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By Tali Loewenthal

By Michael Berkowitz

By Mark Geller



SACHA STERN

WELCOME
FROM THE HEAD OF 
DEPARTMENT

I am writing this piece soon after our first ever 
alumni reception, which was held last week 
(Thursday 7 March). It brought together many 
old friends and faces, students, recent 
graduates, as well as alumni from many 
decades gone by. In hosting this event, we 
made it clear that students remain part of our 
community even many years after leaving – we 
remember, in fact, far more of our students 
than they are probably themselves aware. Just 
finding out what everyone was doing, and how 
a degree in Hebrew and Jewish Studies could 
lead to most interesting careers, started off 
some very good conversations. We look 
forward to repeating this event on a regular 
basis, and to meet whoever was not able to 
make it this time round.
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A few more things to report. The 
return to the Department of Mark 
Geller, after nearly ten years of 
secondment in Berlin, has 
brought about notable 
developments in the Institute of 
Jewish Studies, of which he is 
the long-standing Director. Many 
will have noted that this year’s 
IJS public lecture series has 
significantly expanded, with the 
enhanced participation of our 
academic, research and teaching 
staff, who have been contributing 
some excellent lectures on their 
current research.
 
As the second term of the year is 
about to end, we are already 
planning our teaching provision 
for next year, with a number of 
brand new courses including 
attractive half-unit modules on 
‘The history of the Hebrew 
language’ and ‘Israel and 
Palestine’. We are also 
developing longer-term plans for 
the creation of entirely new 
degree programmes. It is too 
early for any announcements to 
be made, but I hope to report on 
this further at the next newsletter. 

Our ambition, as always, is to 
offer our students the broadest 
range of options, and to update 
continually our teaching in line 
with the latest developments in 
research.
 
The impending approach to 
Brexit, in the coming weeks, 
worries us in more than one way. 
Brexit is bound to affect our 
prospects of recruiting students 
from Europe. EU students have 
made a considerable contribution 
to the Department for as long as 
I can remember, and it would 
devastating for us to see them 
dwindle away.
 
Brexit also casts a shadow on 
the future of research funding in 
the UK and, in particular, in our 
Department. Much of our past 
funding, which was used for 
employing early career staff and 
running very successful research 
projects, workshops, and 
conferences has come from 
European funding such as the 
ERC (European Research 
Council). 
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Although the government has 
pledged to underwrite and 
replace any loss of EU funding 
after Brexit, I somehow doubt 
that this pledge will ever be 
fulfilled. Even if it does 
materialize, UK replacement 
funding will come with terms and 
conditions that are the trademark 
of British research councils: for 
example, the obligation to ‘prove’ 
that research generates societal 
and/or economic impact. British 
obsession with ‘impact’, which 
has been developing over the 
last ten years, is restrictive and 
counter-productive: it stifles 
research, subdues it to external, 
political agendas, and steers it 
away from innovation, discovery, 
and the open-minded expansion 
of human knowledge. The loss of 
European funding, which until 
now has been awarded on the 
sole criterion academic 
excellence, will be most 
regrettable.

For us, this is made worse by the 
inherently international character 
of our field: in Jewish Studies, 
research and innovation strives 
on collaborations with research 
colleagues in Israel, Europe, and 
the USA. Cutting out our links 
with Europe will not be to our 
advantage – but who knows what 
is still to come.
 
Sacha Stern
Head of Department

Happy 
Purim!
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MARK  GELLER

1

ALUMNI  EVENT SONJA  NOLL

2 3

Sonja Noll is sadly 
leaving us in mid-
June, for a new 
teaching job in 

Santiago. We thank 
her for the past four 
years, and wish her 

good luck in her  
new adventure

We'll miss you, Sonja!

9     |     BOOK I S H  MAGA Z I N E

NEWSHJS

”“

The alumni event 
was held on 7th 

March 2019 in the 
Wilkins Garden 

room for staff and 
students, present 

and past

A Festschrift in his 
honour, featuring 

contributions from 
38 academics, was 

presented early this 
year to Mark Geller 

entitled: 
Mesopotamian 

Medicine and Magic 
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Musical Matters:
Man & God, an original musical about the inventors of Kodachrome 

and 
The Tsar Wants His Photograph Taken, a one-act comic opera 

by Kurt Weill & Georg Kaiser

Michael Berkowitz

Throughout this past academic 
year I've attempted to turn my 
research, and general scholarly 
and teaching interests, into 
performance-based events for a 
general public.  So, nu, what's a 
historian doing in a 
theatre? What does this have to 
do with modern Jewish 
history? In short, it's a means to 
transform scholarship into 
'impact'--which is (supposedly) a 
significant part of how we are to 
be evaluated, as a department, 
by the powers-that-be.  
 
But as to be expected, from my 
perspective, there's a story 
behind this. In 2014 I was 
awarded use of the Bloomsbury 
Theatre at a fraction of the usual 
hire fee, for performances in 
early February 2015, though a 
university-wide staff 
competition.  

The programme is intended to 
encourage UCL faculty to 
sponsor events, open to the 
general public, that complement 
their research and teaching. With 
a colleague from the University 
of York, Dr Lisa Peschel, I 
proposed to stage a play and 
several songs and comedic 
scenes that were created by 
prisoners in the Theresienstadt 
ghetto during the Second World 
War. One half of the show 
comprised a one-act play, "The 
Smoke from Home", and the 
other half a cabaret under the 
heading "Laugh With Us".
 
