l);td
8T ‘ . e i
;;';l:.lslvv.;.‘lll;:. basic plotline entertained the two audiences in ve
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The primary modifications replaced Christian religious references
with something neutral or Jewish. A plea to the Virgin Mary might be
replaced by one to God Almighty, or even to our mother Sarah, with
some humor. In a case where a famous German epic has the German
word Kirche for “church,” the Yiddish might replace it with tifle, a hu
morous and frankly unflattering term, derived from a difficult ancient
biblical word that is usually translated “unseemliness” (Job 1:22)
This occurs in the tale of Horant preserved in the 1382 Cambridge
Codex. It is, incidentally, appropriately symbolic that this Yiddish ve
sion of a European legend of the Middle Ages happens not to be pre
served in German at all. It is the story of an exquisite beauty in Greece
called Hilda, whose father, the wild King Hagen, arranges for the mur
der of anyone who asked for her hand. But young King Hetel decides
to mount a dangerous expedition to capture Hilda. The royal expedi
tion is led by Horant, one of the king’s vassals, who pretends to be 4
merchant-philanthropist and is welcomed in town. In the end, Ho
rant’s magnificent singing attracts Hilda to meet him, and they plan
their elopement. Only a fragment of the manuscript is preserved and

the ending remains unknown.

There were Yiddish versions of other popular stories, such as the tale
of Ditrikh of Bern and Hildebrand, two friends who are exiled from
their homeland for over thirty years. This theme of exile struck a
poignant chord with Jewish audiences. Hildebrand and Ditrikh con

fer on Hildebrand’s plan to finally return to Bern (the Ttalian cily
Verona). Ditrikh urges him to persuade the young guard of Verona v
give him safe passage, but Hildebrand is determined, despite his age,
to fight his way through. After the young guard wounds him, It
emerges in the ensuing conversation that Hildebrand is the guard’
long lost father. In the Yiddish version, the wounded knight is ollered
“chicken and fish” to refresh him when they make it into town, 1
placing the general reference to refreshment in the Germanic versions
The juxtaposition of the exploits of the gentile knights with the tradi=
tional Ashkenazic dish would have made contemporary audicnoes
roar with laughter. It is the humor of the unexpected and incongru-

ous. The delight is enhanced by performance in rhymed verse.

Ol Yiddish Literature ~——

The 1382 Cambridge Yiddish Codex contains a number of hio
ijt’lginal Jewish-origin pieces. But the first known Yiddish Versiori
Huropcan literary favorites that show remarkable literary originai
were composed in the early sixteenth century by Elijah Levita (E
gﬁkllcr), the master Ashkenazic philologist (see pp. 66-67). In 15.
Christian Yiddish publisher Paul Fagius published his teac'her’s Y
dixh poetic masterpiece, Bovo of Antona.

, It is a highly original Yiddish version of a Tuscan Italian e ic
ﬁjant‘c, Buovo d’Antona, itself ultimately adapted, through a cllljain.
franslations and adaptations, from the originally Anglo-Norman
iunce of Bueve de Hantone (English Sir Bevis of Hampton), based
the legends of the semimythical founder of Southampton’ Englar
The Yiddish version contains the first use in any Germanic 1.’;111 u'i er
Illllav.l rima, the Italian stanza form comprising eight eleveni llgal
.I’ill"- with an AB-AB-AB-CC rhyme scheme. It was an Italian stzi;da
fium the time of Boccaccio in the fourteenth century. The narrati
slirts with Guidon, duke of Antona, who remains a bachelor until Iz
i lile. He suffers from a cold in his old age, and his advisers coun‘i
Wirrlage (in a scene hilariously reminiscent of King David’s last daL
len his advisers brought him the Shunamite; 1 Kings 1). Guidon)
iught a luscious young beauty called Brandonia. She marries tt
Il man but can’t stand the sight of him. They had a son, Bovo wi
| fﬁiseti in the castle of St. Simon under Count Sinibald. ,Meam:vhi]
Biundonia becomes ever more unhappy with her old man and event
I!l.lv decides on intrigue. She writes to Duke Dodon of Magent
ilMuinz), suggesting he invade her hometown and rescue her frogm h:
Stnlor citizen husband in the process. She coquettishly sends her hu
5'0&!111 on a hunting trip; Dodon lies in wait in the forest and murde.
i, Later the happy couple, Brandonia and Dodon, decide to do aw:
Ith the unwanted child, Bovo. He manages to escape but is sold inc1
Very and eventually grows into a handsome young man with golde
ks who wins the heart of the princess of the faraway land whgere s
iI§ up. There is a feast (roasted chicken and fish in the Yiddish Ve;
), at which the princess, called Druziana, drops her knife on tk
Wr In order to steal a kiss with Bovo. Bovo, then a poor stable han

s la “refuge, fi ; i i
h 1d ol refuge, fights a public duel with a stronger opponen
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He gets himself a makeshift shield but cannot find a sword. Instead hc
finds a twisted old wooden beam and uses it to devastating effect, this
time invoking for the Jewish reader’s imagination the young David
using his slingshot against Goliath (1 Samuel 17:40). Druziana contin-
ues her romantic pursuit of Bovo and eventually tries to seduce him
by removing her top. The risqué scene allows the early sixteenth-
century Yiddish writer to insert himself comically for the reader’s
pleasure. Bovo doesn’t even look at her magnificent chest, but the au
thor assures his audience, “Not likely that would be the outcome with
Elye Bokher.”

There are many instances of Yiddish humor. When Druziana fears af
one point that Bovo will leave her for good, he reassures her: “May |
be baptized if I don't come back to you!” The sultan in a distant land
orders Bovo to convert to Islam or be hanged, telling his underlings 10
first try to bring the Jew into the Muslim kdel, using a word for “com
munity” (kéhol in Ashkenazic Hebrew) that refers most emphatically,
and exclusively, to a traditional Jewish community. Thanks to Jerry ¢
Smith’s fine translation into English, called Elia Levita Bachur’s Bouvo
buch (2003), this classic can now be widely enjoyed.

Another Yiddish reworking from Italian, once (but no longer)
thought to have been penned by the prolific Elye Bokher, was Pari:
un Vyéne (Paris and Viena). The story was popular throughout Europe
and there are manuscript versions in ten languages. Its intricate plol
revolves around the love of a lower-born knight, Paris, for Viena, the
magnificent daughter of King Dolfin. Nothing comes of it becausc the
king naturally wants his daughter to marry proper royalty. After con
sidering the family of the king of England, he settles on the son of the
duke of Burgundy. The wedding feast is prepared, but Viena shames
her father by refusing; she is put in prison, where she refuses to cal
The foreign duke arrives. The king is ashamed to tell him the trut hoal
first, but it comes out eventually. The duke accepts that matches can
only come from heaven and asks only to see Viena once. Viena agrees
on condition that three days elapse. She uses the time to allow (he
roasted chicken, which was delivered to her, to rot and binds it unde

her arm. Amid the repulsive odor, she tells her royal suitor that she is
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deathly sick with an incurable ailment. Paris dejectedly wan
avross Burope for many years and after many ins-and-outs finally
turns to Dolfin’s court in a Turkish outfit. He ends up having be
luck the second time.

