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07 WX 1N° 1 - The Survival of the Literature of Destruction

In the 11th century or early 12th century .C.E., Kalonymus ben Judah wrote the poem,
01 *WR1 11 D to elegize the Jewish communities of Speyer, Mayence (Mainz) and Worms that

were decimated in the First Crusade. This poem was written as a kinah to be included in the
liturgy for Tisha B'Av, which commemorates the destruction of the First and Second Temples.
The poem, therefore, seems to be at Cross-purposes v with itself. Its intent is to commemorate a
specific event occurring at a specific time and place. And yet, the poem risks undercutting its Cj
own mission by placing itself within the structure and strictures of the Tisha B'Av liturgy which
seeks to subsume all past and future tragedies. The poet is not only aware of this tension but
skillfully manipulates the ambiguity of his stance in order to accomplish his greater goal -
survival of the poem so as to give eternal life to his beloved communities.

The centerpiece of the Tisha B'Av liturgy is the recitation of Eicha. The kinot are
additional laments that are traditionally recited afterwards. The kinah is thus a lamentation
existing in the shadow of the Lamentation. The kinah, therefore, had to contend with the content
and theological implications of Eicha. Most of the kinot for Tisha B'Av are on the subject of the
destruction of the Temples in 586 B.C.E. and 70 C.E.and the ensuing exile. Some, like

0°7 °WX1 13 °M, concern other catastrophes that have happened to the Jewish people in the

Diaspora.
The Rabbis, in Mishnah Ta'anit 6, subtly encouraged the commemoration of other ¢ # 0
catastrophes on Tisha B'Av. This Mishnah claimed that not only was the Second Temple

destroyed on the same day as the First Temple (Tisha B'Av) but three other catastrophes




occurred then as well: "the Divine decree prohibiting our forefathers from entering the Land, the
taking of Betar and the ploughing up of the City". There does not seem to be anything obvious
that all these events have in common and perhaps, that is the point. All types of future
catastrophes could fit into this category. The addition of the destruction of the communities of
Mainz, Speyer and Worms would not be out of place on the mishnaic list. Thus, the primacy of
Tisha B'Av as commemorating the destruction of the Temples would be maintained while
permitting other catastrophes to come under its wing. This would accomplish several important
things. Tisha B'Av would have fewer rivals on the calendar. There would be a ready made, one
size fits all liturgy, ritual and annual commemoration for the survivors of future catastrophes thus
providing them with the possibility of immediate comfort and meaning. Also, and perhaps most
importantly, the vocabulary and grammar of Tisha B'Av, as put forth by Eicha, would be used to
express the concerns resulting from future communal traumas thus limiting new theological
viewpoints and theodic speculations. No catastrophe would be unprecedented; only the future
redemption could claim the category of historical novum

Eicha was probably composed soon after the destruction of the First Temple. The
destruction of Jerusalem and the suffering and grief of its occupants are described in highly
emotional language. Zion is abandoned and in distress with no one to comfort her (1:2; 1:9).

The destruction is understood as an act of God (1:12) who is even depicted as the enemy (2:5).

All this has come about because the people have sinned, DY TNV XYM, (1:8). But God
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will one day redeem his people "YTQ

rw

(3:31-32). Eicha reflects the covenantal theology of Deuteronomy; namely that sin must be
punished and then can restoration occur. Both punishment and redemption are in the hands of
God (3:38).

But above all, Eicha is primarily a scream of agony, grief and pain. The lament form not

only allows for intense grieving and outpouring of emotion, it also, functions as an appeal to




God. The survivor reminds God of the devastation hoping to persuade God to intervene. Licha
ends on a note of hopelessness, which is probably why,traditionally, verse 21 is repeated again at

the end. "Take us back to yourself, O Lord and let us come back; renew our days as of old".

07 *WR 1 1 was written approximately sixteen hundred years after Licha and one

thousand years after the destruction of the Second Temple in response to the destruction of
Jewish communities by the Crusaders. A new response to catastrophe was born- mass death
through suicide. A new archetype thus emerged - Kiddush Hashem as cultic suicide, mass
martyrdom and self sacrifice for the sanctification and unification of the Name.

0°n *WRT 11?71 is written in six stanzas.' Each stanza begins with a (conventional)

expression of grief, slightly reworded in each stanza. Each stanza ends with the same line. The
last word of the penultimate line of each stanza rhymes with the word herev. None of the other
lines end with this consonantal combination. Each stanza has its own consonantal ending:
Stanza I: lye, Stanza II - im, Stanza III - dah, Stanza IV - rah, Stanza V - of and Stanza VI - rer.
Within the lines, the words seem to be piled up on each other. Many of the lines have an inner
alliteration. NIvh ! SL S) 7 e R3 1P DNy (ﬂ ;4). There are word puns in
different lines within the same stanza (In Stanza IV, line(s) 2- mar, 3- margoah, 4- mayroga).
The difficulty in simply speaking the lines may lead the speaker to look forward to the end of the
stanza when the rhyming pattern shifts, and a (musical) rest is implied.. At the same time, since
the repeated line is one of horror, the reader resists getting to the end of the stanza.

