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AKDAMUT: AN ALPHABET OF 
ELEVENTH-CENTURY ASHKENAZ

O ne of the most treasured melodies in Jewish liturgical music is 
that of the Aramaic reshut (introductory poem) for the Targum 
(Aramaic translation) of the Torah reading for the fi rst day of 

Shavuot, Akdamut Milin. The lengthy reading of Akdamut numbers 
among a very few unique practices that have accreted to the holiday of 
Shavuot, a holiday with no (post-Hurban) distinctive commandments. 
The traditional distinctive singsong in which the poem is read has become 
the musical theme for the holidays in general;1 it has been adapted to the 

The author expresses his gratitude to Dr. David Berger and Dr. Jeffrey Woolf for their 
comments and insights. Thanks as well to Eliezer Brodt for his feedback on an earlier 
draft, and Arie Folger and Alan Jotkowitz for their comments regarding some of the 
ideas that developed into this paper.

The reader is encouraged to review the Akdamut poem before reading this essay. The 
three most useful English translations among the American Orthodox readership are 
found in Avie Gold, ed., The Complete Artscroll Machzor: Shavuos (Mesorah Publications, 
1991), 266–273, which is perhaps the most literal translation available, but one which 
makes no effort to refl ect the poetry or other literary aspects of the composition; Basil 
Herring, ed., The RCA Avodat HaLev Siddur (Rabbinical Council of America, 2018), 
872–879, which is perhaps the most poetic in current use, employing a free-form rhyme 
more loosely tethered to the text, composed by R. Joseph Marcus and previously popu-
larized in the 1960 RCA Siddur; and Jonathan Sacks, ed., The Koren Shavuot Mahzor 
(Koren Publishers, 2016), 392–402, which is both more literal than the latter and more 
poetic than the former. A critical translation is undertaken by Jeffrey Hoffman, “Akdamut: 
History, Folklore, and Meaning,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 99:2 (2009), 161–183.

1 It is unknown whether the popularly known Eastern European Ashkenazic Akdamut 
melody originated with the poem or was borrowed from prior sources, and whether the 
melody was applied to the poem immediately or somewhat later. The psalmodic style 
of recitation does suggest an early dating for the motif, as psalmody is assumed to have 
characterized the more scripturally-based synagogue services of antiquity. It is notable, 
however, that a different melody is used in some shuls that follow the Western Euro-
pean tradition. See Bernard Beer, “Liturgical and Musical Aspects of Shavuot,” Shavuot 
To-Go 5769 (Yeshiva University, 2009), 4–6.
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festival night Kiddush and the invitation-benedictions for the Simhat 
Torah honorees. Authored by R. Meir b. Isaac Sheli’ah Tzibbur, who died 
shortly before the fi rst Crusade of 1096, the poem has been preserved in 
the rites of all Ashkenazic communities, and various aspects regarding 
Akdamut, including the particular point during the Torah reading at 
which it is recited,2 the background to the reading of Targum on this 
occasion, the personality of the author,3 and the folk legend that attached 
to the poem in late medieval Mahzorim,4 have been the subject of scholarly 
treatment in the last few years.

The context in which Akdamut—as an Ashkenazic Aramaic poem—
emerges remains shrouded in mystery. To be sure, we know a great deal 
about its liturgical context—R. Meir b. Isaac is part of an Ashkenazic 
tradition of piyyut which includes, in the prior century, R. Shimon b. 
Isaac b. Abun (ha-Gadol) and R. Meshullam b. Kalonymous, who 
brought the piyyut tradition with him from Italy; we have hundreds of 
their compositions, along with those of their Italian predecessors such 
as Silano, Amittai b. Shefatiah, and Shelomo ha-Bavli, who saw themselves 
as successors of the classical paytanim of Eretz Yisrael in the generations 
before them—Yose b. Yose, Yannai, R. Elazar ha-Kalir and R. Pinhas 
ha-Kohen. Poetry from all of these fi gures are preserved in the Ashkenazic 
Mahzor, and many more compositions have been found in the Geniza.5 

However, the historical background for these works is murky. In a 
comparison with another liturgical item authored on the brink of catas-
trophe, Dalia Marx notes that “we know very little about the circum-
stances in which Akdamut was composed.”6 While we have a great deal of 
Ashkenazic piyyut from the period, we have a paucity of historical texts 
and documentation from pre-Crusade Ashkenaz relative to the plethora 
of such material from the twelfth century forward. The author himself 

2 Eliezer Yehuda Brodt, “The Recitation of Akdamut Poems and ‘Yatziv Pitgam’ 
on the Holiday of Shavuot” [Hebrew], Yerushateinu 10 (2019), 514–534.

3 Nahum Ze’ev Rosenstein and Moshe Isaac Blau, “The Custom of reciting 
Akdamut and the Wondrous Event Related to it” [Hebrew], Kovetz Beit Aharon 
ve-Yisrael 29:5 (2014), 91–106.

4 Jeffrey Hoffman, “Akdamut: History, Folklore, and Meaning,” The Jewish 
Quarterly Review 99:2 (2009), 161–183.

5 Ezra Fleischer, “Prayer and Piyyut in the Worms Mahzor,” in Malachi Beit-Arie, ed., 
Worms Mahzor: Ms. Jewish National and University Library Heb 4°781/1, Introductory 
Volume (Cyelar, 1985), 49.

6 Dalia Marx, “Liturgy Composed on the Brink of Catastrophe: Examination of 
‘Akdamut Millin’ by R. Meir from Worms (late eleventh century) and R. Leo Baeck’s 
Hirtenbrief for Kol Nidre Service (1935),” in Walter Homolka, ed., Leo Baeck: Philo-
sophical and Rabbinic Approaches (Frank & Timme, 2007), 86.
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did not fare much better; Lucia Raspe notes that the destruction of 
R. Meir b. Isaac’s gravesite during medieval fortifi cations of Worms con-
tributed to his being relatively forgotten as a hero even in his own home-
town.7 Prior scholarly treatments have consequently focused on ancillary 
features, such as the folk legend that attached to the poem.8 

But perhaps content can reconstruct context. A great deal about 
the fascinating circumstances in which Akdamut was composed can be 
discerned from a meticulous reading of the poem itself. Aspects of the 
structure, language, and content divulge the initial intellectual sources 
and early theological commitments of Ashkenaz, a remarkable center 
of Jewish life for a millennium.

Akdamut can be stratifi ed into seven thematic units.

1.  Lines 1–2: Preamble
2.  Lines 3–7: Creation
3.  Lines 8–15: The Angels
4.  Lines 16–20: Praise of Israel
5.  Lines 21–25: Challenge of the Nations
6.  Lines 26–42: Elaboration of Eschatology
7.  Lines 43–45: Promise to the Assembled/Summary

PREAMBLE: LINES 1–2

Language: Was A Wandering Aramean-Speaker My Father?

The use of Aramaic in Akdamut and other Ashkenazic Targum reshut-poems 
makes sense; the Targum, after all, is written in Aramaic. But novel liturgi-
cal compositions—directed, ostensibly, at a comprehending audience—in 
this language raises a question: Is the Aramaic of Ashkenaz derivative 
from study of Aramaic texts, or is it a vestige of a living language exported 
to the shores of the Rhine by immigrants from the last bastions of spoken 
Aramaic communities in Persia and lands east? Dovid Katz argues that 
Yiddish “arose some thousand years ago when Aramaic-speaking Jews settled 

7 Lucia Raspe, “Props of Memory, Triggers of Narration: Time And Space in 
Medieval Jewish Hagiography,” in Lucie Doležalová, ed., The Making of Memory 
in the Middle Ages (Brill, 2010), 309–327.

8 See Hoffman, “Akdamut,” for the legend in all its versions. In short, R. Meir b. 
Isaac was dispatched to the far side of the River Sambatyon to enlist the aid of the ten 
lost tribes in combating a murderous sorcerer monk. R. Meir essentially sacrifi ced 
himself—consigning himself permanently to the far side of the raging river, which 
only abated on the Sabbath—so as to send an elder named Dan who decisively won 
the tournament. Dan then revealed that R. Meir had composed and taught him the 
Akdamut poem to relay to his community to recite for his sake every Shavuot.
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in German speaking areas east of the Rhineland, and the remnants of their 
vanishing language fused with the local co-territorial dialects in a struc-
turally precise and lexically unique new language that was soon to be carried 
to the four corners of Ashkenaz.”9 Controversial recent genomic studies 
by Eran Elhaik’s group suggested an Irano-Turkic-Slavic (i.e., Khazar) 
origin for Yiddish and Yiddish-speaking Jews, which would imply that 
Aramaic was present at the earliest stages of the Yiddish language’s 
development;10 however, other authors vigorously dispute these fi ndings, 
both regarding localization of the ancestors of Ashkenazic Jewry11 and 
the origins of Yiddish.12 A less iconoclastic but still controversial proposal 
is put forth by Haym Soloveitchik, who posits the importation of an entire 
school of native Aramaic-speaking Iranian Talmud scholars to Ashkenaz 
in the mid-tenth century;13 this could account for the surprising degree of 
expertise in Babylonian Aramaic on the part of medieval European Jewish 
scholars. The default view, however, considers Ashkenazic expertise in 
and use of Aramaic to be derived from their mastery of Aramaic texts—
perhaps with the aid of an occasional fi gure who studied at the feet of 
Babylonian masters, but without linguistic continuity with ancient Aramaic. 