There are rhymes between words of Hebrew, German, and Ita
wrigin, which function as an integrated literary language. The wor
written in an exact iambic meter devised by the author. It is fu
homey Yiddish expressions as well as hearty insults (like mdmzer-
hanide, literally “a bastard born of a woman who was [in additio
not being married to her partner| menstrually unclean during his ¢
veption”). The Jewish humor is laid on thick and fast. Viena is
scribed early on as a maiden who doesn’t need a guard to bel
herself (where the word for “guard” is Talmudic) because sh
"kosher,” a take on the common Yiddish phrase a késhere yia
tokhiter (a kosher Jewish daughter). At a crucial point, someone
Pavis: “Boy, will she drive you crazy,” using the popular Yiddish w
meshiige. At points in the narrative where the French, German, or |
lan reader would be taking it all rather seriously, the Yiddish re:
would be rolling in laughter at the application of homespun Yidx
and a thick Jewish atmosphere to these very Christian characters.
¢ording to master Old Yiddish scholar Jerold Frakes, the Yiddish P
dnd Viena is actually “at a high level of renaissance literature,
follksy or homey at all.”

These two sixteenth-century works demonstrate the sophistica
ol the old forms of literary Yiddish for complicated poetic epics. O
works may have been at the same level but were lost. That litera
I sccular insofar as the themes, plots, and heroes are taken from
gent ile world, with ease and pleasure, and without any concerns
yond the replacement of specific Christian religious references.

One of the most adored of European works rendered into Old
dish was King Arthur’s Court. A partial 1279 Hebrew reworking of
uther work from the cycle, Lancelot, is kept in the Vatican librar
Rome. Nobody knows when the first renditions in Yiddish arose,
they probably started circulating not long after the work on wi
they were based, Gravenberg's early-thirteenth-century German -

son titled Wigalois, The two central characters, Gavein and his
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vidvilt (Widwilt), were as cherished for Yiddish readers as they werc

er Europeans. An old Yiddish saying about some-

for Germans and oth
s house is

one whose house is too fancy says that “the guy thinks hi

King Arthur’s court.”

BIBLE STUDY AND TRANSLATION;
BIBLE AS EUROPEAN EPIC

The earliest preserved Yiddish written words go back to the eleventh

century and predate personal names known from lists of Crusade vic-

tims. An early Ashkenazic tradition added Yiddish translations of par-
ticularly irksome words to manuscripts (usually in the margin). Thesc
known in Yiddish as tdytsh-verter (translation

marginai translations,
ses in the academic literature. They are somc

words), are called glos
times found in Bible manuscripts intended for study (not to be con-

fused with the sacred Torah scroll in the synagogue to which nothing,
may be added). Sometimes they are found in Hebrew and Aramaic lex:
icons and dictionaries. Some scholars believe that the tradition of
writing the Yiddish equivalents for the “hard words” evolved into
partial and then complete text translations.

In the Bible and Talmud commentaries of the great medieval Ashke
nazic commentator Rashi (10401 105), the phrase p’loshn Ashkenaz (in
the language of Ashkenaz) is frequently used to introduce a Yiddish
word to translate an occasional hard-to-explain word or phrase. Fol
example, in his commentary to Genesis 1:27, “And God created man in
His own image,” Rashi explains things using the analogy of minting 4
coin: “made with the seal [of the Maker] like a coin that is made by 4
mold that is called coin [or konets] and in loshn Ashkenaz it is called
shtémpl” (which happens to be the modern Yiddish word for “seal” o1
“stamp”’). Translations of parts of the Bible into Yiddish probably date

back to the earliest generations of Ashkenaz. By the time we havce d

manuscript tradition, from which the printing traditions took their

material in the 1540s, there is a fixed method of translating. The last

thing on the mind of the translator of those days was “developing Yid

dish style” or even “good style in the language into which the Bible i
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translated.” The translator had two purposes, each of which h
prO(.:luce a special kind of written Yiddish that, lasted man P
Fl.rst, the translation was to be as literally accurate as };scillt ur‘
ol?v1ous motive for this is the holiness of the text being traisli de '1
(;iie/r: Ele:;nt invcinting Yiddish words to match biblical Hebrevj I.f
yre ad a single verb for “to reign” or “ ing” aki .
brew word “king,” then Yiddish vgvould h:\?eb(fnl::l?fo le)m N tl:ie'
:::‘lznsllator took the Yiddish word for king, kinig, and mz;lde ;nsef;ek;
aning “to reign.” If a biblical Hebrew word '
from the 'Hebrew root for “break,” the Yiddish trarf:fa:;: zigzghe c;: |
t00, coming up with brokh (which has made it into modern Y"g:i:' ;
in the well-known phrase, Oy a brokh! for “Oh darn!”) o
S'econd, the Yiddish Bible translation was meant ‘to -have a
logical aura of sanctity, giving rise to a style that is differenti tpcsiyfc
Abgth' spoken Yiddish and the Germanized style of the po 1l -
?writn.lgs. What developed was an archaizing style ncI:t %T a'r S'eiCl
j]ll'inc1p1e to the continuing pleasure taken nowadays i SSllrln e
Jamcs.translation, replete with its thous and thines It}:/valrl ower
iwentieth-century Bible educator, Nechama Leibewitz S1;10‘[50 Wer’
Whose 1930 study demonstrated the technique of archai( ti *'19‘
Mudy of Old Yiddish translations of the Psalms Traditiza1 lcl)r;('m }
?:lhilc htranslations brim with ndyert (but or only) z'md drun(fj I(lfher:flt:()i1
e"l_::l_ were borrowed back into modern Yiddish literature for spe
The first Yiddish printed book, from Cracow (1534), w i
tincordance, the kind of book that helped the serious ,Bib;l =ik
tome to grips with the original text. Yiddish Bible translati . S;ud‘
umm: popular in the first decades of Yiddish printing. But (l)ns e
Yiddish printing, the Yiddish language and the Bibgle had I be'ﬂ
rll:ipl ‘Lthatlwas deeper than translation for the sake of und:r;:ziljlt(;g
¢ literal meaning of the text o i i
tead the original. Ii the case of Asrhli‘eflzzl,ej;?:fg t}ierlr)lf)es‘:,blenlofeciier
a

R (- o . '
Wils (and remains) storytelling. The first extensive Yiddish manuscr

:ﬁ:llh a date, the so-called Cambridge Codex of 1382, in addition to t
ks Horant epic, includes poctic compositions on the death
ea



88 —— Wordson Fire

Aaron, Paradise, Abraham, and Joseph the Righteous. It also has
straight biblical material, such as lists of the traditional weekly por
tions from the Torah and of the precious stones in the high priest’s
breastplate.