There is also movement in the poem from the first stanza to the fourth. Each stanza

increases in length by two verses until Stanza IV which is 41 verses. The fifth and sixth stanza

! This poem appears in most editions of the Kinot for Tisha B'Av as having a refrain spoken by the congregation

eleven times. The rhyming pattern of the poem, however, indicates otherwise. The last word of the line preceding
the refrain rhymes with serev, the last word of the refrain. The Artscroll edition shows this to be the case. Artscroll
also does not indicate that these lines were intended as responsive reading and I agree. I have attached a copy of the
Artscroll version at the back. For the purposes of this paper, I have marked the stanzas with roman numerals and the

lines within each stanza are numbered.




decrease in length (Stanza V is 15 verses and Stanza 6 is 12 verses) but it is impossible to
establish a pattern because Stanza IV disrupted it.

The poet also makes use of biblical references throughout the poem, a common
technique. The poet uses the language of the biblical text as a way of speaking about the
traumatic events of the mass suicides (Kiddush Hashem) of the Jewish communities during the
Crusades. He employs these references alternatively as parody, prooftext or as a way of
indicating the unspeakable. Thus, Kiddush Hashem, as redefined during the 11th and 12th
century, is given biblical precedents and the biblical passages are invested with new meanings.

0°n *WX1 11 1 begins with a rhetorical question, as does Eicha. Although there can be no

answer nor is one expected, the asking of the question points to the survivor's need to make sense
of the event, to bring some order back to a universe gone mad. But basically, these are questions
that are born of a terrible grief and serve to express that grief.

The specifics of the calamity that the poet is bemoaning are not (yet) made explicit at the
beginning of the poem. Since the poem was written as a kinah to be included in a collection of
kinot for Tisha B'Av, a sensible assumption is that the poet is grieving over the Hurban.
Additionally, the first 13 words of the poem is almost a direct quote' from Jeremiah 8:23 thus
corroborating this assumption. There are other biblical paraphrases from Proverbs and FLzra.

The final sentence which will be the line that is repeated at the end of each stanza is a reference
to 2 Samuel 1:12. That this might be a clue to the intent of the poet is not yet clear. In addition,
the last word of the line - herev - echoes hurban. This stanza seems to be  fairly conventional in
its use of lament language and form. In terms of content and form, then, this Stanza has the
necessary qualifications of a kinah for Tisha B'Av.

Similarly, Stanza II begins with a reference to Jeremiah 13:7. Again, this stanza seems to

include a general description of disaster using florid language. Line five ("beautiful maidens and

' The poet rarely quotes the Bible exactly. The word order may be shifted, a word left out, or different verb forms
are used.




tender lads wrapped in their scrolls and dragged to the slaughter") could be understood as a

description of an actual event or as poetic language. They are described as DS)’ MTN
D790 D’)_"J_@D, which is from Eicha 4:7. The enemy says in II:7: )'73'? W2 ND\Q N0

from Eicha 4:15. This stanza is two lines longer than stanza I. The poem , like a train building
speed, is covering more and more ground, and rushing towards disaster.

The third stanza begins again with a reference to Jeremiah 13:7. Conventional lament
language is again used as well as conventional mourning ritual - sackcloth and lamentation. Line
3 seems to be using language of Eicha 4:1,2. The poet mourns the "» 3P 'tr " more precious than
gold that he has seen ripped "desolate and forlorn" (an ironic reference to Isaiah 49:21). In the
next line, the poet tells us what this metaphor refers to: "Torah, Scriptures, Mishnah and
Aggadah". It is here that the poet gives the first clear piece of evidence that he has not been
describing the time of the Hurban but a post-mishnaic event. And yet , he describes the place of
catastrophe as PIN by ey PIPMD (12[39) which is a
paraphrase of Jeremiah's description of Jerusalem (26:9). Whatever the place of disaster is, we
know it is understood as another Jerusalem.