Is there any evidence from our text in either direction? The very use 
of Targum cannot be adduced as proof, as scholars lean toward the idea 
that Targum for the readings of Passover and Shavuot was not a remnant 
of a primeval Ashkenazic practice to use the Targum for all Torah read-
ings, but rather was introduced in the tenth to eleventh centuries due to 
the growing infl uence of Babylonian halakha on the Jewish communities 
of Christian Europe.14

9 Dovid Katz, “Hebrew, Aramaic and the Rise of Yiddish,” in Joshua A. Fishman, 
ed., Readings in the Sociology of Jewish Languages (Brill, 1985), 100.

10 Ranajit Das, Paul Wexler, Mehdi Pirooznia and Eran Elhaik, “Localizing 
Ashkenazic Jews to Primeval Villages in the Ancient Iranian Lands of Ashkenaz,” 
Genome Biology and Evolution 8:4 (2016), 1132–1149.

11 Doron M. Behar, et al., “No Evidence from Genome-wide Data of a Khazar 
Origin for the Ashkenazi Jews,” Human Biology 85:6 (2013), 859–900; Pavel 
Flegontov, et al., “Pitfalls of the Geographic Population Structure (GPS) Approach 
Applied to Human Genetic History: A Case Study of Ashkenazi Jews,” Genome 
Biology and Evolution 8:7 (2016), 2259–2265.

12 Marion Aptroot, “Yiddish Language and Ashkenazic Jews: A Perspective from Cul-
ture, Language, and Literature,” Genome Biology and Evolution 8:6 (2016) 1948–1949.

13 Haym Soloveitchik, “The ‘Third Yeshivah of Bavel’ and the Cultural Origins of 
Ashkenaz—A Proposal,” Collected Essays, volume 2 (Littmann Library, 2014), 150–
201; for a contrary view, see Robert Brody, “On the Dissemination of the Babylonian 
Talmud and the Origins of Ashkenazi Jewry,” JQR 109:2 (Spring 2019), 265–288.

14 Peter Sh. Lenhardt, “The Role of Targum Samuel in European Jewish Liturgy,” in 
Alberdina Houtman, et al., eds., A Jewish Targum in a Christian World (Brill, 2014), 48.
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One scholar notes that the very opening words, akdamut milin, reca-
pitulate the Imperial Aramaic epistolary beginning formula kadmat milo-
hi, which is attested in a fi fth-century-B.C.E. papyrus found at Elephantine 
(The Wisdom of Ahiqar) but nowhere else; it is completely absent from 
Rabbinic literature and surfaces only in the piyyut of Akdamut as well as 
the Zohar, where a variant appears, possibly a derivative from Akdamut.15 
The author allows for the possibility that R. Meir b. Isaac drew upon 
older Aramaic liturgical Targumic proems now lost, but this supposi-
tion is purely speculative. The alternative conclusion is that the very 
opening of the poem attests to the indigenous nature of the Ashkenazic 
Aramaic heritage, since it shows that the author of Akdamut did not 
derive his Aramaic solely from Rabbinic sources, but from a living 
language continuous with ancient Aramaic that preserved imperial 
Aramaic forms.

Of course, if Aramaic was “native” to Ashkenaz, one might expect 
to fi nd Aramaic piyyutim other than Targum reshuyot, or traces of the 
language in other piyyutim. Perhaps paytanim obeyed the Talmudic 
dictum (Shabbat 12b, Sota 33a) that Aramaic should not be used for 
petitional prayer, since the angels are unfamiliar with this language. 
Perhaps the lexicographical endeavors of Menahem ibn Saruk and his 
rival Dunash ibn Labrat, and their circles, or less plausibly, the Hebrew-
reviving Karaite aveilei tziyyon in Jerusalem16—and the emphasis in both 
cultures on the purity of the Hebrew language17—encouraged the use 
of a more “pure” Hebrew even in Rabbanite circles, which were infl u-
enced by their works.18 There is evidence that R. Meir b. Isaac himself 
was infl uenced by Andalusian paytanim, as evidenced by his use of 
quantitative meter in other piyyutim,19 even replicating the structure 
of an ofan-poem by R. Shlomo ibn Gabirol in an ofan of his own. 

15 Isaac Gottlieb, “From Formula to Expression in Some Hebrew and Aramaic 
Texts,” Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society 31 (2009), 47–61. Gottlieb points 
us to Gottlieb cites Zohar I, 203b; ibid., Sitre Torah, 80b; ibid., II, 148a

16 See Daniel Frank, “Karaite Exegesis,” in Magne Sæbø, ed., Hebrew Bible / Old 
Testament: The History of Its Interpretation, Volume I: From the Beginnings to the 
Middle Ages (Until 1300), Part 2: The Middle Ages (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000), 
110–128.

17 Elisabeth Hollender, “Purity of Language: A Short-lived Concept in Medieval 
Hebrew Poetry,” in Matthias Bley, Nikolas Jaspert and Stefan Kock, eds., Discourses of 
Purity in Transcultural Perspective (300-1600) (Brill, 2015), 185–200.

18 See, e.g., Yaakov Gartner, Gilgulei Minhag be-Olam ha-Halakha (Hemed, 
1995), 9–58. 

19 Fleischer, “Prayer and Piyyut,” 51–52. 
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With regard to Jerusalem infl uence, there is indeed attestation to European 
piyyut being performed in Jerusalem.20 

Alternatively, perhaps Aramaic was no longer a spoken language in 
Ashkenaz by the eleventh century. More on this later.

CREATION: LINES 3–7

From Seas of Song to Oceans of Ink: The Transition to Tefi lla 
She-bi-Khtav 

The history of the literary trope “If all the skies were parchment, and all 
the forests were reeds, and if all the oceans ink… and all the people 
scribes…”—variants of which are found in Shabbat 11a, Shir ha-Shirim 
Rabba 1, Soferim 16:8, et al.—is a long and storied one, not limited to 
Jewish literature. It is present in Hindu scripture of the fi rst millennium 
B.C.E. and early Kurdish texts, and in two places in the Koran.21 In the 
structure of the poem, the description of interminable human writing 
forms a fi tting contrast to the efforts of God, who is then described as 
having created the described expanses of the heavens, seas, and forests by 
Himself, unassisted, effortlessly, and orally, with the pronunciation of the 
insubstantial letter Heh (cf. Bereishit Rabba 12:10).

Two aspects of this trope are noteworthy. First, while the metaphor 
appears previously in written texts, it now appears in a liturgical text. In 
liturgy, this writing-focused trope is notable; its similes stand in stark con-
trast to the somewhat analogous ‘ilu fi nu passage in the ancient Nishmat 
Kol Hai prayer that reads, in its current form, “If our mouths were full of 
song as the sea, and our tongues joy as all its waves, and our lips praise as 
the expanse of the heavens…,” which focuses upon oral expression—the 
stuff of prayer—rather than transcription. Akdamut is not the fi rst to do so; 
Stefan Reif describes the development of the ‘ilu fi nu hymn and identi-
fi ed an Aramaic Geniza paytanic insertion to Nishmat, apparently from 
the late Geonic period, which embellishes ‘ilu fi nu with the addition of “If 
sky and land were scroll and board….”22

Apparently, what changed was the transcription of prayer, with the 
evolution of the Siddur from the responsum of R. Amram Gaon and the 

20 Robert Bonfi l, History and Folklore in a Medieval Jewish Chronicle: The Family 
Chronicle of Ahima’az ben Paltiel (Brill: 2009), 258.

21 Irving Linn, “If All the Sky Were Parchment,” PMLA 53:4 (1938), 951–970; see 
also the literature surveyed by Tovia Preschel in three articles in Ha-Doar (12 Kislev 
5734, 28 Iyar 5735, 28 Sivan 5737); available online at www.toviapreschel.com.