For "The Smoke from Home" we 
employed the director from an 
earlier series of performances 
held in York, and for "Laugh With 
Us" we selected Leo Doulton—
who was then in his last year of a 
history BA at UCL. 
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Directing such a set of period 
pieces, originally in Czech, from 
the 1940s, would be difficult 
enough. But the fact that it was 
the highly complicated work of 
concentration camp inmates, 
most of whom were murdered, 
made it an incredibly challenging 
prospect. Dealing with musical 
comedy in the context of the 
Holocaust is perplexing for the 
most seasoned professionals.
 
In sum: Leo's work, and that of 
his cast and crew, was 
absolutely outstanding. The 
show was bold, funny, exciting—
and deeply moving.
 
In no small part due to my 
extremely positive experience 
with the Theresienstadt project--
and Leo in particular--I applied 
again, the next academic year, 
for use of the Bloomsbury 
Theatre. But because its main 
space was being refurbished, it 
made more sense to opt for the 
newly-launched "Bloomsbury 
Studio".  
 
   

I proposed to produce Kurt Weill 
and Georg Kaiser's one-act 
comic opera, Der Zar lässt sich 
photographieren [The Tsar wants 
his photograph taken] 
(1927). This is a Weimar-era 
opera buffa—an unconventional 
but popular show that was 
immediately shut down upon the 
Nazi takeover of power in 
Germany in 1933. I selected it 
because I have been writing 
about the Jewish engagement 
with photography, which I believe 
is an important subtext of the 
opera. Kurt Weill apparently 
modeled the photographer from 
his own preferred portraitists, 
Lotte Jacobi and Elli Macus. For 
an opera, the story itself is 
relatively interesting, and the 
libretto contains perceptive views 
of the practice and social 
spheres of portrait 
photography. This opera is rarely 
staged or even recorded in our 
time, in large part due to the 
notorious complexity of the 
music. But another reason why 
the opera has not had much of 
an afterlife after the Second 
World War, in my opinion, is 
because the background is not 
well understood or appreciated.
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Leo located a brilliant conductor, 
Johann Stuckenbruck, and a 
fantastic cast, including students 
from UCL. Their handling of The 
Tsar was absolutely 
brilliant. There were different sets 
of challenges compared to 
"Laugh With Us". Leo and 
Johann made a number of 
choices that in some ways 
exercised liberal artistic 
license. They managed to stage 
fabulous performances of the 
opera and the audience regarded 
it as a smash.  
 
Much to my pleasant surprise, 
this year I was asked by the new 
team dealing with cultural affairs 
and public engagement at UCL 
to stage another incarnation 
of The Tsar—but for the main 
stage of the newly refurbished 
Bloomsbury Theatre.  Leo and 
Johann are back!  The response 
to the casting call was 
tremendous. The show is 
scheduled for Saturday night, 
May 4, 7:30 PM in the 
Bloomsbury Studio.
 
Most recently I have engaged 
Leo to write and direct an original 
musical, Man & God, 

based on my academic research 
about the inventors of the 
Kodachrome (colour film) 
process.
 
Man & God—the nickname given 
to the scientists behind 
Kodachrome, Leopold Mannes 
and Leo Godowsky, Jr.—is a 
musical about the birth of colour 
photography, and later attempts 
to use film and sound technology 
to preserve and share the 
creative expression of all of 
mankind. Enfolding the likes of 
Albert Einstein, George 
Gershwin, George Eastman, and 
Adolf Hitler, this story of classical 
and jazz giants, movie stars, 
refugees from Nazi Europe, and 
industrial scientists, is nearly 
unknown—until being set to 
music in this original production.
 
Man & God reveals how the full 
range of colour and sound, 
though film, came to be enjoyed 
by millions. It follows an 
extraordinary path to 
technological revolution—with 
two young classical musicians 
responsible for a monumental 
breakthrough.   
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Reflecting the actual history, Man 
& God relates the exuberance of 
success tempered by the 
anguish of subdued creative 
women, dementia casting a pall 
over a family marked by artistic 
genius, and growing fears that 
humankind may squander its 
cultural inheritance and even 
memory. 'What if what happened 
to the Jews of Europe', we ask, 
'happened to everyone?'
 
The Tsar Wants His Photograph 
Taken and Man & God represent 
groundbreaking collaborations 
between UCL academics and the 
creative industries to explore 
new ways to apply and 
communicate historical research 
to the wider public.
 
Both The Tsar and Man & God 
have diversity at its 
heart. Like Hamilton, our casting 
policy actively seeks a diverse 
cast to reflect marginalised 
experiences, like those of the 
original Jewish and leading 
female subjects.

It incorporates an outreach 
programme with local 
stakeholders to help them 
engage creatively with UCL 
research, the opera, and the 
musical, fostering dialogue 
between academia and the arts.
 
The core message of the shows-
-the underlying humanity of 
society’s outsiders--is a socially 
important one, communicating 
humanities research that 
challenges rising narratives of 
antisemitism and racism.
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E R A S M U S  V I S I T  O F  Y A K I R  P A Z

MARK GELLER

The occasion of an Erasmus 
visitor from the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem to 
UCL always provides an 
opportunity for fresh 
thinking and new 
perspectives on what 
students are labouring over 
and wrestling with. 
 
 

 
Students of Hebrew and 
Jewish Studies are often 
thrown into the deep end, 
usually having to learn new 
languages, or encounter new 
texts, or come face-to-face 
with new ideas. Israeli 
students, of course, come at 
Jewish Studies from a very 
different perspective, with 
Hebrew as their mother 
tongue and having had 
intensive study of the Bible 
and Israelite history in 
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schools, although they 
usually know nothing about 
Tudor England, Mary Queen 
of Scots, or the Magna Carta, 
which is of course a great 
gaping hole in their 
education.
 