These reworkings of the biblical narrative have a medieval Euro
pean flavor. They reuse the ancient material in a novel way in Yiddish
in one or another of the genres of Christian Europe. The most popular
was the epic poem. The books of Samuel and Kings lend themselves to
wistful reinterpretation as epic romance, with all the kings, wars,
lovers, intrigues, and action. The appearance of characters like King
David as a medieval knight had its humorous side too, especially when
obvious postbiblical traditions are comically woven into the story. The
Yiddish retellings of these two books, the Shmiiel bukh (Samuel Book)
and the Mlékhim bukh (Kings Book), go back to the fifteenth century
at least and probably earlier. There is evidence that they were pcr
formed before an audience of some sort. The author of at least one (the
Shmuel bukh) is supposed to be (the obviously pseudonymous)
Moyshe Esrim-vearbe (Moyshe of the Twenty-Four, in other words, .
master of the books of the Hebrew Bible). These two early Yiddish
works symbolize the quintessential Ashkenazic spirit of a synthesis of
ancient Jewish material with contemporary European form. Finally,
the Bible is the ultimate source of Yiddish drama. It was traditional to
stage a Purim play based on the book of Esther. It became acceptable
over the centuries for the annual Purim play to have more than a touch
of the “off-color” that would be condemned the rest of the year. Al
some unknown point, Yiddish playwrights started writing plays
telling the stories of other books of the Bible, including “The Selling
of Joseph,” “Moses our Teacher,” and “David and Goliath.” Many ol
the details in these works are not based on the biblical accounts, buil
rather the much-embellished later midrashic literature.

What Should a Lady Read?

THE BIBLE OR EUROPEAN ROMANCES?

Although Yiddish printing was established by Christians (born or c
fiéricd) in the sixteenth century, the battle of early Yiddish publish:
that shaped up by the end of the century was internal to Ashkena
Jewry. The intellectual fault line within Ashkenaz had been aflame
tunturies, between a rabbinate guarding its authority and control o
Ashkenazic society and a popular culture movement to spiritually a
tulturally empower women and the masses of men via the vernacu
anil what the vernacular could bring to the nonscholarly majority.
By the twelfth or early thirteenth century, that same Book for
Plous that was so tolerant of prayer to God in the vernacular, ha
tither different message when it came to secular romances:

A person may not cover a sacred book with pieces of parchment upon whict
fomance works are written. . . . There was the case of the petson who cov-
ered his Pentateuch with leather on which alien things were written, with
nonsense about the quarrels of kings and nations. A pious man came and slit

It right off.

(Book tor the Pious [Séyfer kbasiding / Séfer Flasidim |
s L Bologna, 1S538 aid editions following i)
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Although this segment also refers to non-Jewish languages, there
can be little doubt that Yehude Khosid and the others in his twelfth-
and early—thirteenth—century circle in Ashkenaz would have looked
askance at any romances (the original has the word romants tran-

scribed into Jewish characters).

In the centuries before printing, only well-to-do people could afford
to own a manuscript, often a top-end luxury item bequeathed by par-
ents to children. The first items that people wanted to own were a
prayer book or Pentateuch. The secular romance manuscripts werc
often written to be declaimed before others as well as just “read.” Lit-
tle is known about the details of these “performances" but they werc
likely declaimed before audiences comprising men and women. In the
age of printing, secular works in Yiddish became available to people of
average resources. For example, King Arthur’s Court texts changed
from manuscripts for performers to printed editions for everybody. In
a manuscript there would often be a line (fitting into the rhymed
structure) in which the performer teasingly asks the audience to buy
him a drink before he will tell them what happens next. In the printed
versions it is sometimes deleted or changed, though some editors re-
tained such references in the hope that the work might indeed be per
formed, much as a playwright includes stage instructions. But the age
of these declamations (which may or may not have been widespread)
was coming to an end. The printed book did for Jewish women and
many non-Talmudic men what its non-Jewish vernacular analog was
doing in Christian Europe.

In that literary sense, Yiddish in the age of printing provided a new
European component in Ashkenazic civilization. But the debate was
not over language in any direct sense. None of the combatants had
anything for or against Yiddish per se. But Yiddish, being the vernac
ular, was of necessity the means by which European tales reached the
Jews of Ashkenaz. Nobody complained about there being a Hebrew
version of King Arthur’s Court. Hardly anyone knew it existed, very
few peoplc could read it even if they had known, and anyonc who
could would have been immersed in the sacred books in any casc, and

thus inoculated against the “harm” of cultural invasion by Christian
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]f’Iu rope. The debate would have remained an exotic rarit i
for the rise of Yiddish printing. The published Yiddish Ve};s‘lfvere lj
¢pic romances became popular, and the reading public Wznfdo
i'mn%' a new (previously unread) secular romance in Yiddl’lh
respite from endless study of Bible translations prayer thls ‘
women'’s laws. This was also true of many men ’whoyin, Z hllCS
parlance, “could not learn” (did not know enough t(; s‘cudS P;ez
and Aramaic texts in the original). Just as Yiddish distin uy hed
{ween a traditional sacred book in Hebrew or Aramaic (ag 'IS .
any other book (bukh), the plurals of these words came to ;eyfer)
¢tal significance in that old internal Ashkenazic debate ThaV(lel'a
{deal was to be immersed in sforim, and the popular Yidd.ish lf ;g-
vame known as bikhlakh, a grammatical diminutive that can k())ot( S
lated as “booklets” or “pulp literature.” The contrastive ter 'e rl‘
fit well to the frequent physical size of the two types, the ore
the age of printing. Tomes of the Talmud would be in/ lar enzolr'e .
#nd a popular tale in Yiddish would be printed in small cgh : lt? S
to ensure maximal distribution at low cost. A
When the debate heated up in the new age of Yiddish printi
all its newly added commercial ramifications, the publiIs)her ng(i'v
and compilers of Yiddish religious books would routinel S‘éte llt
secular storybooks. Sometimes the same publisher was ub}ll' 1' i
kinds of books, and the criticism rings rather hollow aljld irlls 'mg b
| l'rom the mid-sixteenth century there was a surge in the Sm; »
of tradition-oriented books, such as Commandments -
(Mitsves néshim, published in Venice in 1552 and 1588) fzfl;l'wo',
and republications of individual books of the Bible in S;igd' }icatll
Aumber of moralistic works and translations. Cracow, whi Iish’ ; ;
ﬂecrc.d Yiddish publishing when the Helitz brothers,’ ubcl' h‘a F
terprise flourished in the 1530s, again became a m;f'o e
Yiddish publishing toward the end of the centur JB:;t C‘f}rll' N j
around it was a Jewish enterprise. The leading publisl%er was thlS Pt]
Utz (or Prosnitz) family, originally of Moravia. They produced Je r
books in Cracow between | '3(':;) and 1626. FFOF;] ]zh;z LLI ' e‘f
through the late 15905 they are known to have published JL::()?:d 111)11