22 Stefan C. Reif, Problems with Prayers: Studies in the Textual History of Early 
Rabbinic Liturgy (De Gruyter, 2006), 316–332.
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text of R. Saadia Gaon in the tenth century (and the adoption of the fi xed 
Babylonian text) in Ashkenaz, a process culminating in the emergence of 
fully developed, comprehensive Mahzorim in Ashkenaz and northern 
France in the thirteenth century.23 By the time of R. Meir b. Isaac, piyyut 
was composed in writing, included in a codex, and even studied, rath-
er than merely memorized (or kept in a private transcript) and recited; 
piyyut commentary was quite popular in Ashkenaz and northern France, 
and R. Meir b. Isaac himself taught liturgical commentary that was 
recorded by students such as Joseph Kara, who composed a written 
commentary.24

The reshut-poem composed by the same author for the Targum of 
the seventh day of Passover, Ilu Fumei Nimei opens with a parallel variant 
on the same trope: “If all the gates were mouths, and all men were scribes, 
and all the skies were parchments, and all the seas were ink, the glory of 
the Master of the worlds and the Ruler of all bounds, a small amount 
would they suffi ce to recount one of the tens of thousands before Him 
the additional goodnesses and mercy, the extra kindnesses that I see, 
when [He] redeemed from Egypt the chosen people, as was stated….”25 
In this context, in a text that bears much closer textual affi nities to the ‘ilu 
fi nu passage in Nishmat, the focus is again brought back to the written 
word. The author is counted among the “rashmei rashvata,” transcribers 
of reshuyot (line 8).

Before Reeds of a Feather Made the Gothic Letter

A second point of interest in this allegory is the use of kanei, reeds, to 
describe writing implements. Prior Rabbinic sources all use the word 
kulmus, calamus, which means “water reed” in Latin, but metonymi-
cally came to denote a quill pen in Ashkenaz. Quills had been in wide 
use in Western Europe for Latin script from the seventh century, and 
their use in Ashkenaz gave rise to the distinctive Gothic characteristics 
of medieval Ashkenazi script, only possible with the highly fl exible 
quill.26 In time, the use of a quill for ritual scribing became the univer-
sal Ashkenazic custom; reeds remained the implement of choice in the 

23 See Lenhardt, “The Role of Targum Samuel,” 45.
24 Elisabeth Hollender, Piyyut Commentary in Medieval Ashkenaz (De Gruyter, 

2008), 28–30.
25 Mahzor Pesah, ed. Yonah Frankel (Koren Publishers, 1993), 608. The editor 

notes the affi nities to Akdamut in a footnote. 
26 Edna Engel, “Between France and Germany: Gothic Characteristics in Ashkenazi 

Script,” in Nicholas de Lange and Judith Olszowy-Schlanger, Manuscrits hébreux et 
arabes: Mélanges en l’honneur de Colette Sirat (Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 197–219.
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Sephardic tradition and the differences in script refl ect the capabilities 
of the respective writing tools.

But when exactly was the kulmus quill adopted? There is explicit 
attestation of use of a reed calamus in Ashkenazic manuscripts as late as 
1387,27 and Sefer Hasidim (section 732) actually prescribes a reed for 
writing a mezuza (alongside bone and iron pens for other purposes); 
and the very fi rst dated Ashkenazic codex in our possession, the Florence 
manuscript of Talmud Bavli written in 1177, is written in a proto-square 
Oriental-like script,28 apparently with a reed. The ornamented Ashkenazic 
script that emerges in the thirteenth century is facilitated by adoption of 
the quill. Stone inscriptions resemble the former or latter depending 
upon their date. This paleographic analysis seems to be bolstered by 
eleventh-century R. Meir b. Isaac’s reference to kanei, the reed calamus, 
as the default writing implement.

Apocalypse How?

The description of God ascending His fi ery heavenly throne at the culmi-
nation of the six days of creation is striking. The terminology of zehor/
zohar is associated with the Divine Throne and associated angelic beings 
in the Sefer Heikhalot and Heikhalot Rabbati 1.29 The overall depiction of 
the glory of God rising upon the throne is present in the book of Daniel, 
which, replete with martyrdom and apocalypse, is popular in classical piyyut 
(as well as Byzantine-era Jewish art, which is contemporaneous with the 
latter).30 Apocalypses like Daniel, which describe foreign domination of the 
Land of Israel, also share with piyyut a sort of spiritual “textual resistance” 
to imperial power.31 Was the author reacting to Jewish suffering under 
Seljuk rule in the Holy Land? Or perhaps anti-Jewish hatred and killings 
in his own territory? His poem preceding the end of the fi rst Aliya of the 
seventh day of Passover, Avunan de-bi-Shmaya, explicitly states “they 

27 Edna Engel, “A Codicological and Paleographical Analysis of the Sabbateni He-
brew Binding Fragments – Bavli Temurah Chapter 1,” in Matthew S. Goldstone, 
Lawrence H. Schiffman, eds., Binding Fragments of Tractate Temurah and the Problem 
of Lishana ‘Aharina (Brill, 2018), 44.

28 Edna Engel, “Calamus or Chisel: On the History of the Ashkenazic Script,” 
in Andreas Lenhardt, ed., “Genizat Germania” – Hebrew and Aramaic Binding 
Fragments from Germany in Context (Brill, 2010), 183–197.

29 Peter Schäfer, Margarete Schlü ter, Hans Georg von Mutius, eds., Synopse zur 
Hekhalot-Literatur (Mohr Siebeck, 1981), §40–42, §251–253.

30 Laura S. Lieber, Yannai on Genesis: An Invitation to Piyyut (Hebrew Union 
College Press, 2010), 202.

31 Laura S. Lieber, A Vocabulary of Desire: The Song of Songs in the Early Synagogue 
(Brill, 2014), 83, fn. 24.
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gather upon us and come to enslave us and strike us with attacks and 
grisly deaths.” To which outbreaks of violence does he refer? He is likely 
writing when the Jews of Germany were subjects of Holy Roman Em-
peror Henry IV, not a particularly oppressive ruler. Is he reaching back to 
the massacres and expulsions that rocked Ashkenazic centers in the years 
1007-1012? David Malkiel opines that there were no events that pre-
saged the fi rst Crusade in the years preceding it—relations with Christians 
were friendly in this period—except perhaps an attack by French crusad-
ing knights on the Jews of Spain in 1063. He argues that the claimed 
anti-Semitic events of the early eleventh century are poorly substanti-
ated.32 Johannes Heil argues that Jewish-Christian relations in the pre-
Crusade period were more complex than recent scholarship would have 
us believe, and he relegates these sorts of paytanic expressions to “pious 
exaggeration.”33

THE ANGELS: LINES 8–15

Pesikta Pentecost Polemics: Earth’s Angels, Will You Be Mine?

The corollary of the mention of the Divine throne is a discussion of the 
angelic order, which supports it, both “literally” (with regard to the com-
position of the “chariot” upon which the throne sits) and fi guratively, in 
terms of enforcing Divine dominion.34 The extended description of myri-
ads of angels evokes the midrashic account of Moshe’s ascension through 
the heavens to receive the Torah, as found in the Heikhalot literature and 
aggadic works,35 as well as the role of 1.2 million angels in resuscitating 
and stabilizing the awe-stricken Jews and crowning them at Sinai, a theme 
in the Mekhilta (Ba-Hodesh 9), which is fully developed in the homilies of 
Pesikta Rabbati 20 and 21. In the Pesikta, the passage concludes with an 
exhortation to ignore missionaries, because, after all, God appeared to 
the Jews face to face at Sinai. The confl uence of themes—the portrait of 
millions of angels in praise which is subordinate to the service of the 
Jewish people, followed by a rejection of gentile missionary activity 

32 David Malkiel, “Jewish-Christian Relations in Europe, 840-1096,” Journal of 
Medieval History 29 (2003), 55–83.

33 Johannes Heil, “‘Deep Enmity’ and/or ‘Close Ties’? Jews and Christians Before 
1096: Sources, Hermeneutics, and Writing History in 1996,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 
9:3 (2002), 259–306.

34 This association is explored by Annette Evans, “The Origins of Jewish Beliefs 
in Angels,” Scriptura 101 (2009), 198–205.