It was fortunate, therefore, 
to have an Australian-born 
Israeli as our Erasmus 
exchange visitor, who has a 
good grasp of the strengths 
and weaknesses of British 
students and was not 
expecting the same reactions 
to his talks as he would have 
had in Israel. His talks were 
aimed at provoking and 
stimulating our students 
here, and he managed to 
succeed at this.   
 
Yakir Paz is a lecturer in two 
departments at the Hebrew 
University — Talmud and 
Classics. This is a very 
unusual combination, since it 
is extremely demanding to be 
in control of two very 
separate and distinctive 
disciplines, which are usually 
seen as having virtually 
nothing in common. Classics 
are usually concerned with 
the glorious epochs of Athens 
(Homer, Plato and Aristotle) 
and Republican Rome 
(Augustus and Virgil),

while the Talmud and Rabbinic 
literature in general is usually 
viewed as the wisdom of the 
Orient, full of complicated 
hermeneutical reasoning and 
free association of ideas 
which have little to do with 
accurate historical knowledge.
 
Yakir Paz taught us 
differently.
 
The point about Yakir's 
approach is that he is able to 
show the symbiosis of 
Rabbinic texts with Classical 
culture in Greco-Roman 
Palestine of the Mishnah and 
Talmud and Midrashim, as few 
other scholars are able to do. 
 
His public lecture for the 
Institute of Jewish Studies was 
about dancing with God, an 
idea not usually associated 
with Jewish rituals, but his 
survey of Jewish sources 
showed convincing parallels 
with pagan Greek and even 
Christian texts. Everyone in 
the ancient world seems to 
have been dancing the Hora. 
 
He then gave a department 
seminar showing that some 
Rabbinic texts viewed the 
human body as being 
influenced by astrology, which 
he explained as coming from a 
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pagan Babylonian 
philosopher Audius, whom 
none of us had ever heard of.
 
In Sonja Noll’s Aramaic class, 
Yakir presented an unusual 
text stating that Noah’s 
father Lamech was worried 
about his son being so 
shining and bright, that 
Noah’s mother could have 
been accused of mating with 
angels.
 
Fortunately, Methuselah 
saved the day by insisting 
that Noah’s mother was 
innocent of any such 
suggestion.
 
Of course, the Fallen Angels 
or Watchers were indeed 
guilty of just this kind of 
behaviour. Yakir also 
introduced Sonja’s students 
to the entire corpus of 
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Midrash within a two-hour 
class, which is a bit 
reminiscent of the Reduced 
Shakespeare Company being 
able to present all of his 
plays within a two-hour 
performance.
 
So we can safely conclude 
that Yakir’s Erasmus visit was 
a resounding success, and 
that we now know a lot more 
about many things we never 
knew existed before he 
arrived.
 
This is the real purpose of an 
Erasmus exchange, to 
introduce us to new texts 
and ideas that we haven’t 
previously encountered, in 
literary forms which we 
never expected.
 
Well done, Yakir.



A new project at HJS: 
“Qaraite and Rabbanite calendars: 
origins, interaction, and polemic”

Nadia Vidro

Having previously worked at HJS 
as a research associate in the 
ERC-funded project on the 
standardization and fixation of 
calendars, I now return to the 
Department to work on a new 
project “Qaraite and Rabbanite 
calendars: origins, interaction, 
and polemic”, led by Sacha 
Stern. This grant is funded by the 
Fritz Thyssen Foundation and is 
carried out together with 
colleagues from the Ludwig 
Maximilian University of Munich 
in Germany.
 
The Qaraites were a major 
movement in medieval Judaism. 
They broke off from mainstream 
‘Rabbanite’ Judaism in 9th-
century Iraq, and became a 
powerful Jewish movement in 
subsequent centuries, in the 
Near East, Byzantine Empire, 
and other Jewish-populated 
regions. Qaraism reached its 
Golden Age in the 10th- and 11th 
-century Jerusalem and it still 
exists today on a much smaller

scale in Israel, USA and the 
Crimea. Its main tenet is to reject 
the authority of the Talmud and 
rabbinic tradition, and to rely 
instead on a fresh reading of 
biblical scriptures. The Qaraites 
established their own, alternative 
legal hermeneutics, which led to 
substantially different 
interpretations and practices in 
many areas. For example, mixing 
meat and milk is allowed as long 
as they do not come from the 
same animal. This means that an 
observant modern day Qaraite 
Jew can have a cheeseburger. 
Medieval Qaraites forbade any 
fire including candle light in their 
houses during the Sabbath and 
had such strict rules of incest 
that they eventually had to be 
reformed lest the community 
became extinct.
 
Among the most conspicuous 
differences between medieval 
Qaraites and Rabbanites was 
how they reckoned the calendar.
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By the early Middle Ages, all 
Jews agreed that their calendar 
should be lunar. However, 
disagreements broke out how 
this lunar calendar should be 
determined. Whereas 
Rabbanites used astronomical 
calculations and fixed calendar 
schemes, medieval Qaraites in 
Muslim lands determined the 
calendar by empirical factors, 
such as new moon sightings and 
the state of ripeness of barley. 
This inevitably led to festivals 
being celebrated on different 
dates, and hence, to 
considerable polemic and 
controversies.
 
The main objective of our project 
is to study the origins and history 
of Qaraite and Rabbanite 
calendars, their diversity and 
differences, the polemics that 
they generated, and their impact 
on daily life and Jewish society.
 