bher of pious Yiddis :
pious Yiddish tomes, mostly taken from carlier publicatio
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tions in a patriarchal tradition. It would be anachronistic to apply
twenty-first-century Western mores to old Ashkenaz; the traditional
Ashkenazic woman believed with all her heart and soul that following
the commandments and bringing up boys to become great scholar
and girls to bring up another generation of great scholars was the
greatest ideal, not the pursuit of personal intellectual fulfillment. Bul
now, with the boom in production of Yiddish printed books with sto

ries of European chivalry, the women ‘“had where to go" without ac

tually violating any commandment. Nowhere, after all, does the Good
Book, which is hardly wanting in violence, sex, pOWEr, and intriguc,
say “Thou shalt not read.” That was the nub of the crisis, psychologi

cally speaking, and it irked some of the men who ran Ashkenazic in

tellectual life. But there was little they could do to stop it, especially
in the face of the care that the authors and publishers of secular work:
took to ensure that all was culturally kosher. They removed or r¢

placed Christian references and added Jewish ones. They sometimes
went out of their way to add religious afterwords and the occasional
godly moral to the story. That irked the rabbis even more. Elye Bokha
concluded his Bovo of Antona with the words (in the original languag¢
they are in the rhymed pattern of the entire work): “And may wc all
merit to live to see Messiah’s time, may he lead us right into Jerusalem,
or at least to a village nearby, and build for us the holy temple, may il

come to pass, Amen.”

A WOMEN'S BIBLE AND THE BOOK OF STORIES

The spirit was “If you can’t beat them, join them.” The traditionalist

initiative to provide a pleasurable Yiddish alternative to secular 1o

mances led to the rise of new Yiddish genres at the end of the sixteenth

century. They include polemic spoofs, plays based on biblical motils,

and prose based on ancient midrashic tales. An arc of gencrally i

creasing literary originality can be traced in these religious and pictis

tic works. All are literarily significant though not adhering to any

modern Western model such as novel, short story, or pocni. A lot ol il

was cmanating from the ecastern part ol Ashkenaz, the Polish aved
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Poland in the sixteenth century was rapidly becoming the nucleu:
a new eastern Ashkenaz that would eclipse the older western bran

The Tseneréne (the Yiddish Women's Bible) became a long-running
dish best-seller. Over three hundred editions have appeared, but
body knows exactly how many. It is a Yiddish elaboration
paraphrase of the “Ashkenazic canon” parts of the Hebrew Bible
pther words the Five Books of Moses (the Khiimesh: Genesis, Exoe
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy); the weekly Prophet readi
(Ha[‘taroth, Yiddish di haftéyres); and the Five Scrolls (Song of Sor
Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes and Esther). It was compiled by
Jacnb ben Isaac Ashkenazi of Yanov. No one is sure which of the m
Hast European towns called Yanov (or Yanova) this is, and his locat
Pemains a source of mystique. For the book’s title, the author folloy
tradition and found an alluring title in the Bible. He took the Heb:
.,Plural feminine imperative for “Come out and see!” from a passag:
Ifhe Song of Songs (“Come out and see King Solomon upon the crc
0 ye daughters of Zion,” Song of Songs 3:11). In Yiddishized pron
vlation, these Hebrew words, ts’éno u-r’éno (Israeli Hebrew tseéna :
) became the Tseneréne (Yiddish di Tseneréne), a copy of which
Ahe traditional Ashkenazic woman’s most precious possession for «
;t\grles to come. It continues in print today for Hasidic communit
‘The first three editions, starting probably in the 1590s, were reac
ploces and not a trace remains. The oldest surviving edition, f
1622, indicates that the first three editions, one printed in Lublin
wo in Cracow, were by then unavailable.

Instead of “translating” those principal parts of the Bible, the
thor interwove and interlaced his narrative with material from
Wlent and medieval commentaries and legends. The result was n
purtial Yiddish Bible translation, such as those that had been app
[ﬂg in print from the 1540s onward, but a new work that told
slorles of the Bible in the way they had been interpreted, extrz
lited, ecxpanded on, and understood by a millennium and a hal
Ifahhlnic scholars. In addition to stories, it gave many commenta
Wl the type that Iearned men reveled in developing and exchang
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The Ashkenazic Womens Bible, the Tsenerenc,
vr'{'lu'f'::l' paraphrase of the Five Books, the weekly |‘nhfr1rﬁq_~'_]|mn ’rl[J'IJ:I'
Prophets Five Scralls, was written by Jacob hen Isaac Ashks

f the sixtcenth century I'he oldest
fered the guu;:'-r TJ.H;'-I‘

Figure .1

Prophets, and the
pazi of Yanov int the waning years o
surviving edition of this work, often comst -
biest '-:'Hll'l' of all time, s from [622, Over thiee huindred editons B

petred o date By pernmssion af I U lerimamn Seess. [Rrvitock
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What Should a Lady Read?  —

In one fell swoop, this erstwhile male world was opened to the .
tsh woman.

The Tseneréne seamlessly interweaves several thousand year
lexts and ideas in simple everyday Yiddish, without the apparatt
daunting bibliographic cross-references or a stack of esoteric tome
(he table. This was a book Jewish women (and some men) enijc
reading and studying. It was infinitely more popular than the stra
Bible translations. In the eyes of its female readership, it was gen
Yiddish empowerment in a way that a straight Bible translation ct
never be.

Jacob ben Joseph of Yanov followed the Tseneréne with a sir
compilation on the Prophets and Hagiographa. Again, its name is
In historic allusion. He called it Séyfer ha-mdgid, which literally m
“the book that tells” or “the messenger book” according to the b
val sense of the word magid; for example, “the messenger (ha-mc
came to David, saying” (2 Samuel 15:13). In Ashkenazic society,
mdgid was a traveling preacher who would deliver a talk interwea:
many Jewish sources in a continuous narrative with a charisma
delighted his audiences. Now Jacob ben Joseph turned the genre |
an oral discourse by a learned man into a second Bible book
women. Jacob ben Joseph of Yanov has rightly been called the Mz
Luther of Yiddish. He used the vernacular of his people and the [
lo raise the level of creativity and stature of the spoken languag
bring serious knowledge to anyone who could read. Going bey
I.uther, Jacob of Yanov synthesized commentaries and works |
many diverse times and places in an easy-to-read book. This offer
form of intellectual liberation to the Ashkenazic woman.