Stanza IV keeps us guessing no longer. It begins in the conventional way and does not
allow a breath to be taken until 41 lines later. No air is breathed in - only exhaled while speaking
syllables ending in rah. The syllable at the end of each line is open, the mouth poised to scream.
The names of the communities are spoken and the dates of the destruction are given: Speyer on
the eighth day of Iyar on a shabbat, Worms on the 23 day of Iyar and on Rosh Chodesh Sivan,
and Mainz on the third day of Sivan, three days before Shavuot. The manner of death is

described as follows: [CINP /A/‘S)Oﬂ P‘OJJ‘%’I"’ Il ©1Cy
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There are only about eight biblical references in the forty-one lines. Two of them are

used to describe the communities. Line eight quotes a tri cola from Psalm 103:20 (the words

quoted by the poem are underlined): 1127 WY MD73) YIRIND MM 10732

3027 71}73 )_Jb\{)‘? The reference in line 21 comes from 2 Samuel 1:23:

372) NPIND 19§22 DXIYIN It now becomes clearer that the refrain is no mere reference to

2Samuel 1:12 but represents a prooftext for kedush hashem (and a rereading of Saul's death as

martrydom). The verse from Samuel describes the mourning for Saul (and Jonathan) who

committed suicide. The actual verse reads: 2703 1:7?; » ‘JN]\{J’ J'\’;l"?)_’]. T‘l]'ﬂ’= D})"?)_’

The poet reverses the order putting 'JN'_)\W J'l’;l'7¥ first, thus making his priorities clear!

Now, the function of the first three stanzas also becomes clearer. The poet has set us up.
These stanzas could have referred to the Hurban except for a tantalizing clue included now and
then. Now the reader understands that it was about the Jewish communities of Germany in the
12th century not the Hurban. The "kahal" referred to in verse 3 did not refer to "kahal yisrael"
but the "kehilot haKodesh" of Speyer (stanza I'V, linel1) and "kehal Mageinza" (line 20) and
"Kehal VarMeeza" (line 12) The ambiguity allowed for the poem's inclusion as a kinah,; it
seemed to have shared the themes and the conventional language of Eicha and the other kinot.
But ironically, much of the language used for the Hurban and what came to be known as
Gezerat Tatnav are indeed interchangeable.

These communities the poet speaks about in stanza IV are idealized, romanticized and
given heroic stature. Their deeds are similarly idealized and described euphemistically with no
mention of the actual mechanics of slaughtering one's family or oneself (for a more forthcoming
approach to detail, see Samson Bar Simson Crusade Chronicles). There is no description of the
enemy or the events leading up to the decision. In only one case is the number of deaths given -

ten people in Speyer. This detail may have been supplied because ten is a figurative number and



suggests Minyan (and the attendant halacha on when kiddush hashem is appropriate) as well as
the ten martyred Rabbis of Eleh Ezkerah. The actual words "Kedush Hashem" are never used
although line 14 comes close. The communities are not described as being guilty of any sin

(unlike the Crusade Chronicles and unlike Eicha). There is no theodicy here. Justifying God is
l

not the concern of the poet; immortalizing these communities 1s. j

Lines 23 to 41 are especially significant in that they confront the issue of the status of the
Hurban and Tisha B'Av vis & vis "Gezerat Tatnav". In lines 24 and 25, the poet claims that he is
grieving for the "two Temples" and for the "miniature temples". The "miniature temples" are the
synagogues and the communities of Speyer, Worms and Mainz. (This is the term used in Ezekiel
11:16 that the midrash understands as referring to synagogues.) It might appear that the poet is
giving greater "kavod" to the Temples by terming the synagogues as "miniature temples".

Verses 26 to 32 describe the poet's experience on Shavuot, three days after the

destruction of the community of Mainz. He calls Sivan: ]1')2'7_ TQT\J 'W)?:'{ \’)‘]ﬁf_‘) (line 27).
This is a bitter parody of Esther 9:22: A2 Y310 DN 797) WX YTNN. The poet

describes his hope of reenacting the giving of the Torah. However, on that Shavuot, the Torah
was returned to its original dwelling place on high. Along with it went "its case and its cover, its
expounder and examiner", '{"The Torah returned but not alone; it went together with those of the

martyred communities. Not even the Hurban caused the ungiving of the Torah.

The rest of stanza IV addresses the place of Tisha B'Av as a catchall day of mourning.

It is surprising in its forthrightness. The poet clearly claims in line 34 and 35 that "
\ p "s
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The poet is stating that this catastrophe is deserving of its own day of mourning! However,

halacha prevents it (lines 36,37)! Therefore, he will mourn "hayom", on Tisha B'Av (32).
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halacha prevents it (lines 36,37)! Therefore, he will mourn "hayom", on Tisha B'Av (32).
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play on "illemim: which is a play on "elim".) "Who is like you, O strong one, God, bearing
sheaves" '

Psalm 126 can be read as having two sections. The first (lines 1-3) is about the dream of
the restoration of Zion/ restoring the captives to Zion. God will bring this to pass and there will
be great joy. The second section(lines 4-6) is an appeal to God to make the dream a reality. An
agricultural metaphor is used. Those who sow in tears (the suffering people of Zion) will reap in
joy (when God brings redemption). The next line (6) repeats this idea:

PNNIN XY 1372 NINT YRDTYN XYW 1523 | 722 7327 Those who go out weeping
bearing the seed for sowing (the suffering people) shall come home with shouts of joy
carrying/bearing their sheaves (harvest as symbol of redemption).