One of the questions that we ask 
is what motivated calendar 
disagreements between Qaraites 
and Rabbanites. Were it legal 
and ideological differences, 
political conflicts, or other, 
broader contextual factors?
 

Qaraite-Rabbanite calendar 
disagreements were likely based 
on conflicting views about 
religious authority, disputed 
exegetical and legal 
interpretations, and differing 
attitudes to science and 
astronomical inquiry. Yet it is a 
striking paradox that the Qaraites 
advocated new moon 
observation even though this 
practice is not mentioned 
anywhere in the Bible, but only in 
rabbinic sources (e.g. Mishnah 
Rosh ha-Shanah) – contrarily to 
what a scripturalist ideology 
would normally have dictated. 
This raises the possibility that 
calendar disagreements between 
Qaraites or Rabbanites were
really driven by other forces, 
such as political agendas. 
Qaraites or Rabbanites could 
also have been influenced by 
similar debates in contemporary 
Islam, as was already noted at 
the time by some polemicists: for 
whereas most Muslims 
determined the calendar on the 
basis of new moon sightings, the 
Ismailis, like the Rabbanites, 
relied instead on astronomical 
calculation.
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Another intriguing research 
avenue is what impact Qaraite 
and Rabbanite calendar 
differences exerted on daily life. 
In many cities and towns in the 
medieval Near East Rabbanite 
and Qaraite Jews lived side by 
side. How divisive was it when 
some Jews fasted on what for 
them was the Day of Atonement 
while others had a regular 
working day? 19th and 20th-
century social historians, such as 
Émile Durkheim and Zvi Ankori, 
assumed that the use of different 
calendars would have broken up 
society and led to social and 
religious schism. This view has 
since been challenged, for 
example, by marriage contracts 
between Qaraites and 
Rabbanites which included 
special calendar clauses. 
Partners in Qaraite-Rabbanite 
marriages undertook that they 
shall not profane each other’s 
holidays – a serious obligation 
for in some years Qaraites and 
Rabbanites celebrated Passover 
a month apart and a mixed 
couple had to abstain from eating 
leavened bread during both 
festivals. 
 

This suggests that calendar 
differences did not entail social 
segregation, but still, could 
create problems in daily life. In 
our project we will attempt to go 
beyond marriage contracts and 
broaden the question to other 
areas of social life such as 
commerce and communal 
politics.
 
As this newsletter goes to press, 
most Jews in the world prepare 
to celebrate Purim. But for the 
Qaraites it is now over. In an 
intercalated year like this year 
5779, mainstream Jews 
celebrate Purim in Adar II but the 
Qaraites celebrate a full month 
earlier, in Adar I, the Biblical 12th 
month.
 
Happy (belated) Purim!
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SON JA  NOLL

DEAR ALL STAFF AND STUDENTS OF THE HEBREW AND JEWISH STUDIES 
DEPARTMENT:
 
I  AM SORRY TO SAY I ’LL  BE LEAVING THE DEPARTMENT AS WELL AS THE 
UK IN MID- JUNE.  I  HAVE BEEN OFFERED A TEACHING JOB IN SANTIAGO, 
CHILE –  SO IT  IS  T IME TO BRUSH OFF MY SPANISH!  I  HAVE BEEN 
GRATEFUL TO BE PART OF THIS DEPARTMENT FOR THE PAST 4 YEARS,  
AND THOUGH I  NEVER EXPECTED TO BE ABLE TO STAY SO LONG, I  AM 
GLAD I  DID!  
 
OUR STUDENTS HAVE BEEN GREAT,  AND I  LOVE THE VARIETY OF 
INTERESTS AND BACKGROUNDS YOU ALL HAVE.  IT  HAS BEEN A PRIVILEGE 
TO NAVIGATE TOGETHER WITH YOU ALL THE COMPLEXITIES,  BOTH 
ENJOYABLE AND EXASPERATING,  OF BIBLICAL HEBREW. 
 
I  AM ALSO GRATEFUL TO HAVE HAD SUCH WONDERFUL COLLEAGUES IN 
THE DEPARTMENT,  AND HOPE I  CAN VISIT  AGAIN SOMETIME!
 
SONJA

WITH LOVE FROM
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BEYOND THE PURIM 
TOYRE

AN  HJS  PUR IM  ED IT ION  SPEC IAL

BY  TAL I  LOEWENTHAL

On the simplest level, Purim is about 

impending destruction being averted. This 

can imply, somehow, reaching towards a 

level beyond ordinary rationality, because 

in rational terms, there was no escape. Yet 

there was escape, coming from the Divine, 

from a level beyond the rational, revealing 

the transformative power of Purim, as seen 

in the phrase ונהפך הוא ‘and it was changed 

round’ (Est. 9:1).

This reaching beyond the apparent, the 

ordinary and the rational takes several 

forms. In contemporary life, there are the 

Purim disguises for children dressed up as 

Mordechai, Esther, a bandit, a sailor, a 

soldier from any country or epoch, a bride, 

a witch with broomstick, a Rabbi or a 

spaceman, or whatever might be felt as an 

image of the moment [2]. For young and 

not-so-young adults there are the Purim 

Shpilers who dance from house to house in 

the Jewish quarter (in areas like Stamford 

Hill, Golders Green and Hendon) collecting 

charitable donations as recognition both of 

their shpil and of their worthy cause.  Large 

sums change hands, in support of needy 

individuals and families, and institutions 

such as Yeshivot, schools, and ‘khesed’ 

organisations.  