Starting in early Ashkenaz, stories circulated about the hallowed
sonalities of the new European Jewish civilization, orally and in r
uscripts. Among those that survived were tales about Rabe
Giershom (c. 960-1028), Rashi (1040-1105), and the father and
wlho were at the center of the Pious of Ashkenaz movement. T
“primeval Ashkenazim™ thereby joined a pantheon of precious ¢
acters, starting with Adam and live, about whom stories were as:

bled in ancient and medieval Jewish literature. Parallels |
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European Christendom include a late Latin analog to the early' Yiddish
madyse (“story,” as in Jewish Aramaic; in biblical Hebrew, it rflez’ml
wwork” or “deed” from the root for “to do”). That was the Christian
exemplum, a short tale used by a preacher to illustrate zjl point or ex
emplify model behavior by telling about the life of a‘sal.m. Gesta Ro
manorum (Deeds of the Romans) was a popular compilation prea‘chm"a
used to inspire their congregations and writers used as material on
which to expand. ‘ N
By the late sixteenth century, the indigenous Ashkenazic trédltlon
of stories had coalesced into a book in the hands of generations ol
anonymous compilers. In the age of publishing this became part (?f the
traditionalist literary response to the secular books, part of the rise ol
traditionalist Yiddish literature that is intended to satisfy the reader,
not just inform. Like the Tseneréne, it was meant to be enjoyaple, nf"
just educational. The oldest known edition dates to 1602, pubhshed in
Basel under the title Mdyse bukh (Book of Stories), and was put to
gether by Jacob ben Abraham of Mezritsh, also known. as S.{ankcv
Polak, or Jacob of Poland. It was a hit with readers, especially its tar
get audience, Jewish women. .
The Book of Stories comprises three major threads. The f%rst co:.mﬁt'.
of tales from antiquity, mostly stories from Talmudic and midrashic lit
erature that the compiler adopted from Eyn-Ydnkev (Ein Yaakov), an
anthology of legends from the Talmud that was put together by the
Sephardic scholar Jacob ibn Habib, who died around 1516. The Hl.l‘l'
ond part of the Yiddish work is drawn from the legends and storics
around the father-and-son team at the center of the Pious of Ashkenaz
movement, Shmuel ben Kalonymus the Chosid, of Speyer (twelfth cen
tury), and his son, Yehude Khosid of Regensburg (c. 1150-1217). 'I_'|u'
final part comprises a wide variety of tales drawn from far ‘and wide
including many non-Jewish sources. Literary scholars have found lfl..ll
a number of beloved tales from the days of rhymed epics about gentile
knights somehow made their way into the Book of Stories, J udaicized
and shortened, transformed into the genre of the short-short story.
Second only to the Tseneréne, the Book of Stories became a must lo
every Jewish woman and many men in Ashkenazic sociely. Although

(he stories had to have a moral, which was sometimes a mechanical
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(ag-on from the literary point of view, the essential criterion was tl

lhey be enjoyable and succeed in the new European marketplace
ninted Yiddish books.

LIFESTYLE LITERATURE

It was in another newly reinvigorated genre of Yiddish literatu
lilestyle literature, that Yiddish expanded beyond its natural base
eventually include a hefty proportion of men readers who could f
Ihat it was addressed equally to them. This development can be trac
(lrough a number of authors and works, starting in the 1590s, t
decade of “pious counterattack” against secular Yiddish literature.
afarted with a desire—literary, commercial, or probably both—to h:
“nllicial” male readers too.

tarlier Yiddish publications of works on Jewish ethics, such as t
Hook of Traits (Séyfer mides), and works on women'’s laws, such as C«
dict of Women (Hanhéges noshim), had been among early Yiddi
jprinted works of the 1540s. The first of these was a version of a |
Iew text (published after the Yiddish version), and the second wa
telatively straight rendition of women’s laws. These Yiddish boo
Mirvored their Hebrew counterparts (or the texts on which the
“iniginals” were based) rather closely. They fulfilled the practical pt
Jpose of informing what the classic sources say, whether about ever
é"hllv life or points of Jewish law that women need to know. There w
o altempt at creativity.

Bhut that changed at the end of the sixteenth century, as part of t

laditionalist response to Ditrikh of Bern and other secular romanc
A in the retelling of parts of the Bible (the Tseneréne) and the com)
bition of the classic tales of Ashkenazic civilization in the Book of S
tiex, there was a new wave of creative Yiddish writing in a piot

fraditionalist, God-fearing mood. Alongside Bible and stories, t!
Iiird penre of the revived, energetic Yiddish literature of the traditio

alists (s usually called miser. The word is derived from a biblical ter
{riicir) that is particularly common in Proverbs, where it is usual
tanstated “instruction,” “correction,” or “reproof” and came ov

venturies to reler to the need to keep watch over one’s character a
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conduct, and to tell off friends when they have gone wrong. The clas-
sic Buropean Jewish literature of this genre was written in Hebrew in
the Middle Ages, mostly in Spain and partly in Italy. Its classics in-
clude The Obligations of the Hearts by Bahya ibn Paquda (late eleventh
century), The Book of Fear of God by Jonah Gerondi (c. 1200-1263),
and the Advantages of Good Attributes by Jehiel of Rome (late thir-
teenth century).

Late-sixteenth-century attempts at original Yiddish contributions
developed this literary form into an all-encompassing lifestyle litera-
ture. Even in its earlier form in Hebrew, it covered far more than what
would today fall under ethics. It included everything from the pitfalls
of envy to the need to feel upbeat and in good spirits. In its new Yid-
dish guise, it was adapted to the Ashkenazic Europe of the sixteenth
century. Like the secular romances and the traditionalist mdaser, it was
inspired by deep feelings of pride and happiness with the traditional
Ashkenazic Jewish heritage and all that it implies. The notion that onc
should feel lucky at being born into this minority is a point often
brought home in this literature.

This lifestyle literature progressed over a few years, within the
1590s, from booklets of moral warnings to encyclopedias in which
the reader could look up the right thing to do in a vast array of sit-
uations. One 1590 booklet intended for men was written by Abra:
ham Ashkenazi Apetéker (the pharmacist). Like the author of the
Tseneréne, Jacob ben Joseph, Abraham was from eastern Ashkenaz,
the Slavic area to which the religious and secular center of Ashkenaz
was by then rapidly shifting. Apetéker lived in Ludmir, Ukrainc
(now Vladimir Volynski). It was published in Prague in a bilingual
Hebrew and Yiddish edition, with so many forced rhymes that a lot
of it is barely comprehensible. Its name, Sam khdyim, can translate
“Medicine that Heals” or simply “Elixir of Life.” In either case, the
author meant to take a pharmaceutical image from his trade and (o
apply it to the moral sphere of daily life. Like many of the Yiddish
authors and publishers of the day, he saw himself as part ol a move
ment of the times that stressed vernacular language and the new lib
erating force of the printed book. He states the view that whoever

doesn’t really understand Hebrew  well “should look at boolks
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printed in Yiddish. . . and for that reason the opportunity is given
lor things to be printed in every language.” For the late sixteenth
ventury, this was a daring pro-Yiddish sentiment. The author identi-
lles Yiddish not with women alone but with the vast majority of the
population. This pharmacist stays away from such stock formulas as
“women and men who cannot learn,” which provided others an ex-
¢use to publish in the vernacular. For him, knowledge of the right
thing to do goes hand in hand with social protest against community
leaders who are more interested in their own wealth than the people
they represent. Apetéker explains what is required to be a member
of the community leadership: “to treat the members of the commu-
nity as they would treat their own children” and not to “show off
|rower.” It is a book for men, itself innovative for a Yiddish publica-
lion of the time. It even discusses a number of male-specific issues,
Including the behavior of rabbis and students in a yeshiva (tradi-
tlonal Talmudic academy). The author warns students not to be in a
varnival Purim-like mode for the whole term, and not to “think
about girls all the time.”

