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THE ORIGIN OF THE ©Y'8: P\0 730

The 8D of APIN AN is undoubtedly the most well known and the most stirring of the
201D that are recited during the M99DN of the BN 2%, That almost every MM for
AT N includes a summary of the origin of the ©1°8 adds to its uniqueness.
Notwithstanding the general public’s awareness of the origin of the 21D, a close reading of
the original source that describes the history behind the 818 may prove worthwhile:
DYDN 7771 W 1Y N3 SANYHB—IYA B°D MW WA M39T - /2 M P N D
FYn 571195 YR YT NP0 DY OIN MAN T NRIIMN NIBN W 230P0 73 KD
DY A5, TINTED T NI F1DM DI RPN T DA T NI 1IN 13
YA N2 0P 0 PHN 01370 7 .00 pmwS (NmN ONTH TR 1260 BPa5 P
M2 5y 23m P 22N 1101 AN 1HY BN DM TN T 13 9D ond
N2T7 DWW P 02D NIND R RIS IN T 9D R PHYD annT? o oo S Ty
DYPON2 1935 MR XY D TR T POD WD 1PEM RYY 133 R 5y 1355
135 PATING 192970 521120 [5A MDY H1o85 [N 851103 DN N1 o

225 BN 23PN 730 RING 538 1303 BN TN MK 0 BrInmD e

Translation: 1 found a handwritten letter from Rav Ephraim Mi’Bonn, son of Yaakov, in which he
relates that Rav Ammnon from Mayence composed the Piyut: 1" Nisaneh Tokef in connection with a
hearthreaking incident that occurred to Rav Ammnon. This is what Rabbi Ephraim wrote: A story about
Rav Ammon of Mayence who was an outstanding scholar of bis generation, wealthy, from a noteworthy
Sfamily, handsome and blessed with a good personality when the local officials and the Governor began nrging
Rav Ammnon to convert to their religion but Rav Ammnon regularly deflected them. Becanse of bis resistance
to their daily pleading, the Governor grew angrier and angrier with him. Their pressure reached such a level
of intensity that in order to gain some peace, Rav Ammnon suggested that he be given a three day respite to
seek advice and to consider what he should do. Immediately upon leaving the presence of the Governor, Rav
Amnon began to regret having suggested the possibility that he wonld convert, that he needed time to seek
adyice and give some thought about denying the Living G-d. When be returned home, he was so despondent
that he refused to eat or to drink. He became sickened from bis actions. His relatives and friends came to
comfort him but he refused to be comforted because he had already resolved to end his life due to his sorrow.
He cried and was utterly heart broken.
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1. Rabbi Yitzchak ben Rabbi Moshe of Vienna was born ca. 1180 and died ca. 1250. He was a student of Ra*Avyah and other
Tosafists in Ashkenaz, and was the teacher of Maharam of Rothenburg and other Tosafists. (Bar Ilan Digital Library)
2. Rabbi Ehpraim from Bonn was born in 1133. He was a student of Rabbi Yoel Ha’Levi, was a Tosafist and a composer of

D10, He also wrote a chronicle of the events of the Second and Third Crusades.
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Translation: At the conclusion of the three days during which Rav Ammnon felt overwbelmed by sorrow
and worry, the Governor sent for Rav Ammnon but Rav Ammon refused to go see him. The Governor sent
many additional and respected officials to summon Rav Amrrom but he refused to go. The Governor then
zssued an order directing that Rav Ammnon be brought to him by force. Rav Awmmon was brought before the
Governor and was asked: what is the meaning of your refusal to come to meet with me? Why did you not
keep the agreement you made with me that after considering ny proposal and seeking adyice concerning i,
you would agree to my request. Rav Ammnon responded: let me suggest what should be my punishment.
Cut out my tongne which spoke thus. Rav Ammnon suggested such a punishment becanse Rav Ammnon
wanted to undertake an act that would sanctify G-d'’s name for having spoken thus. The Governor
responded: No, I will not accede to your request and remove your tongue. Y our tongue spoke properly.
Instead, I will amputate the legs that did not bring you to me at our appointed time and I will also remove
all your other limbs. The Governor then ordered that the punishment be carried out. Rav Ammnon’s fingers
and arms were severed and bis legs amputated. As each limb was being removed, Rav Ammnon was given
an opportunity to convert and each time he refused.
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Translation: After completing the amputation of Rav Ammnon’s limbs, the evil one, the Governor, ordered
that Rav Amnon be placed in a bin together with his severed limbs and sent home. That is why this person
became known as Rav Ammnon. He believed in G-d out of love and was willing to undergo terrible suffering

to protect his beliefs because he allowed his mouth to express doubt. Soon after this incident, the High