 

 

 

We are all familiar with the Purim Shpil, 

the Purim Play which for many years has 

been a distinguishing feature of our 

Department. But what about the Purim 

Toyre? This too is a feature of the 

liminality of Purim, its sense of carnivale, 

breaking through the idealised 

boundaries of the Jewish community [1]. 

 

HJS IDEAPURIM SPECIAL

[1]See Jeffrey Rubenstein ‘Purim, Liminality, and Communitas’ AJS Review17/2 (1992): 247-277.
[2]For some current styles see this USA Purim catalogue: https://issuu.com/mordyrubin/docs/purim_19_ready/1?ff&e=31854310/67853571
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At some point in the 16th century some of 

the shpilers became the cast of the full-

fledged Purim Shpil, artistically written, 

rehearsed and presented.

 

This process of beyond the conventional 

and the rational also affects the image of 

the Torah and its many texts and 

commentaries, generally seen as the bond 

between the Divine and the Jewish people 

and as the main key to the Jewish social 

hierarchy [3]. In a society where Torah 

study and knowledge is supreme, 

the Purim Toyre provides a deconstructed 

and sometimes inverted perspective. 

 

Thus Megilas Setarim - Masekhes Purim - 

the first part of the name means ‘Scroll of 

Secrets’, a play on Megilat Ester, ‘Scroll of 

Esther’, the second part means ‘Tractate 

Purim’ as if it were part of the Talmud - is 

indeed a parody of a Talmudic text. In the 

version published ‘from an old manuscript’ 

in Vienna in 1871 the first chapter starts 

with a satire of the beginning of Ethics of 

the Fathers. That begins, as was well known 

to most of the community, ‘Moses received 

the Torah from Sinai and transmitted it to 

Joshua, and Joshua to the elders...’ followed 

by further stages in the chain of 

transmission. Tractate Purim starts with 

Habakbuk (beginning with a Khes), 

perhaps a variant of the Prophet Habakkuk, 

but his name blends with the word bakbuk 

- bottle, obviously a bottle of wine or spirits.

 

‘Habakbuk received the Torah from my 

vineyard and transmitted it to Noah [well 

known for a drunken episode, Gen. 9:20-24] 

and Noah to Lot [likewise, Gen. 19:30-38] 

and Lot to the brothers of 

Joseph...’ Eventually the bottle reaches 

‘Ahasuerus, who transmitted it to Rav Bibi 

[a fictitious character]’.  This is in the 

‘Mishnah’. The ‘Gemara’ discussing this 

passage asks, Talmudic style: is his 

name Habakbuk, is it not rather Bakbuk (ie: 

‘bottle’)? The reply is in the affirmative, but 

the text explains that a letter Khes 

(numerical value 8) was added to his name, 

because through him 8 commandments 

were added for the Jewish people: to be 

joyful, to drink... and so on, including some 

more suggestive ribaldry.

 

The drunken party atmosphere indicated 

by this genre of text was frowned on by 

some Rabbis.  

HJS IDEAPURIM SPECIAL

[3] It combined with the hierarchy of wealth by the traditional means of the wealthy magnate’s daughter being matched with the top scholar in the 
Talmudic academy.
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Rabbi Isaiah Horowitz criticised it in his 

17th century Shnei Luhot HaBerit [4] and in 

the contemporary haredi world, ways and 

means to keep Yeshiva youth within limits 

over Purim continues to exercise the 

imagination of educators. A recent 

worldwide ‘Litvish’ innovation called 

Yeshivas Mordekhai HaTsaddik is the 

attempt to get young scholars to study 

Torah on Purim (with their Purim 

costumes, and even a bottle in hand) rather 

than indulge in a drunken holiday [5].

 

However it is said that the famous Rabbi 

Haim of Volozhyn (1749-1821), foremost 

disciple of the Vilna Gaon and founder of 

the Volozhyn Yeshivah, approved the 

practice of reversal of roles on Purim: a 

student impersonated him, with biting 

humour, acting as Rosh Yeshivah, while 

Rabbi Haim sat at a bench like the other 

students listening to the humourous 

criticisms of his learning and character. The 

student ‘Rosh Yeshivah’ would deliver 

Purim Toyre pilpulim, complex and 

intellectually sharp (pilpul literally means 

‘pepper’) Talmudic discourses, 

humourously invented for the occasion. It is 

said that this was encouraged by Rabbi 

Haim so that students who would 

otherwise be afraid to criticise him could 

now, on Purim, do so with impunity [6].

 

There were also Purim Toyros among the 

Hasidim. Rabbi Menachem Schneerson 

(1902-1994), the Lubavitcher Rebbe, told of 

a Purim Toyre he learnt as a child 

in kheder presumably in Yekatrinoslav 

(now called Dnieper). This was based 

on gematria, the numerical values of words, 

much espoused by the kabbalists. It is well 

known that wine, Yayin, יין has the 

same gematria as secret, Sod, סוד. Yud = 10, 

Nun = 50; Samekh = 60; Vov = 6; Daled = 

4. Each word adds up to 70.  Hence the 

well-known adage, נכנס יין יצא סוד, ‘when 

wine enters the secret is out’.

 

The Purim Toyre makes a further step. It 

runs as a dialogue:  

 

‘Wine, Yayin, has the same gematria as 

honey cake, Lekakh לקח’ . 

‘How can that be? Wine, Yayin, only has the 

gematria 70, while honey-cake, Lekach, has 

the gematria 138 (since Lamed = 30, Kuf = 

100, Khes = 8).’

‘Then have another glass of wine!’
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[6]Rubenstein, ‘Purim, Liminality’, 254, citing Philip Goodman, The Purim Anthology (Philadelphia, 1973), 52, 358. Talmudic academy.