The next rung was the first major “lifestyle encyclopedia.” It was
Galled The Burning Mirror (Brdntshpigl). No one knows exactly when
I first appeared, but the oldest surviving edition was published in
V0.2, The Burning Mirror was written by Moyshe Henoch Yerushalmi
Altshuler, a scion of the famous Altshuler family that had spread out
fvom Prague to many parts of Ashkenaz. It is a large-scale work (some
470 pages in 76 chapters). Much of the early parts are meant specifi-
¢ally for women, while most of the later chapters are ostensibly for
everybody, though this is not consistent. The title page addresses the
Book (0 “men, women, and girls,” promising “eternal life in Paradise
full ol joy” as well as a long and good life “also in this world.” Chap-
té1 litles include Why This Book Is Written in Yiddish; How Women'’s
Talkk Can Bring Eternal Life; How to Treat People Who Work in Your
House; Not to Be a Too-Frequent Visitor; Not to Practice Magic.

Ihe following excerpt can help us fathom how the role of Yiddish was
graxped around 1600. The mention of the book's prime competitor, the
Huok of Attributes, is also illuminating.
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This book is written in Yiddish for women, and for the men who are like
women and cannot study [the sacred texts]. Other sacred books are in He-
brew, and feature convoluted Talmudic arguments which they cannot under-

many fine Books of Attributes in Yiddish, but they do not

stand. There are
or the punishments of hell.

tell about the good things in the world to come,
Only the great masters of Kabbalah write about that, and it’s not very easy
to understand. Therefore I have written this book for women and men who
cannot read the sacred books. I write in Yiddish so that people will know
what a person is and why people were created, and how it is better to be
among the people of Tsrael than other nations. And what the reward is for
being in awe of God blessed be He and serving him with love. And if people
will read this book seriously and will keep to what it says, then I will later
write about the attributes of the wotld to come,

It says in the Talmud that Rabbi Avohu and Rabbi Chiya bar Abba
turned up in a certain city and gave talks. Rabbi Chiya spoke purely about
laws. And Rabbi Avohu recounted legends and beautiful stories. And the
people who were listening to Rabbi Chiya moved over to Rabbi Avohu and
listened attentively to his talk. This made Rabbi Chiya feel badly. Rabbi
Avohu told him:“T will tell you a parable. Two people came to a certain town.
One of them sold needles. And the other sold precious stones. More people
came to the one selling needles than the one selling precious stones. And you

come and give a talk purely on law, and not everyone can understand it. But

in my talk 1 bring the legends and beautiful stories which everyone can un-
derstand, and so they come to me.’

("Why This Book Is Written in Yiddish” [in Yiddish]

In Brantshpig} [ The Burning Mirror], sec. 3. Basel, 1602)

The Burning Mirror became a standard for the Ashkenazic woman

who could afford to buy it, but about a generation later it was displaced
by a better book that really was for everybody and proudly in Yiddish
That is The Good Heart (Lev tov), which appeared in Prague in 1620. In
addition to being more sophisticated (and less patronizing), it was a¢
claimed by a number of great rabbis and scholars who recommended i
‘could not learn” the sacred texts in the orig

for woman and men who ’
aining the rhymed com

inal. As usual, extracts from the title page cont
mendation for the hook help explain the Ashker

lime, now into the fate first quarter ol the seventeenth century:

yazie mind-set of the
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All.you men and women, all who are made by the Creator, who want to buil
This World and The Other World for themselves, come and look at th:
beautiful book. Anybody who reads it through will not regret it. The read]
will find in it all of Yidishkayt [traditional Judaism)], in its ler; th and '6
breadth, easily understood and well explained, spread over twenti chapte:

(Preface to Lev tov { The Good Heart]. Prague, 162(

Among the chapters in The Good Heart are Laws of [Honest| B
nc'ss, Laws of Good Judgment, Anger and Rage, Not Revealin
l‘r‘xend's Private Matters. The book’s charm includes its interwea
of Hebrew and Aramaic bits and pieces to give the flavor of the tZ
Ity of traditional Ashkenazic civilization. The names of the chap
sometimes start with the word hilkhes (Laws of), using a term krf)
to Talmudic students from various tracts and codes of law. The bc(
becar'ne so popular that it contributed to the word hilkhe;s enter
Ylddish in a wider and humorous sense as “laws of”” juxtaposed w
a ‘nonlegal issue (“he’s really good at the laws of showin o};f ). M
ol the chapters conclude with the Aramaic phrase sliko ;g)irko ’.’en(‘
the chapter.” This is a Yiddish book for men and women th,at in
duces to the Yiddish reading public major points of law and wisd
from a wide variety of times and places.

7 The Burning Mirror concentrated on women pleasing their b
bénds. The Good Heart, by contrast, offers a two-way street, dem
St‘mting how the popularization of Yiddish books, thanks to t};e Spr
éf printing, was affecting attitudes about culture and gender bp ‘
early seventeenth century. Husbands and wives could both read ;’b
the respect they owe each other, in their own language from the s:
Book. The Good Heart even touches on domestic violence. A man (
?alscs his hand as if to hit his wife, even if he doesn’t touch her, is Z
#ldered evil. He may not be called to say a blessing on the Sabl,)ath
the reading of the Torah, and his signature in business document
pull and void until he repents. A husband who forces sexual relati
on his wife when she is not in the mood for it is cursed. Although :
{ous ancient platitudes about wives and husbands ar'e re eatfd \
author, Yitskhok ben Elyokum (Isaac ben Eliakum) of Poserll) add ’t
A wile should be as a maidservant to her husband, and nk hu;hnn(si :

HANSCIV, is wile i
i vant (o his wile. He warns against marrviage for beauty
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money. The thematics of male—female relations recur throughout the
work and reveal a Yiddish “counter-spirit” to a male-dominated tradi-
tional Near Fastern civilization long ago transplanted to the heart of

Europe.