35 See full treatment in Meir Bar-Ilan, “The Throne of God: What is Under It, 
What is Opposite it and What is Beside It” [Hebrew], Da’at 15 (1985), 21–35.
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because the Jewish people “recognizes God” in a way that the gentiles do 
not—seems quite evocative of the Pesikta. Clemens Leonhard notes that 
this Pesikta homily seems to serve as a direct polemical response to the 
Christian holiday of Pentecost, as depicted in Acts 1.36 

It seems clear from the parallels in content that this same Pesikta 
was in the background of R. Meir b. Isaac’s Shavuot reshut-proem, if not 
necessarily its full polemical intent.

Above the Angels? Halakhic vs. Paytanic Paradigms

The poem juxtaposes the service of the angels against that of the Jewish 
people. Mika Ahuvia notes that Rabbinic and Jewish liturgical sources 
treat the subject of angels differently; a characteristic of the majority of 
Rabbinic sources is to discourage attention to angels and emphasize the 
superiority of the righteous, or more generally speaking, the relationship 
between God and Israel, to angels and their relationship with God.37 
Liturgical sources, however—in particular, the kedushta’ot of Yannai—
describe angelic exaltedness and have the worshiper imagine himself joining 
with the angels in prayer.38 This is affi rmed for both of the two major 
classical paytanim by Shulamit Elizur in her major work on the kedushta’ot. 
Elizur sketches the structure of this paytanic form which fi nds its fullest 
development in the oeuvre of Yannai. The siluk, the eighth and fi nal com-
ponent that immediately precedes Kedusha, is of variable length, and 
always deals with the angels and their praise; in the piyyutim of R. Elazar 
ha-Kalir—at least in his early piyyut-compositions, those which reached 
Ashkenaz—there is often elaboration on the angels in the siluk such that 
they become heroes of a narrative, worked into the themes of the particu-
lar day upon which the piyyut is recited.39 Angelological themes continue 
to be prominent in the Italian and Ashkenazic piyyut traditions, which 
demonstrate much closer affi nities to Heikhalot literature than classical 

36 Clemens Leonhard, “Pentecost and Shavuot – Holy Spirit and Torah: The Quest 
for Traces of a Dialogue between Jews and Christians about a Shared but Separating 
Festival,” in Richard W. Bishop, Johan Leemans and Hajnalka Tamas, eds., Preaching 
After Easter: Mid-Pentecost, Ascension, and Pentecost in Late Antiquity (Brill, 2016), 
219–241.

37 See survey by Bill Rebiger, “Angels in Rabbinic Literature,” in Friedrich V. 
Reiterer, et al., eds., Deuterocanonical and Cognate Literature, Yearbook 2007, Angels 
(De Gruyter, 2007), 629–644.

38 Mika Ahuvia, Israel Among the Angels: A Study of Angels in Jewish Texts from the 
Fourth to Eighth Century CE, Ph.D. Dissertation (Princeton University, 2014).

39 Shulamit Elizur, Sod Meshalshei Qodesh: The Qedushta from its Origins Until the 
Time of Rabbi El’azar BeRabbi Qillir (Mekorot le-Heker Tarbut Yisrael, 2019), see 
esp. 14, 772–773.
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piyyut, but to the same end—having Israel and the angels join in Divine 
service.40 Indeed, this concept was central to the medieval Ashkenazic 
self-perception as a Kehilla Kedosha, sacred community.41

With regard to the attitude toward angels, where does our author 
stand? Did R. Meir b. Isaac continue the tradition of the classical, Italian 
and Ashkenazic paytanim, as an heir to this tradition? Or, as a halakhist 
who saw himself as a scholar of Talmud and Midrash, did he hew to the 
Rabbinic sensibility? The evidence here appears closer to the latter. After 
his extensive description of the grandeur of the angelic order and its 
praises of God in poetic detail, he vitiates their service by comparing it 
unfavorably with that of the Jewish people: while the angels recite their 
praise once for all time, the Jewish people do so morning and night. 
There is also no mention of angelic-Jewish collaboration in Divine 
praise. Angels are described merely as a foil to God’s primary interest, 
which is the Jewish people.

PRAISE OF ISRAEL: LINES 16–20

Heralding Hasidism: The Primacy of Prayer

Couplet 18 states that God desires the Jews’ toil and hard work in Torah 
study, which allows for their prayer to be received and to have effi cacy. 
Jeffrey Woolf notes that in this passage (and the ensuing verses) prayer is 
privileged over study—which is subordinated to prayer—as the prime 
religious activity, in contrast with post-Crusade Ashkenaz, whose leading 
lights generally prized Torah study as the ideal.42 One wonders if this is 
related to the transition from the leadership model of Eretz Yisrael, cen-
tered about synagogue fi gures and paytanim, to the Babylonian yeshiva-
culture which had come to an end by the post-Crusade period. On the 
other hand, the climax of Divine praise in couplet 20, the reading of the 
Shema, is itself an act of self-education—even a form of Torah study—and 
not prayer, strictly speaking.43

40 Ophir Munz-Manor, “A Prolegomenon to the Study of Hekhalot Traditions in 
European Piyyut,” in Ra’anan Boustan, et al., eds., Hekhalot Literature in Context: 
Between Byzantium and Babylonia (Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 231–242.

41 Jeffrey R. Woolf, The Fabric of Religious Life in Medieval Ashkenaz (1000-1300): 
Creating Sacred Communities (Brill, 2015), 53–57.

42 Ibid., 43–44.
43 See e.g., Yerushalmi Berakhot 3:3, Yerushalmi Shabbat 1:2, Rashi to Berakhot 

25a, s.v. aval le-tefi lla; Lawrence J. Kaplan, “Worship of the Heart,” The Torah 
U-Madda Journal 14 (2006-2007), 247–250.
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Heralding Hasidei Ashkenaz: Paradisiacal Phylacteries

The use of the image of the Divine tefi llin (cf. Berakhot 6a) as the culmi-
nation of the service of the Jewish people is striking in terms of subsequent 
developments in Jewish intellectual history. The passage can be seen as 
having opened with God’s ascension to the Throne of Glory, which occa-
sions a discussion of the beings that uphold that throne—the angelic 
orders with their evanescent praises, and the Jewish people with their 
praises and Shema, which furnish God with a crown parallel to the Divine 
phylactery.

The phrase yekar totafta (couplet 19) or tefi llin-glory, brings to mind 
the doctrine of kavod of the Hasidei Ashkenaz a century on. For the 
German Pietists, God emanates a supernal and lower glory, or kavod; the 
mitzva-observance of the Jewish people unites the masculine and femi-
nine “cherubs” or Divine Names and attributes within the lower kavod, 
which can then unite with the supernal one. For R. Elazar of Worms in 
particular, the tefi llin of God is a potent symbol. It is identifi ed with the 
image of Jacob, Jerusalem, the Throne of Glory and the Divine crown; 
the Divine tefi llin is the unifi ed lower kavod, which sits “between the 
cherubs” as the human tefi llin sits between the eyes.44 The Divine tefi llin 
also features prominently in the Shir ha-Kavod attributed to R. Judah ha-
Hasid. In what appears to be nothing less than an anticipation of the work 
of R. Elazar of Worms, R. Meir b. Isaac of Worms portrays the Divine 
tefi llin as the culmination of Divine enthronement.

With this in mind, it may be fruitful to take note of the root yekar, the 
Aramaic version of kavod, which appears eight times over the course of 
the poem, constituting a leitwort in the context of biblical scholarship. 
The use of keywords in the creative language and structural ornamentation 
of piyyut is indeed a widespread phenomenon.45

The deployment of this word and theme is doubly interesting, given 
that it is the pre-Crusade academy at Mainz, and not Worms, that is most 
associated with the esoteric tradition, and indeed the poetry of R. Shimon 
b. Isaac, like that of the Italian paytanim before him, is particularly steeped 

44 Elliot R. Wolfson, “The Image of Jacob Engraved upon the Throne: Further 
Refl ection on the Esoteric Doctrine of the German Pietists,” in Along the Path: Studies 
in Kabbalistic Myth, Symbolism and Hermeneutics (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1995), 1–62.