The redemption so desperately desired in Psalm 126 is most probably a this worldly
redemption - the intervention of God so as to end suffering. However, it can also be understood
as a redemption to take place in the world to come. (This is certainly how the 19th century
spiritual "Bringing in the Sheaves" presents it.‘) &

The God who is ﬂb?t;( NI is a God who is capable of redeeming his people. And yet,
as the poet continues to say in line 13 and 14, this God remains silent, holds back, does not "gird
himself in burning wrath" (paraphrasing Psalm 76:11) nor fight on behalf of Israel. There is an

even more radical understanding of the description of God as nnbz_:z NV, In the psalm, it is the

people who bear the sheaves, who are redeemed by God. If God is the bearer of the sheaves, it is
God who redeems God's self and is restored to Zion while the people are left captive and
suffering!

This phrase - N¥) 7192712 has other allusions as well. A God who is XY brings to

mind the liturgical reference of a God who forgives -NPJ) NNVN) YY) DY NV, The

' The carrving of sheaves symbolizing the harvest also reintroduces the motif of a few lines before, Shavuot.
4 "Going forth with weeping, sowing for the Master, Though the loss sustained our spirit often grieves;
When our weeping's over, He will bid us welcome, We shall come rejoicing, bringing in the sheaves.




liturgy, of course, is based on a conscious subversion of the Biblical text (Exodus 34:7):
Y379y NI DY | TZ9 NP, ND HRd) INOM YY) Y KD
The poet, in using the word Nj\{).), alludes to both the liturgical and biblical context, the tension

between them and the tradition of subverting tradition.

The last verse borrows phrases primarily from Eicha, Jeremiah, Job, Psalms, Isaiah and
Deuteronomy to express the poet's grief. The biblical references pile up, appearing one after the
other as if there are no new words that the poet can use.t Inlines 1 & 2, the "mishorer" , the
poet, has become a mourner, his "flute", his poetry, only weeps. This is an expression of the
poet's deep personal suffering. The lines are choppy and short and rhythmic. It is very Jobian in
its depiction of isolation and pain. The communities he previously memorialized are not
Mentioned. Instead, the poet has become the main character. This last stanza presents the poet as
victim, witness and survivor.

However, as survivor he can only exist through grief. It is his fear that he will run out of
tears (I:1) or will lose the strength or the capacity for life long grieving (V1:3). There is no cure

and no comfort. In the penultimate line of Eicha, the people still turn to God, hoping for a

restoration of their former intimate relationship: 293} PIN | M) NIYD (5:21). The poet

asks the opposite - Nl W 1T (ﬂ-'“) .

The question that began the poem - 02 *WRA 11 °1 is answered at the end of the poem:
no one. The poet will run out of tears eventually. His only hope is that his weeping will have
marked him - that the blisters on his cheeks will remain. He ends the poem with his usual
refrain: a biblical quote. He therefore places himself and his experience back into the covenantal

framework and reinforces his poem as a kinah for Tisha B'Av.

b Ellie Wiesel wrote in A Jew Today, "How is one to say, how is one to communicate that which by its very nature
defies language?" (p.254)




The yearly observance of Tisha B'Av provided for the annual recitation of the kinot and
therefore insured their survival'. Yet, the poet consistently attempts to undermine and challenge
the Hurban archetype. His reliance on Biblical references indicates that he can only speak from
within the Biblical tradition but he often seeks to subvert the authority of the Biblical text. He
does this not only by changing the Biblical quotes just slightly or altering the position of the

words. He also does it by adding a word to the end of the Biblical quote. Some examples are:
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In so doing, he intends to have the last word whenever possible. Perhaps too, this is why the
poem is written in six stanzas/chapters, one more than Eicha.

The poet both speaks from within and struggles with traditional responses to catastrophe.
His model is that of kiddush hashem as communal martyrdom without admission of sin. The
Hurban model is that of destruction as divine punishment. He ultimately capitulates to tradition
in order to take the victory of survival. One day a year, every year, year after year, the names of
Speyer, Mainz, and Worms will be spoken. Every year, the poet will cry and will never run out

of tears - as long as the Jewish people survive. '
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! The Crusade Chronicle of Solomon Bar Simson was rediscovered and almost did not survive. possibly because it
was not part of a liturgy.
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