WOMEN PIONEER OLD YIDDISH POETRY

Sooner or later the chain of events unleashed by the initiation of Yid
dish publishing primarily for women would result in women becom-
ing writers. The literacy rate of women, like men, was high. But
women did not aspire to write ethical books teaching others how to
act or to compile lifestyle encyclopedias. They were inspired to cre
ativity by a more intimate, spiritual genre: the Yiddish prayer. A
canon of special Yiddish prayers for women had been developing in
any case, in addition to the various translations of the Hebrew and
Aramaic standard canon. In its published forms, the special Yiddish
canon came to be known as Order of Personal Prayers (Séyder tkhines)
or more fully as Order of Personal Prayers and Requests (Séyder tkhincs
u-bakéshes). These titles were parallel to many editions of canonical
Hebrew and Aramaic prayers called Order of Prayers (Séyder tfiles). Il
is noteworthy that women’s prayers became a significant genre
notwithstanding that women are exempt from daily canonical prayc
according to rabbinic law.

The Yiddish prayers in the Order of Personal Prayers are sometimcs
supplements to various specific Hebrew prayers. Sometimes they are
specific to certain holidays or days of the week. And sometimes they
are specific to circumstances in life. There is a prayer for successful
childbirth, a prayer for the health of the children, a prayer for a
widow, and the prayer of a wife whose husband is away on a businesy
trip. It becomes apparent that the Order of Personal Prayers is a stan
dardized personal prayer book in Yiddish for the Ashkenazic woman
Many editions contain specific instructions that would be unthink
able for the original canon in the classical languages. One famous n
struction tells a woman to “read this prayer slowly and j()yfully, even
il it means finishing it only the following day.” Another calls (in

print!) for her to weep when uttering it One of the classic cditions ol
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the Order of Personal Prayers was the Amsterdam 1648 edition. B
took quite a few years for the fully developed Order to emer 'e |
earlier printed versions contained only a few prayers. For exafn‘l
booklet called Tkhino zu (This Personal Prayer) appeared in Pfa
ill*()ur.ld 1590. It is a small booklet comprising a bilingual Hebr
t“lcli;jliih ;;;ﬁ:if;?e and two pages of a Hebrew prayer text followed
We usually dont know whether it was men or women who actu.
wrote the special Yiddish prayers for women. In either case, this é
eventually inspired women to start writing individual Yid:iish go<
and have them published under their own name. Modern scll)lo‘
who learn that women started publishing the first nontranslated S
dish poetry during the age of earlier Yiddish printing sometimes
Ver)./ excited about what they expect to find in the way of the top
feelings, and purposes of that poetry. Thinking that there might
Mublle revolution, they are often disappointed when they rgead
poems and find out that they snugly fit the bill of ancient Jewish |
and sensibilities as evolved over the millennia by standard rabbi
Judaism. These are deeply pietistic, religious poems, in which
woman talks to God one-on-one, asking, for example, for her m
¢hildren to be Torah scholars or for her husband to su,cceed But
fieed to avoid applying contemporary ideas to a completely ;hffer(
Hime, place, and society, and look at the society through its own ey
For Ashkenaz, it was quite revolutionary that a work written b}:
woman would appear with her name as the author. v
The daring new enterprise started sensationally in 1586 in Cracc
A Ylddish edition of the book of Psalms, by one Moyshe Shtendl, v
Pl’el'.lccd with a rhymed poem by one Royzl Fishls. In the poem (t
Mel as continuous prose), she tells of her life history as it relates to}fc}]
gdition of the Psalms, of which she is the publisher. She is the dau
ter of the late Rabbi Joseph, and granddaughter of Rabbi Judah Le%
who kept a yeshiva going for fifty years in Ludmir, Ukraine. In t
gourse of the poem, she explains that she was forced into a pe'rriod
Wandering, and in Hanover found this rhymed translation of Psali
Ey IRabbi Moyshe, which is to be sung according to “the melody of t
Bhmicl bukh.” She goes on to say that sceing how good it W()lllt)ll be
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men, women, and religious girls, she copied out the text with her own
hand and brought it to press. The poem becomes a prayer only at its
conclusion, where she thanks God and beseeches him to continue hav-
ing mercy on her, and to stand by her, just as he stood by David son
of Jesse (the traditional author of Psalms). Royzl's poem, appearing in
the highly prestigious incarnation of a preface to a book of Psalms,
helped inaugurate the age of the woman viddish poet. It daringly
went against the old tradition in which a woman's prayer might ask
her to be in the eyes of God as deserving as Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel,
and Leah; instead, and importantly for the history of ideas and thei
published literary expression, she asks to be treated as David was. In
a more cosimic sense, Royzl Fishls initiated the tradition of women Yid-
dish poets that has continued, albeit in different senses, unbroken into
the twenty-first century. Sometime early in the seventeenth century
another star emerged—Toybe Pan, wife of Rabbi Jacob Pan and
daughter of Rabbi Leyb Pitzker. She published her personal praycr,
known to generations of scholars as “Toybe Pan’s tkhine,” though the
title on the book itself is A Lovely Poerm Newly Made. It has fifty quat

rains (with some exceptional five-line stanzas), with the refrain “la

ther King” and a user’s note suggesting it be sung according to the
melody for a popular Hebrew prayer. In the context it becomes cleat
that the occasion for the poem is a plague that the author begs God to
call back. Writing in viddish verse, this learned woman dares to con

struct an argument that determines the structure of the poem. Il4
opening stanzas characteristically praise God’s mercy and ask him (o
look at people’s prayers rather than their sins. It goes on to explain the
loneliness and sense of helplessness caused by the plague, and the
specific request that no further victims succumb to it. She then talks
about what the community is doing for itself. “Five men” are devotiny
themselves, at great risk, to helping those in need, and God is asked
to reward them appropriately. Toybe quickly moves to what womel
always do for sick people (in the original, stanza 9, all five linex

rhyme).

But ‘Qum//nm ted women all the tine,

1o fine tfwup. for s l: }w}»/r.
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Bringing them company all the time,
At the ready to carry out many good deeds,
May God protect tbemﬁom all suffering.

The poet dares God t i
o do his work wheth
bance suffice: er or not the acts of rep

We are doing penance, young and old,
But balt the plague!
And y[we Godforbid were too sinful

Then do it for us as a gy[t_ for naught.

B
y stanza 26, Toybe respectfully points out to God that there is

iungcr a high priest or temple to properly intervene for the peo
and therefore God is beseeched to accept this prayer i

We have no temple, no bigh priest
Who will stand for us

And pray on our bebalf

So dear God, accept our prayer.

B ot .
By stanzas 29-30, God is challenged to “remember well” his o

pitl i .
? { 1‘ i-o the patriarchs, and he is reminded of Abraham’s readi
macrifice his son Isaac for God. adiness

O dear God, remember well Abrabam, Isaac, and Jacob of old
And keep your oath, )
That when the people of Lrael in great need be

You will belp them out of all their misery.