45 Ofi r Munz-Manor, “The Infl uence of Pattern Ornaments on the Character of 
the pictorial language in ancient piyyut” [Hebrew], in Shulamit Elizur, ed., Essays in 
Memory of Menahem Zulay (Magnes Press, 2007), 19–38.
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in Heikhalot imagery;46 Worms, however, is more closely associated with 
what would become rationalist Tosafi st dialectic.47 The Siddur of R. Shlomo 
of Germaiza indeed notes that R. Meir was an expert in “secrets, midrashim 
and ta’amim.”48 Assessed from the opposite direction, this all may 
also be relevant to a debate about the nature of Hasidei Ashkenaz 
and their ideologies—were these ideas of isolated individuals, as Haym 
Soloveitchik49 and Joseph Dan50 suggest, or part of the mainstream thought 
of medieval Ashkenazic Jewry, as Ephraim Kanarfogel51 would have it? The 
latter theory is perhaps more consistent with evidence of continuity with 
pre-Crusade thought, something that Elisheva Baumgarten posits in the 
context of fasting practices.52

CHALLENGE OF THE NATIONS: LINES 21–25

Match-up of Millennialisms: Parrying the Promise of Parousia

In this section, R. Meir b. Isaac describes how the kingdoms gather 
“like the waves of the sea” and wonder about the “signs.” They ask who 
is the God for whom the Jews allow themselves to be martyred. They 
offer to do the Jews’ bidding should they join them. The Jews respond 
with an extended description of the eschaton, against which all of their 
“greatness” pales in comparison.

This passage is a paraphrase of Mekhilta (Shira, 3); but in that context, 
the rejoinder is not a description of future events, but rather praises of 
God. What motivated the paytan to excerpt this particular passage?

The choice and phrasing of the passage become perhaps more compre-
hensible in light of the intellectual environment of the eleventh century. 
The “most infl uential legal work of the eleventh century” was the Decretum 

46 Matania Ben-Gedaliah, “The Teaching of Esoteric Torah in the Doctrine of the 
Early Tosafi sts in Ashkenaz” [Hebrew], Michlol 1 (2016), 127–146.

47 Ephraim Kanarfogel, “Traces of Esoteric Studies in the Tosafi st Period,” Pro-
ceedings of the World Congress of Jewish Studies 3:2 (1993), 1–8.

48 Siddur Rabbeinu Shlomo mi-Germaiza ve-Siddur Hasidei Ashkenaz. Moshe 
Hershler, ed., (Jerusalem, 1972), 99.

49 Haym Soloveitchik, “Piety, Pietism and German Pietism, Sefer Ḥasidim and the 
Infl uence of Ḥasidei Ashkenaz,” Jewish Quarterly Review 92 (2002): 455–493.

50 Joseph Dan, “The History of the Idea of Repentence of Hasidei Ashkenaz,” in 
Benjamin Ish-Shalom and Shalom Rosenberg, Yovel Orot (Avi Chai, 1985), 221–228.

51 Ephraim Kanarfogel, “R. Judah he-Ḥasid and the Rabbinic Scholars of Regensburg: 
Interactions, Infl uences and Implications,” Jewish Quarterly Review 96 (2006): 17–37.

52 Elisheva Baumgarten, “Appropriation and Differentiation: Jewish Identity in 
Medieval Ashkenaz,” AJS Review 42:1 (April 2018), 39–63.
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of Burchard (1000-1025), Bishop of R. Meir b. Isaac’s own Worms, a book 
of Church law published soon after the year 1000. Among its canons are a 
recapitulation of a law from Regino of Prum’s ninth-century Libri duo de 
synodalibus causis: murderers of Jews and pagans should do penance. 
However, where Regino had written (II 94) that the rationale is that “it 
was not at all commanded to the people of old that they should wage war 
against other nations unless those nations had rejected a peace agreement 
offered to them,” Burchard (6.34) replaces this with the rationale that such 
murderers had “extinguished the image of God, and the hope of a future 
conversion.” The new rationale is part of Burchard’s efforts elsewhere in 
the Decretum to promote a concept found not merely in the Hebrew Bible 
(Gen. 9:6) but also the New Testament (I Cor. 11:7), that all humans are 
made in the image of God, and, therefore, killing is sinful. However, the 
emphasis on Jews as potential converts is new and notable.53

Both of these desiderata on the part of Burchard—promoting the 
respect for human life as in the image of God, as well as conversion of 
the Jews—may dovetail with another contemporaneous phenomenon. 
From the 980s through the 1040s, a movement known as the “Peace of 
God”54 was begun by bishops and other clerics, aiming to curb violence 
against church property and personnel by knights bearing arms. The 
movement began with three large assemblies convened by Bishop Guy 
II of Le Puy in open fi elds outside French cities between 978 and 994 
and was marked by the swearing of oaths. “Peace Councils” are attested 
to have taken place in locations throughout France in 989, 994, 999-
1000, 1010-1011, 1015, 1025, 1029-30 and 1036 (and at least four 
more councils between 1027 and 1033, if Ademar of Chabannes, a 
monk of Angouleme and Limoges and a notorious forger, is to be 
believed).55

After 1033, this movement fl ourished widely, likely due to millennial 
speculation surrounding the 1000th year from the crucifi xion of Jesus, 
although the extent of popular millenarian speculation in the eleventh 
century is a matter of intense scholarly debate. The Cluniac monk Rodolfus 
Glaber describes a Peace Council from this time as follows (Opera: His-
torarum Libri Quinque, 4.5.14–16):

53 Greta Austin, Shaping Church Law Around the Year 1000: The Decretum of 
Burchard of Worms (Ashgate, 2009), 157–158.

54 See Thomas Head and Richard Landes, The Peace of God: Social Violence and 
Religious Response in France Around the Year 1000 (Cornell University Press, 
1992).

55 Thomas Head, “Peace and Power in France Around the Year 1000,” Essays in 
Medieval Studies 23 (2006), 1–17.
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At the millennium of the Lord’s Passion, which followed these years of 
famine and disaster…. Throughout the dioceses it was decreed that in 
fi xed places the bishops and magnates of the entire country should convene 
councils for re-establishing peace and consolidating the holy faith. When 
the people heard this, great, middling, and poor, they came rejoicing and 
ready, one and all, to obey the commands of the clergy no less than if they 
had been given a voice from heaven speaking to men on earth.... At the 
sight of all these miracles, all those assembled raised their palms skyward 
and shouted “Peace! Peace! Peace!” This was the sign of their marriage 
to God in a perpetual covenant. It was understood that after fi ve years all 
should repeat this wonderful celebration in order to confi rm the peace.

Here we have attestation of “coming and gathering” (couplet 22) 
and the extended hands, perhaps, indeed, recapitulated “waves.” Richard 
Landes notes that a conciliar decree concerned “on not kissing Jews,” 
ostensibly with the “kiss,” i.e., compact, of peace, in Ademar’s terminology. 
Thus, there is indirect evidence that the Peace Councils involved out-
reach to Jews as well, their aims paralleling Burchard’s twin concerns for 
preserving human life against violence as well as cooperating with Jews 
elsewhere in Christendom. In Landes’ estimation, the Peace councils were 
part of an egalitarian and transformative apocalyptic millennial movement 
(rather than a hierarchical and cataclysmic one, which indeed expressed 
itself in anti-Jewish and anti-heretic persecutions and ultimately the fi rst 
Crusade)—calculated to bring on the Second Coming. Glaber’s rhetoric 
evokes a covenantal event akin to the Jews’ acceptance of the Law at 
Sinai.56 

R. Meir b. Isaac ostensibly lived through these events, the coales-
cence of gentiles “like the waves of the sea,” extending an olive branch to 
the Jews, creating a foil of the Sinai event, and a general atmosphere ask-
ing that the Jews convert so as to facilitate the Second Coming. 

The most logical response is a detailed accounting of the spectacular 
Jewish expectations of eschatology, next to which Christian descriptions 
of Parousia pale in comparison.

The Signs Preceding the End of the World Are “Bilingual”

Line 22 notes that the gentiles ask “regarding the otot” (signs). While the 
scope of messianic speculation among Christians in the eleventh century 

56 Richard Landes, “What Happens When Jesus Doesn’t Come: Jewish and 
Christian Relations in Apocalyptic Time,” Terrorism and Political Violence 14:1 (2002), 
241–274.
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is a matter of debate, the fact of Jewish speculation at the same time is 
fi rmly established. A Jewish apocalypse called “Otot ha-Mashiah” com-
posed in the Byzantine context is the culmination of a tradition of por-
tents of the advent of the Messiah from as early as the Dead Sea Scrolls 
that expresses itself in numerous medieval Jewish apocalypses and also 
fi nds expression in the Gospels (explicitly in John 11:47 but also Matthew 
27:51–54, Mark 15:38–39, and Luke 24:45–47).57 This work, along 
with other apocalypses like Sefer Zerubavel, helped fuel messianic specula-
tion among Jews in the eleventh century. The latter book predicted the 
messianic advent 990 years after the destruction of the Second Temple, 
and indeed a messianic pretender in Laon in the 1060s may have drawn 
inspiration from this; another messianic speculation involved the 256th 
(in Gematria, ranu, as in Jeremiah 31:7) nineteen-year lunar cycle (1085-
1104 C.E.), as referenced in the apocalyptic Crusade chronicle of Solomon 
bar Samson.58 However, most of this speculation occurred or originated 
outside of Ashkenaz proper, and in fact Ashkenaz is notable for the 
absence of both messianic speculation and messianic pretenders until 
the sixteenth century, in stark contrast with Sefarad. There is consider-
able debate among scholars if the difference is genuine, as Gerson 
Cohen argues, or if—as Elisheva Carlebach argues—Ashkenazic sources 
intentionally obscured such phenomena so as to avoid providing ammu-
nition to Christians, who would use false messiahs or messianic predic-
tions to their polemical advantage.59 

If the latter, one wonders if R. Meir b. Isaac here references unre-
corded Jewish responses to Christian claims regarding how to interpret 
and respond to events of the early eleventh century—war, famines, 
earthquake,60 two total lunar eclipses, a very bright supernova and other 
astronomical events,61 including Halley’s comet in 1066, a rain of “blood” 

57 Marius Nel, “The Signs of the Messiah (‘Otot Hamashiach) and Jewish 
Apocalypticism,” Journal of Early Christian History 2:2 (2012), 63–79.