[4]Rubenstein, ‘Purim, Liminality’ 266, citing Shnei Luhot HaBerit (Warsaw, 1852) 3:105b.
[5]See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=irQEQV-qiw4
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‘But 2 times 70 is 140, which is more than 

honey-cake, 138!’

‘Then have some more honey cake!’

‘But if I have two pieces of honey-cake, that 

is 276, much more than 2 glasses of wine, 

which are only 140!’

‘So have more of each. Eventually, one of 

two things will happen: either they will 

equal out [7], or you will come to fulfil the 

Command “a person is duty bound to get 

drunk on Purim, until he does not know the 

difference between ‘cursed is Haman’ and 

‘blessed is Mordekhai” [8]. And if you 

cannot work out the difference between 

‘cursed is Haman’ and ‘blessed is 

Mordekhai’, you certainly won’t be able to 

work out the relative gematriot of ‘wine’ 

and ‘honey cake’.’ [9]

 

The point here is that ארור המן arur Haman, 

and ברוך מרדכי barukh Mordekhai, ‘cursed is 

Haman’ and ‘blessed is Mordekhai’, both 

have the same gematria, 502 [10].

 

While the Talmud simply says that on 

Purim one should get so drunk that one 

cannot tell the difference between the two 

ideas, an injunction which is codified as 

normative Jewish practice in Rabbi Joseph 

 

Karo’s Code of Law (c.1550) [11], a century 

later Rabbi Abraham Gombiner 

commented that all that is needed is to be 

so drunk that one cannot work out the 

relevant gematriot. Before him, Rabbi 

Moshe Isserlis of Cracow had suggested, 

following Maimonides, that if one merely 

drinks enough to fall asleep, one will no 

longer know the difference between the 

two concepts ‘cursed is Haman’ and 

‘blessed is Mordekhai’. [12]

 

Why should the Talmud state that Jews 

should get drunk on Purim? A simple 

explanation is that drinking wine is a 

theme repeated throughout the story in 

the Megila, and in the happy conclusion of 

the events Mordekhai sends an open letter 

to the Jewish people establishing the days 

of Purim as a time ‘of drinking and 

joy’ (9:22).

 

It is interesting that having taught that it is 

right to get drunk on Purim, the Talmud 

follows with what could be seen as an early 

Purim Toyre:
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[11]Shulhan Arukh, Orah Haimsec. 695, para.2.
[12]Ibid., gloss by R. Moshe Isserlis; see Maimonides,  Yad, Zemanim, Hil. Megila and Hanukah, 2:15.

[7]I calculate that would be after 35 pieces of honey cake and 69 glasses of wine. 35 x 138 = 69 x 70 = 4830. Perhaps you can find a smaller number?
[8]bMeg.7b
[9]Rabbi M. Schneerson, Torat Menahem..Hitva’aduyotvol.49 (Brooklyn, 2012), 192.
[10]See the gematria table at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gematria#Values_table
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Rabbah and Rabbi Zeira had a Purim meal 

together. They got drunk. Rabbah got up 

and slaughtered Rabbi Zeira. The next day 

he prayed for mercy and brought him back 

to life. The following year Rabbah invited 

him to celebrate Purim together. Rabbi 

Zeira declined, saying ‘not always does a 

miracle happen’. [13]

The Algerian scholar Rabbeinu Ephraim (c.

1100), a disciple of Alfasi, took this passage 

literally and declared that this shows the 

danger of getting drunk on Purim [14]. The 

Polish ‘Maharsha’, R. Shmuel Edels (c.1600) 

suggests it does not mean literally 

‘slaughter’ but just that he became so 

drunk that he felt ill, but then recovered in 

the morning.

 

Rabbi Menachem Schneerson presents a 

different interpretation [15]. Rabbah 

‘slaughtered’ his disciple with incredibly 

inspiring teachings which, as we might say, 

were stunning. They blew him out of his 

mind. Rabbi Schneerson cites a similar 

case in the Talmud in which four people 

entered Pardes, the deepest dimension of 

spiritual thought. One died of ecstasy, one 

became a recluse, a third left the path of 

Judaism. Only Rabbi Akiva ‘entered in 

peace and came out in peace’ [16].

 

In the story of Rabbah and Rabbi Zeira, 

although the latter recovered from the 

experience, he was wary of trying it again.

 

This leads us beyond the Purim Toyre 

to Torah teachings about Purim, such as by 

the 16th century Maharal of Prague in 

his Or Hadash (‘New Radiance’, Prague, 

1600) or Rabbi Dovber of Lubavitch in his 

Kopyst, 1822 book Sha’arei Orah (‘Gates of 

Radiance’). Let us conclude with a brief 

glimpse of ideas from the latter work, 

expanding the teachings of his father 

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi (1745-1812), 

the founder of Habad.

 

Following the lead of several kabbalistic 

writers such as Rabbi Emanuel Hai Ricchi 

(c.1700) [17], these Habad sources do not 

see the Jews as being passive in the Purim 

story. They present them as being totally 

dedicated to the Divine. The reason why 

Mordekhai would not bow to Haman was 

because Haman thought of himself as an 

idol, or wore an idol on his chest [18]. This 

provoked Haman’s anger, and the decree 

against the Jews. But, reason these writers, 

if the Jews would have accepted Haman’s 

idolatrous cult they could have saved their 

lives. But this they refused to do.  