You promised Abrabam

When Isaac lay bound on the altar

l '/,mryou would kcc’p your hand over us
For the sake of old Jacob.

God's i iously i

y mage is obviously in some trouble after the death of the pi

£ ] 0 3 5 3 / 0
Fabhi of the community in the plague !
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i i “i Is ol
ws up to God the death of tiny children, “jewels ©

two, three years, and those who can read .and pray too. I
V;Tith an obvious knowledge of rabbinic terminology, ’dy e
i f justice, the (harsh) mides ha-ai
two of the classic measures Ol ] : ’ : S
1(lpeasure of the law) and the (compassionate) mides ho-rdkhmim (mea
m

ure of mercy).

Toybe then thro

O dear God who sits in the seventh heaven,
Pay attention to your poor ﬂock.

Get up from the measure of law,

And sit yourselfdown UpON METCy’ Measure.

uld strike some modern critics as sim

i is is a woman
listic and naive, Toybe was making bold statements. ThlelS 'azl -
falking sternly to God in a time of community crisis, :;Ot afrai e
i i ithi i d tradition conc |
him, within the faith an
on God and argue with , o
it i refully rhymed poem pu
and to tell all about it in a ca i
i name in the early seventee
arate pamphlet in her own : i
An}(:ther female poetic sensation came a century later. y

i = i who
lve vears old, Gella was the daughter of a printer pubhsher
ey converted to Judaism. Her father, who went on

had, very unusually, : : i
t(’jl beconz,e a rabbi, published a viddish prayer book in Halle in

The rhymed preface is by his dau
book:

While the poetry and tone wo

Typeset with my own hands, every onerf' the letters. —
My mother Freyde. daughter of Reb Yisrel Katz of blesse Y
Gave birth to me among her ten children.

[ am a virgin a little under twelve,

But don't be surprised that I must m_r'l'. Y
The gentle abandoned Daughter of Isracl sits long days in the Diaspora.
One year goes by and another comes yet around,

;"tml[ln-'r have not yet behalden our redemption,

That we cry out and beg € o for every year. .
Waould he see that ot prayers o Ciod, blessed be e, hall come to pass,

But for non [ st stay bt and sl

ghter Gella, who also typeset the
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Land my father$ bouse must not talk much.

Soon all Israel will come to sec it,

So may it happen to us,

As the passage says, all people will rejoice,

Who bad bewailed Jerusalems sack,

The great who were banished to exile,

Will come rejoice at Redemption,

Amen may it come to pass.

Now, my dear people, buy this prayer book for a pittance,
For we have no other living in this world,

Because that is how God, blessed be be, wanted tbings to be.

The most famous woman writer of devotional Yiddish poetry li
most probably in the early eighteenth century. Her name came to
sume mythical proportions. She was Sora bas Toyvim (Sarah, dau
ler of the good people of the city). Her two most famous surviv
works both have Hebrew names. One is called Shéker ha-khéyn ('
Deception of Charm, from Proverbs 31:30: “Charm is deceitful :
heauty is passing, but a woman who fears God shall be praised”).
second has a rabbinic—sounding title, Shiéysho shedrim (Three Ga
the image of the gate being common in Talmudic and later rabbinic
erature). Sora bas Toyvim became the symbol of female pieti
prayer in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Ashkenazic society.

GLIKL HAMEL

Older Yiddish literature is rich in works on local history, often e
ballads about a disaster that struck a community or what appeared
be o miraculous deliverance from disaster (otherwise known as ne
disaster works). One of the best known was written to commemor
the salvation of the Jews of Frankfurt from the bloodthirsty Vince
Fettmilch. The resulting bilingual Hebrew-Yiddish poem, Meg
Viniz, or Megillah (Purim-like story) of Vincenz Fettmilch, appeas
In 1616. It was cherished by the Frankfurt Jewish community right
to the Holocaust. In 1612, Fettmilch, a guild leader, protested to 1

ginperor, accusing the Frankfurt municipality of favoring Jewish
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terests. When his protest got nowhere, Fettmilch incited violence. His
mob broke through the gates of the Jewish quarter in August 1614.
There was some armed resistance on the part of the Jews, but eventu-
ally most of the men fled to the cemetery where the women and chil-
dren had earlier taken refuge. Some scattered to surrounding towns
and villages. Fettmilch’s dispute with the emperor took its own course.
The emperor eventually issued an order for his arrest and on March
10, 1616, he and his associates were hanged and quartered. A Purim-
like scenario indeed. The city’s Jewish population returned home in a
joyous parade.

But all the “professional" historical literature pales in comparison to
a work that has much to say about European Jewish cultural history,
while also standing out as a substantial literary work. It is the memoir
of Glikl Hamel (whose name is spelled in many ways: Glikel, Glueckel,
ete.: Hamil, Hameln, Hamelin, etc.). Although her husband was “of
Hamel,” the epithet stuck to her too (Glikl of Hamel). In Yiddish she is
known simply as Glikl Haml. Born in Hamburg in 1645 or 1646, she
was married at the age of fourteen to Chaim of Hamel (near Hanover).
In addition to bringing up their dozen children, she ran most of his
business affairs, rather more successfully after his death. She started
her journal or diary at the age of forty-six to combat her loneliness
after being widowed. She eventually remarried and for a time stopped
writing. After her second husband, Cerf Levy of Metz, died, she went
back to the manuscript, completing it in 1719. The original was lost
but her family and descendants kept copies. In 1896, a famous German
Jewish scholar, David Kaufmann (1852*1899), published the worl
with his own introduction on the basis of the copy made by Glikl's
son, Moyshe Hamel, rabbi at Beiersdorf. It became a classic and has
been translated into English, German, Hebrew, Russian, modern Yid
dish, and other languages. There may well be other invaluable meim
oirs “out there” waiting to be discovered.

Glik! Hamel was a woman of the world who ran, in terms of the day,
a business empire. It involved many non-Jewish and Jewish people in
Amsterdam, Berlin, Hamburg, Hanover, Hildesheim, and Metz. She
was learned in sacred books, exhibiting a degree ol knowledge ol 'Tal

mudic literature that is usually thought to have been acquired only by
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men (though scholars point out that most of this knowledge c
have been gleaned indirectly from the Yiddish pious books of fhe C
In‘ spite of all her worldliness and Jewish learning, she is comfort
’V\{ll’l’{ the Yiddish writing style of those personal w’omen’s prayers
1 k/zm.es, which gave Yiddish its first original, pietistic poetryy |
Besides quoting freely from biblical and rabbinic sources". Gl
text .reveals more than a passing knowledge of Kabbalah or, Jev
mysticism. She is well acquainted with the Act of Genesis,and Ac
the Chariot notions, two prime events in kabbalistic thinking. G
also extols the powers of an ancient scholar by referring to hisi
edge of mysticism. In fact, Yiddish has been linked togJewish Iillc
¢ism in various ways throughout the history of Ashkenaz. :