58 Natalie E. Latteri, Pesher, ha-Zonah, and Teshuvah in Solomon’s Apocalypse: 
Text and Context of the Chronicle of Solomon bar Samson, Ph.D. Dissertation (The 
University of New Mexico, 2017).

59 See David Berger, “Sephardic and Ashkenazic Messianism in the Middle Ages: 
An Examination of the Historiographical Controversy,” in his Cultures in Collision 
and Conversation (Academic Studies Press: 2011), 289–311.

60 David C. Van Meter, “Selected Documents on Eschatological Expectations and 
Social Change around the Year 1000,” in in Richard Landes, et al., eds., The Apocalyp-
tic Year 1000: Religious Expectation and Social Change, 950-1050 (Oxford University 
Press, 2003), 340.

61 Bradley A. Schaefer, “The Astronomical Situation around the Year 1000,” in 
Richard Landes, et al., eds., The Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious Expectation and 
Social Change, 950-1050 (Oxford University Press, 2003), 329–335.
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in Aquitaine in 102762—in light of each other’s traditions regarding 
“signs of the Messiah.”

Much at (the) Stake: The Matter of Martyr

The arithmetic center of the poem is couplet 23, in which the nations 
inquire as to the Jews’ willingness to suffer, or perhaps even martyr them-
selves for their God.

The matter of martyrdom was a sore point for Christians in the elev-
enth century. Ademar describes three episodes of anti-Jewish persecution 
in the fi rst half of the millennial century. In the fi rst, in Limoges in 1010, 
Hilduin, the bishop of Limoges, forced the Jews of his city to convert or 
leave. Only three or four did convert, and the overwhelming majority 
refused and departed from the city; some even committed suicide rather 
than to allow themselves to be baptized. In contrast, in an event that 
became well-publicized throughout Christian Europe, the “Mad Caliph” 
of the Fatimids, al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, in his persecution of religious 
minorities not only attacked the Church of the Holy Sepulcher but also 
forcibly converted Christians; only three or four refused to convert to 
Islam.63 Ademar lists the startling unwillingness of Christians to embrace 
martyrdom among the signs of the apocalypse.64 In stark contast, the 
martyrdom of Jews demonstrated their readiness for self-sacrifi ce.

The favorable comparison of Jews relative to Christians and Muslims 
in the matter of readiness to self-sacrifi ce is a theme in later Ashkenaz 
literature, and willingness to be martyred as proof positive of a religion’s 
truth is the focus of a variant on the Kuzari story in the thirteenth-century 
apologetic text Sefer Nitzahon Yashan.65

Perhaps of interest, the episode of martyrdom referenced is that of 
being cast into a den of lions—which corresponds biblically to Daniel’s 

62 In June of 1027, a red rain fell on the maritime parts of Aquitaine in southwest-
ern France. The phenomenon is now thought to be caused by aerial spores of the 
Trentepohlia algae, which have a strong orange color. Paul Edward Dutton, “Obser-
vations on Early Medieval Weather in General, Bloody Rain in Particular,” in Jennifer 
R. Davis and Michael McCormick, eds., The Long Morning of Medieval Europe: New 
Directions in Early Medieval Studies (Routledge, 2016), 163–180.

63 Michael Frassetto, “Heretics and Jews in the Writings of Ademar of Chabannes 
and the Origins of Medieval Anti-Semitism,” Church History 71:1 (2002) 1–15.

64 Johannes Fried, “Awaiting the End of Time Around the Turn of the Year 1000,” 
in Richard Landes, et al., eds., The Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious Expectation and 
Social Change, 950-1050 (Oxford University Press, 2003), 35.

65 David Berger, The Jewish-Christian Debate in the High Middle Ages: A Critical 
Edition of the Nizzahon Vetus (Jason Aronson, 1996), 216–218; see commentary on 
334.
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act of self-sacrifi ce. There are other candidates for biblical exemplars of 
martyrdom, including Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, in the same biblical 
book, who allowed themselves to be thrown into the furnace. However, 
the latter gave their lives rather than bow to an idol, comporting them-
selves with the law that prohibits idol worship on pain of death; the 
former gave his life for prayer, which is not similarly regarded. Is this 
signifi cant? Does it connect to the overall theme of the poem, spotlight-
ing Jewish praise of God, prayer, as the telos of creation? Does it perhaps 
also hint at a more expansive doctrine of self-sacrifi ce of a piece with the 
infl uences66 that produced the outcome in R. Meir b. Isaac’s hometown a 
year after his passing, in 1096, when entire communities sacrifi ced them-
selves and often their children rather than to submit to forced conversion? 

Regardless, it may be interesting to note that, consistent with Lucia 
Raspe’s analysis of the legend of Amnon of Mainz, martyrdom is celebrat-
ed here not for its own sake, as in the Christian tradition, but is connected 
with the disclosure of the truth of Jewish religion (couplet 25).67

Lowered Taxes, Raised Hopes

The line depicting the nations praising and offering leadership to the Jews 
if they agree to mix among them (couplet 24) is fascinating in light of the 
fact that the major controversy in the latter half of the eleventh century 
was in fact that of leadership. During the tenth century, German kings—
designated Emperors of the Holy Roman Empire, since Pope Leo III 
crowned Charlemagne as such in 800—began to transfer public authority 
from counts to bishops; Worms emerged a center of economic and politi-
cal power, and its bishop Burchard was indeed an exemplar of the ideal 
bishop, combining the secular political with the pastoral.68 In the latter 
part of the century, the matter of investiture of clergy became a matter of 
confl ict between the German crown and the papacy, leading to the 
excommunication of Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV and outright war 
between the latter and the papacy under Gregory VII and his successors; 
while the bishops of Worms tended to side with the papacy, its people—
and Jews—supported Henry IV, and were rewarded with tax exemptions 

66 For a list, see Avraham Grossman, “The Cultural and Social Background in Jew-
ish Martyrdom in Germany in 1096,” in Alfred Haverkamp, ed., Juden und Christen 
zur Zeit der Kreuzzüge (Thorbecke, 1999), 73–86.

67 See Elisheva Baumgarten, “Review of ‘Jü dische Hagiographie im mittelalterlichen 
Aschkenas’, by Lucia Raspe” [Hebrew], Zion 73:4 (2008), 500–505. 

68 David S. Bachrach, The History of a Medieval German City, Worms c. 1000-c. 
1300: Translation and Commentary (Ashgate, 2014).
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in 1074, and favored with privileges and protections in a charter in 
1090.69

But while Henry IV wished to name his own bishops, we have no evi-
dence that he would have preferred Jewish converts. On the other hand, 
among the Jews themselves, there are strong folk traditions supporting a 
supposition that a Jew could rise to the highest position in the Christian 
hierarchy in their own time. A widespread legend fi rst attested to in a 
fourteenth-century manuscript tells the tale of Elhanan the Jewish pope, 
son of the great tenth and early eleventh-century paytan and leader R. 
Shimon b. Isaac b. Abun of Mainz. Abducted as a child, he reached the 
papacy. Subsequently he arranged circumstances such that he would meet 
and disclose himself to his father, after which he publicly repudiated his 
new religion and either returned with his father or committed suicide, 
depending upon the version. Some link this legend with another, from 
the late antiquity or early medieval Toledot Yeshu traditions, which have 
the very fi rst pope—Simon Cephas, or Peter—as a crypto-Rabbinic loyal-
ist who intentionally effectuated the parting of the ways so as to prevent 
proselytism among Jews, and who continued to produce piyyutim for the 
Jews.70 The Elhanan legend would fi t nicely with our poem, but Lucia 
Raspe associates the legend with Anacletus II, the twelfth-century pope 
from the Pierleoni family, descended from a Jewish convert, who must 
have left a deep impression on Jews of the time.71 If this is the origin, then 
the earliest possible date for the folktale post-dates R. Meir b. Isaac and 
Akdamut.