HJS IDEAPURIM SPECIAL

[17]See his Mishnat Hasidim (Amsterdam, 1727) 130b.  See also the Maharal’s Ner Mitsvah-Or Hadash(London, 1972) 128.
[18]See bMeg. 13a, 19a, and bSanh.61b Tos. rava amar.
 

[13]bMeg.7b. The characters in this anecdote, Rabbah bar Nahmani and Rabbi Zeira, are of the third generation of Amaraim, c.300 CE.
[14]His view is cited by 14th Century R. Nissim of Gerona in his commentary on Alfasi ad loc.
[15]Rabbi M. M. Schneerson, Likkutei Sihot, vol. 27, 267-276.
[16]bHag. 14b. The words ‘entered in peace’ are only in the Jerusalem Talmud version
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Despite the finality of the decree, they were 

dedicated to Mordekhai’s 

leadership. According to a Midrash, when 

Mordekhai advised his disciples to flee to 

avoid being killed by Haman they replied 

‘whether he heals or kills, we are with 

you’ [19].

 

This dedication of the Jewish people, 

beyond human reason, gave them access 

to a level of the Divine beyond the 

polarities of the system of the Sefirot, the 

Divine emanations, such as Kindness and 

Severity. It could even be seen as taking 

them beyond good and evil, the injunctions 

and prohibitions of the Torah, to link with 

the Divine Essence.  

 

The Day of Atonement, generally 

considered the holiest day in the Jewish 

calendar, also reaches this level of the 

Divine Essence, and for this reason it is the 

source of Atonement and forgiveness. The 

bond of the essence of the individual with 

the essence of the Divine transcends their 

‘sins’. Hence, say the kabbalists, the Day of 

Atonement is called Yom Kippurim - ‘the 

day which is like Purim’.

The Habad teachings link this way of 

understanding Purim with an intriguing 

passage in the Talmud [20] concerning the 

Giving of the Torah. Exodus 19:17 states that 

the Israelites gathered ‘under the 

mountain’. The Talmud takes this literally: 

the Holy One held the mountain over them 

like a barrel and said ‘if you accept the 

Torah, well and good, but if not, here will 

be your graves’. Rabbi Aha bar Yakov 

protests: but this is a great excuse against 

the Torah! Rashi explains: ‘if the Israelites 

are accused of not keeping the Laws which 

you accepted, they can reply: we were 

forced to accept them’. The Talmud 

responds: the Jewish people reaccepted 

the Law in the time of Ahasuerus, and cites 

the verse ‘they upheld and accepted’ (Est.

9:27): ‘they upheld that which previously 

they had accepted’.   

 

The Habad explanation of this intriguing 

passage, is that the dedication of the 

Jewish people which linked with the Divine 

Essence is the real key to the relationship of 

the Jew with G-d. Through that bond, the 

significance of the Torah with its 

Commandments is ‘upheld’ and ratified by 

the Jewish people, in every generation [21].
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[20]bShab.88a
[21]See Rabbi Dov Ber’s Sha’arei Orah (Brooklyn, 1997) 95b-96a, sec. 24, and 99a, sec.34. This discourse explains that the ‘pressure’ which forced 
the Israelites to accept the Torah at Sinai was the emotional pressure resulting from the deliverance form Egypt and the other attendant miracles.

[19]Yalkut Shimoni to Esther, sec. 1058.
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These hasidic teachings may help us 

understand a little more about the 

liminality of Purim, expressed in varied 

ways including the Purim Toyre. Indeed, as 

Jeffrey Rubenstein points out, Purim 

creates a sense of communitas, a bond 

which transcends the ordinary rules of
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[22]This term was coined by Victor Turner. See his Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors (Ithaca, 1974).

society [22]. This sense of unity pervades 

perspectives on Judaism and the Jewish 

people in the world beyond the actual 

festival of Purim, or personal participation 

in a Purim Shpil or Purim Toyre. Purim 

provides a heightened perspective on life...

 

P
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Lily Kahn

Contemporary 

Hasidic Yiddish

My colleague Kriszta Eszter Szendroi 

in the UCL Linguistics Department 

and I have recently been awarded an 

AHRC (Arts and Humanities Research 

Council) grant for a three-year project 

on contemporary Hasidic Yiddish. 

The overarching aim of our project is 

to provide the first in-depth 

description of the grammatical and 

sociolinguistic features characteristic 

of the Yiddish used by Hasidic 

communities worldwide, and an 

analysis of their implications for 

linguistic theory.

 

Yiddish, the traditional language of 

Eastern European Jews, had around 

10-12 million speakers before World

War II, but is today considered an 

endangered language. 

 

However, it remains the everyday 

language of around 700,000 Hasidic 

Jews globally, with major centres in 

New York, London, Antwerp, 

Jerusalem, and Bnei Brak. Present-day 

Hasidic Yiddish exhibits striking 

linguistic differences from the 

traditional pre-war Eastern European 

dialects of the language and from the 

standardised variety, which is based 

largely on the Lithuanian dialect. 

Nevertheless, despite the intriguing 

differences in its structure, and its 

central role in the contemporary 

Yiddish world, very few studies exist

 

New Joint UCL Hebrew & Jewish Studies - 

Linguistics AHRC research project: 
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on Hasidic Yiddish language use, and 

none offer detailed grammatical 

descriptions.

 

Our project seeks to address this 

situation by conducting an in-depth 

study of Hasidic Yiddish worldwide. It 

builds on a pilot study on the 

grammar of Stamford Hill Hasidic 

Yiddish that we have been working on 

over the past two years, which 

revealed a number of characteristics 

that differ dramatically from other 

forms of Yiddish, demonstrating that 

this is a distinct variety of the language 

with its own rules. In our pilot study, 

we discovered an interconnected web 

of grammatical changes strongly 

suggesting an implicational 

relationship between them. The rate at 

which this grammatical shift occurred 

was so rapid (within the space of a 

single generation), and so pervasive 

(changing the very structure of the 

language) that it constitutes a 

remarkably rare phenomenon. 