ELABORATION OF ESCHATOLOGY: LINES 26–42

Describing the Unknowable: The Poem’s Inclusio

Parallel to the opening trope of the second section, “if all the skies were 
ink,” which details the indescribability of Divine splendor, the middle 
couplet of this penultimate section (34) is the paraphrase of Isaiah 64:3 

69 Friedrich Lotter, “The Scope and Effectiveness of Imperial Jewry Law in the 
High Middle Ages,” Jewish History 4:1 (1989), 31–58.

70 Wout-Jacques van Bekkum, “The Poetical Qualities of the Apostle Peter,” Zutot 
3:1 (2003), 16–25.

71 Lucia Raspe, “Payyetanim as Heroes of Medieval Folk Narrative,” in Peter 
Schafer, Klaus Herrmann, Margarete Schleuter, Giuseppe Veltri, eds., Jewish Studies 
Between the Disciplines, (Brill, 2003), 356; Joseph Bamberger, Ha-Apifi or ha-Yehudi. 
le-Toldoteha shel Aggada mi-Yemei ha-Benayim be-Ashkenaz (Bar-Ilan University 
Press, 2009).



Aton M. Holzer

87

(based on Berakhot 35b) which asserts that the beauty of the eschatologi-
cal Divine revelation is one which lips cannot express, which has never 
been seen or heard even by the prophets. The central section likewise 
touches on this epistemic theme (couplet 25) in the dialogue between the 
Jews and gentiles regarding the knowledge of God.

Saving the Beast for Last: Back to the Beginning, Yet Moving Forward 

A point of interest is that which the author selects in his depiction of 
the eschaton. A century on, Maimonides in his Commentary to the 
Mishna Sanhedrin (10:1) would write of the confusion surrounding 
these matters, elaborating fi ve different views current in his day, all of 
which he rejects as erroneous. 

In Akdamut, two contradictory Rabbinic depictions are juxtaposed. 
After describing the ingathering of the exiles and holy vessels to Jerusalem, 
two visions are elaborated. First, that of Berakhot 17a, “In the World to 
Come there is no eating or drinking… but the righteous sit, their crowns 
on their heads and enjoy the radiance of the Divine presence” is described, 
culminating in couplet 36–37 with the apperception of the Divine amidst 
the dancing righteous (Ta’anit 31a). Couplet 34 mentions the indescrib-
able nature of this spiritual exultation, that which no eye has seen, and no 
ear has heard. Then couplets 38–42 turn to that which is actually rather 
describable: detail of the Divine banquet at the end of time, in which the 
Leviathan, Behemoth, and primordial wine will be served (Bava Batra 
74b, Sanhedrin 99a, Berakhot 34b). 

It is not diffi cult to imagine that the poet would like to assure his audi-
ence of compensation for the physical pleasures that they are sacrifi cing 
in this world by dint of their fealty to Judaism. Also, the jousting of the 
Behemoth and Leviathan may have evoked the sword play of the armed 
knights, who caused the most trouble for even pre-Crusade Ashkenazic 
Jewry, or even the sparring nation-states that empowered them. Their 
demise, one at the other’s and the other at God’s hand, might have been 
quite comforting for the medieval Jewish mind. Nonetheless, after laying 
out a vision of incorporeal exultation, it seems anticlimactic to close with 
what follows: a rather physical banquet, albeit with ample helpings of fi sh, 
meat, and wine. 

On one level, perhaps this choice also speaks to the author’s own 
context in a different way. Another canon in Burchard’s Decretum pro-
hibits Christians from eating with Jews (19.132), part of a program to 
isolate Jews from Christian society; an appropriate comeuppance is that 
the exclusive “assembly of the righteous” (couplet 43) will be treated to 
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the ultimate sumptuous banquet, and those who abominate the Jews will 
be “covered in shame” (couplet 27) and excluded.

However, on closer examination, the depictions also serve an impor-
tant poetic purpose: thematic symmetry. In the Talmudic passage in Bava 
Batra 74b–75a, the Behemoth and the Leviathan, as primordial creatures 
slaughtered at the messianic feast, are the subject of an exquisitely struc-
tured sequence in which they complete the span from Creation to the 
End and symbolize the triumph of the righteous over disobedient, primi-
tive nature.72 In this manner they are matched by the wine stored since 
the seven days of Creation, which belongs to a different Talmudic passage, 
but also shares in having been present at Creation and being consumed at 
the end of time; and the symbolic thrust of the banquet legends matches 
the spiritual exultation that triumphs over the gentile vision in the forego-
ing couplets. The banquet sequence aptly closes a poem that begins with 
creation and ends with the eschaton and highlights the critical nature of 
the Jews’ Divine service, and whose ultimate couplet reads “Exalted is the 
Lord in the beginning and end, He desired and took interest in us and 
gave us His Torah.”

Despite the symmetry, there is also a form of progression in the poem. 
The groups of creatures presented are ordered in lifespan: from the angels 
who do God’s bidding unquestioningly, who survive only long enough to 
recite their praise (couplet 15); to human beings who endure longer, some 
of whom use their time to praise God morning and night and even give 
their lives for Him (couplet 23), others who do not know Him; to primor-
dial, rebellious beings who existed for the entire duration of the world, who 
will die in a battle with one another, for Divine entertainment (couplets 
38–39); and fi nally, to the immortal souls of the righteous, who will enjoy 
the delights that await and accompany God beyond world’s end.

PROMISE TO THE ASSEMBLED: LINES 43–45

God Bless Who? Depends on Who’s Listening

Somewhat unusually, R. Meir turns to the audience and provides a blessing 
or reassurance. Who are the “righteous ones” who have “heard the praise 
of the song” and will thereby merit to be set in “those groups?” Does this 
refer to the entire congregation, or perhaps to a different group?

72 See exploration in Michael A. Fishbane, “The Great Dragon Battle and Talmu-
dic Redaction,” in The Exegetical Imagination: On Jewish Thought and Theology 
(Harvard University Press, 1998), 41–55.
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This perhaps is connected to a more general question—that is, who 
understood the prayers? With regard to the classical period in the Land of 
Israel, this is a matter of debate between Hayyim Schirmann, who argued 
that the majority of synagogue-goers in the early medieval period could 
understand the poetic compositions of the paytanim, and Shraga 
Abramson, followed by Ezra Fleischer, who felt that the audience did not, 
and were not required to, understand the piyyutim, which were recited by 
the hazzan-poet and a small choir, who satisfi ed the audience’s obliga-
tion.73 Shulamit Elizur shows that within the kedushta-structure there 
were piyyutim like the magen and mehaye that were likely too complex for 
the average listener, and the asiriya, which was accessible to a broad au-
dience.74 Regardless of which view we accept regarding Byzantine Pales-
tine, the situation in pre-Crusade Ashkenaz may have been a bit different. 
Ephraim Kanarfogel suggests that, in contrast to Sefarad, there was a high 
level of literacy among Jewish men in Ashkenaz, based on Rabbinic rul-
ings that demonstrate literary memory at play in Jewish liturgical practic-
es.75 Nonetheless, it seems that there was a stratifi cation in terms of who 
in the audience could understand which of the prayers. In Medieval Ash-
kenaz and northern France, newly composed piyyut was often understood 
only by “male, highly literate graduates of the Tosafi st schools.”76

At the top of the societal structure, in the Land of Israel, was the 
hazzan-paytan, who was seen as comparable to the kohen performing 
offerings in the Temple. The synagogue and its leadership, which includ-
ed the rosh knesset (archisynagogos) and the hazzan, were the primary 
institutions and leadership of Eretz Yisrael and derivative communities, 
whereas the academies and roshei yeshiva constituted the helms and helms-
men of Babylonian Jewry. In early medieval Italy and Ashkenaz, there was 
a transitional phase in which the roles combined in the same individuals; 
by the twelfth century, piyyut-composition (and the esteem for the 
hazzan-role) was on its way to disappearance.77 R. Meir b. Isaac, a halakhic 

73 See discussion in Wout-Jacques van Bekkum, “Hearing and Understanding Piyyut 
in the Liturgy of the Synagogue,” Zutot 1:1 (2001), 58–63.

74 Shulamit Elizur, “The Congregation in the Synagogue and the Ancient Qedushta” 
[Hebrew] in Shulamit Elizur, et al., eds., Knesset Ezra: Literature and Life in the 
Synagogue – Studies Presented to Ezra Fleischer, (Yad Ben-Zvi, 1994), 171–190.

75 Ephraim Kanarfogel, “Prayer, Literacy and Literary Memory in the Jewish 
Communities of Medieval Europe,” in Ra’anan S. Boustan, et al., eds., Jewish Studies at 
the Crossroads of Anthropology and History: Authority, Diaspora, Tradition (University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 250–270.

76 Susan L. Einbinder, Beautiful Death: Jewish Poetry and Martyrdom in Medieval 
France (Princeton University Press, 2002), 8–9.

77 Robert Bonfi l, History and Folklore, 114–116.
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virtuoso and community leader who was a hazzan and paytan—one who 
knew how to evoke the emotions and yearnings of the congregation with 
original compositions—was an exemplar of the style of leadership of the 
Eretz Yisrael variety.

Who were the men of this early mixed yeshiva-synagogue, who 
ultimately changed Ashkenaz into a Babylonian-dominant halakhic 
culture? For Haym Soloveitchik, pre-Crusade Ashkenaz, perhaps only 
a generation or two before R. Meir, contained an anonymous scholarly 
class of native Aramaic-speakers, dissenters from the regnant Judeo-
Arabic civilization that held sway in Baghdad, imported from one of 
“the small towns… [or] ‘less sophisticated’ quarters of the large cities.”78 
This may render comprehensible the introduction79 of the practice of 
Targum for the seventh day of Passover and Shavuot in pre-Crusade 
Ashkenaz. Numerous sources including Mahzor Vitry (158/Pesach 19), 
Tosafot (Megilla 24a, s.v. ve-im), and Raban of Lunel (tefi lla 58) who record 
this practice as serving the purpose of pirsumei nisa, publicizing the 
miracle—but the formulation of the Kol Bo is particularly striking:

And they practiced on the seventh day of Passover and on the fi rst day of 
Shavuot in many places to translate the entire portion, so as to make it 
understandable to women and simpletons the miracles and wonders and 
to stimulate their ears and they will give God thanks on this matter, for at 
that time that it was established all would speak Aramaic, and at this time 
the custom does not move from its place…80

By the time that this was written, Aramaic had long ceased to be a spoken 
language in any major center of Jewry; in fact, the “artifi cial” language of 
the pre-Crusade reshuyot themselves bespeaks a written language rather 
than a spoken one.81 However, a century before R. Meir b. Isaac, there 
perhaps were women and children who were native Aramaic speakers—
imported from the Babylonian hinterlands—and the retention of their 
Babylonian practice of Targum for two readings a year actually served the 
purpose of “publicizing the miracle,” for themselves and their families. 
In subsequent generations Aramaic was passed only to the scholarly class, 
the experts, and by the time that reshuyot were written, it was these elite 
groups—e.g., the sages of Mainz whose explanations of obscure Aramaic 

78 Haym Soloveitchik, “On the Third Yeshivah,” 319.
79 See Peter Sh. Lenhardt, “The Role of Targum Samuel.”
80 Kol Bo 52, Orehot Hayyim Tefi llat ha-Mo’adim 7.
81 Leeor Gottlieb, “Composition of Targums after the Decline of Aramaic as a 

Spoken Language,” Aramaic Studies 12 (2014) 1–8.



Aton M. Holzer

91

words are cited in the Arukh82 (and undoubtedly, parallel circles in 
Worms)—who were best positioned to understand them.

This proposed evolution of Aramaic from the vernacular of immigrants 
to the literary language of the elite seems of a piece with the later emer-
gence of late medieval Aramaic as the language of esoterica, including 
magico-mystical and Kabbalistic texts, whether the latter represents 
Ashkenaz-to-Sefarad infl uence or parallel development. Recent scholar-
ship by Charles Mopsik and Yehuda Liebes indeed challenge Gershom 
Scholem’s claim that Zoharic Aramaic is an artifi cial invention and 
instead situate it in the context of a living literary language.83

As such, one might tentatively stratify medieval piyyut into three sorts, 
as far as their comprehension by the masses:

1.  Basic prayers and piyyut, which are readily comprehensible to all 
literate males.

2. Complex piyyutim that are committed to verbatim memory, such 
as classical piyyut in Ashkenaz, which became part of the invariant 
prayer services, recited by all and understood by the initiated. Many 
Italian and Ashkenazic piyyut compositions belong in this category 
as well.

3. Newly composed Aramaic piyyutim (and even the Targum it-
self!) that are widely understood only to the paytan and a select 
group of scholars.

If this is correct, then the audience to whom R. Meir turns—the 
zaka’in—are those who study Torah at its highest level; those who will be 
established in the supernal haburata are the same as those who are in the 
earthly haburata kadisha referenced in the near-contemporaneous Yekum 
Purkan prayer.84 In Mahzor Vitry’s version, this includes the “heads of the 
rows of students, heads of the Rabbinic academies, judges at the gates, 
judges of the town.” Next comes “and to all Torah scholars, and all their 
students, and all their students’ students, and all who involve themselves 
in the Torah…”

82 See Soloveitchik, “On the Third Yeshivah,” 302.
83 See discussion in Alinda Damsma, “The Aramaic of the Zohar: The Status 

Quaestionis,” in Lily O. Kahn, ed., Jewish Languages in Historical Perspective (Brill, 
2018), 9–38.

84 See Neil Danzig, “Two Insights from a Ninth-Century Liturgical Handbook: 
The Origins of Yequm Purqan and Qaddish de-Hadata,” in Stefan Reif, ed., The 
Cambridge Genizah Collections: Their Contents and Signifi cance (Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 74–122.
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However, the blessing also extends to those who obey the forth-
coming Divine words, the Ten Commandments, that emerge in beauty—
the telos of creation is the Jew who recites the Shema, not necessarily 
the scholar, and structurally, the poem places the martyr on a pedestal. 
The poem, even if comprehensible only to the scholarly elite, presents a 
message that is accessible to all, one that is the opposite of elitism—all 
those who obey the Divine commandments will merit the ultimate reward, 
sitting in the rows of the Divine academy. Consistent with the message 
of the Shavuot holiday, the greatest reward that can accrue to the faith-
ful, even beyond the most incomparable delicacies, is Torah study at the 
highest level, in the yeshiva shel ma’ala.

Summary and Conclusion

The fi nal couplet indeed aptly summarizes the poem. God is exalted in 
the beginning (creation) and in the end (the eschaton); he gave the Torah 
to the Jewish people, and thus rendered them partners in the drama of 
world history. The words “He desired us and was pleased with us” may 
perhaps be a subtle anti-Christian polemic, seen in light of the superses-
sionist doctrine of Christian Europe. The particular choice of the word 
mesar, “passed (via tradition)” seems to reference the ending of the poem: 
transmission (cf. Avot 1:1) is the means by which God gave the Torah, 
and it is the Sages, who comprise the chain of transmission, who make 
this possible.85 It seems most fi tting that the reshut for Shavuot (by this 
time accepted undisputedly as the holiday of the receiving of the Torah), 
that this paean to the people and especially its scholars, on their holiday, 
conclude with this reference to their project.

The thematic and structural richness of Akdamut ensured its preser-
vation for posterity. Its theme is the continuity of Jewish praise and study, 
which will bring about the transition of the world to a new reality. But the 
identity of its author fi ts its themes perfectly. As the poem reveals, R. Meir 
b. Isaac is a key fi gure in the continuity and legacy of eleventh-century 
Judaism. He draws upon paytanic traditions of Eretz Yisrael, Babylonian 
halakha-centric attitudes, Greco-Roman Jewish deuterocanonical and mysti-
cal works, and even emerging Sephardic poetic conventions. He is famil-
iar with the writings of the bishops and charters of kings and has his fi nger 
on the pulse of both his own community as well as the surrounding Chris-
tian world of Italy, Germany, and France. He and his colleagues shaped 
Ashkenaz as we know it, and yet he and his world have vanished with 

85 See Amram Tropper, “The Fate of Jewish Historiography after the Bible: A New 
Interpretation,” History and Theory 43 (2004), 179–197.
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barely a trace, obscured by the catastrophe and destruction that followed—
his own grave-marker vanished. But as in the tale, we are not bereft; even 
as his other poetry, even as the performance of Targum, has been consigned 
to obscurity, Akdamut remains. R. Meir b. Isaac has left a “preface” to the 
millennium of Jewish civilization that he set in motion, and his signature 
is inscribed upon it. 