 

The AHRC project will expand on 

these findings by collecting data on 

the spoken and written Yiddish used 

in six Hasidic communities (together 

comprising an overwhelming majority 

of Hasidic Yiddish speakers) to probe

the question of whether the language 

of these communities constitutes a 

cohesive linguistic system, Hasidic 

Yiddish. Our research seeks to address 

a number of key issues, such as 

pinpointing the main aspects of 

contemporary Hasidic Yiddish 

grammar which differ from the 

traditional Eastern European dialects 

of Yiddish and from Standard Yiddish; 

examining the broader implications 

for linguistic theory (such as syntactic 

change in Germanic languages) of 

these developments; and assessing the 

position of contemporary Hasidic 

Yiddish within the broader spectrum 

of Yiddish dialects.

 

In addition to these issues, we plan to 

examine the sociolinguistic context 

underpinning the intriguing and 

unusual linguistic development of 

Hasidic Yiddish, using the Stanford 

Hill community as a case study. One 

of the reasons that Hasidic Yiddish has 

developed so rapidly is because the 

languages that currently co-exist with 

it have substantially changed from the 

pre-War situation, due to the 

migration of the communities. English 

(US, UK), French, Dutch (Antwerp), 

and Modern Hebrew (Israel) are new 

influences whose effects must be
28



studied systematically. 

Multilingualism is also relevant 

because in a multilingual setting 

speakers often have different levels of 

competence in their respective 

languages, which can contribute to 

rapid language change. Bearing these 

points in mind, we will investigate 

speakers' language attitudes, their 

proficiency, multilingualism, Yiddish 

language education, and speaker 

attitudes to the written language.

 

 Our project will be the first in-depth 

study of the most widely used 

contemporary variety of Yiddish, and 

will bring together three distinct 

linguistic approaches (descriptive, 

theoretical, and sociolinguistic), in 

order to create a research setting that 

allows for a high degree of cross-

fertilisation between these different 

strands of linguistics, which more 

typically operate in isolation from 

each other. In addition to linguists and 

Yiddish Studies specialists, we hope 

that our research will be relevant to 

scholars and students of various other 

disciplines, including Jewish Studies 

more broadly, as well as Religious 

Studies, History, and Anthropology. 

Over the course of the project, we’re 

looking forward to organising a

number of workshops and other 
public events relating to our research, 
including a series of social evenings 
facilitating cultural and knowledge 
exchange between Hasidic and non-
Hasidic people in London, New York, 
and Tel Aviv. We’re also planning to 
hold two festivals of Yiddish and an 
academic conference open to the 
public to celebrate this extraordinary 
language.
 
We’re excited to start work on the 
project together with our postdoctoral 
researchers, Sonya Yampolskaya (UCL 
Hebrew & Jewish Studies) and Zoë 
Belk (UCL Linguistics), who will be 
focusing on the sociolinguistic and 
theoretical aspects of the study 
respectively. We’re also very lucky to 
have the expertise and support of HJS 
colleagues Helen Beer, Ada Rapoport-
Albert, and Tali Loewenthal, as well as 
of Ad Neeleman in the Linguistics 
Department, who will be acting as 
project consultants. We look forward 
to updating you on the project and 
hopefully to seeing some of you at one 
of our workshops!
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ONLINE 

COMMUNITY
UCL ALUMNI AND STUDENTS ARE INVITED TO REGISTER FOR THE UCL ALUMNI 

ONLINE COMMUNITY. IT PROVIDES AN EXCLUSIVE NETWORKING AREA WHERE YOU 

CAN COMMUNICATE WITH OLD FRIENDS FROM THE DEPARTMENT AND FROM 

ELSEWHERE AT UCL. YOU CAN ALSO SEARCH THE DIRECTORY FOR POTENTIAL 

MENTORS, SEARCH FOR JOBS FROM YOUR ALUMNI COMMUNITY, AND BUILD YOUR 

PERSONAL NETWORK WITH EXPERIENCED ALUMNI PROFESSIONALS ALL OVER THE 

WORLD.

 

MANY ALUMNI AND STUDENTS FROM THE DEPARTMENT OF HEBREW AND JEWISH 

STUDIES HAVE ALREADY JOINED – WHY DON’T YOU?

 

JOIN NOW AT UCLALUMNICOMMUNITY.ORG
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EVENTS

21/03
 

16/04
 

29/04
 

29-30/04
 

04/05

STAY TUNED FOR SEPTEMBER

Jews in Film/Jews in Photography - Nathan 
Abrams and Michael Berkowitz
7pm G08, Roberts Building

The Simple and the Complex: The Assyrian 
Apothecary at Work - Mark Geller
6pm Apothecaries’ Hall, Black Friars Lane

Cheating in the Bible and its Legal 
Implications - Sophie Demaire-Lafont
6pm Young Lecture Theatre, Medical 
Sciences and Anatomy Building

Professional Women in the Bible - Special 
seminar in conjunction with the Sorbonne
Details t.b.c.

The Tzar Wants His Photograph Taken - Kurt 
Weill and George Kaiser, Director: Leo 
Doulton, Producer: Michael Berkowitz, 
Conductor: Johann Stuckenbruck 
7:30pm Bloomsbury Theatre