Holidays arrived. For Rosh Hashonah, Rav Ammnon requested that bis family carry him to synagogue
along with bis decaying limbs and to lay him next to the prayer leader. And so they did. When the prayer
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leader came to Kedushab, the prayer leader first recited the Piyut: V""Chayos Asher Hinei. Rav Ammon
said to himself: I will wait a moment and then I will sanctify G-d’s name. He then called out in a loud
voice, saying: Oo’l"Chein Lecha Sa’Aleh Kedushah; in other words: I underwent these terrible afflictions
in order to reaffirm Y our Hegemony and Y our Uniqueness. He then opened with: Oo’Nisaneh Tokef
Kedushas Ha’Y om. He continned with: Emes Ki’Ata Dayan Oo’Mochiach. In doing so, Rav Amnon
acknowledged to G-d that the loss of his limbs and the other difficulties he suffered were justified acts. Rav
Ammnon then said: V" Chosem Y ad Kol Adom Bo 17”"Siffod Nefesh Kol Chazy in other words: what had
happened to Rav Ammnon had been decreed the Rosh Hashonah before. When he completed the recital of his
Piyut, he expired in front of all those present in the synagogue. Apparently, G-d showed mercy upon him
and took bis life. 1t is about people like Rav Ammnon that it is written (Lebilim 31, 20): Ob how great is
Your goodness, which You have prepared for those who fear Y ou; which Y ou have arranged for those who
trust in You, in the sight of the sons of men!
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Translation: Three days after bis death at the point when Rav Amnon found in place in Heaven, Rav
Ammnon appeared in a dream to Rabbi Kolonymous son of Rabbi Mishullam son of Rabbi Kolonymous son
of Rabbi Moshe son of Rabbi Kolonymos. Rav Amnon then taught him the words of the Piyut:
Oo’Nisaneh Tokef Kedushas Ha’Y om that Rav Amnon had composed. Rav Ammnon requested that
Rabbi Kolonymos send a copy of the Piyut to all the Jewish conmunities around the Diaspora so that it
serve as a memorial for what had occurred to Rav Ammnon. The Gaon, Rabbi Kolonymos, complied with
his request.

After reading the story about ]33N 7, it is fair to ask: is it a report of a historical event or
is it a folk tale? Academic and Rabbinic scholars have grappled with this issue. Most have
concluded that the story is a folk tale. Avrohom Frankel, in an article entitled: 1727
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which he posted at www.piyut.org.il/articles/557.html, summatizes his conclusions as
follows:
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Translation: The Piynt: ‘Oo’Nisaneh Tokef is a very early Piyut that is known to us from the material
Sfound in the Cairo Geniza. That fact appears to contradict the statement found in the story that links the
composition of the Piyut to Rav Ammnon of Mayence, a native of early Ashkenaz (about 1000 CE). This

conflict between the sources caused researchers in the past to doubt the existence of a scholar by the name
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Rav Ammnon. As a result, they viewed the story of Rav Ammnon as representing a folk tale. This article
will attempt to resolve the conflict between the sources by tracing the likely path the Piyut travelled over
several centuries.
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Translation: "The path that the Piyut of ‘Oo’Nisaneh Tokef travelled can be uncovered by the use of
standard research tools that trace how Piyuttim found their way into different communities: A. By
investigating the liturgical customs of the communities to which the Piyut reached and by revealing how the
Piyut was disseminated. B. By uncovering the influence that a Piyut had on other composers of Piyuttim
during multiple eras. C. By undertaking a fresh investigation of the origin of the story of Rav Ammon (or
more precisely: by analyzing the details in the story that relate to the Piyut itself) in light of historical
information. These three research tools when applied to the origin of the Piyut of ‘Oo’Nisaneh Tokef lead
to one conclusion: ‘Oo’Nisaneh Tokef, which is clearly an early Piyut that was composed in Eret3 Yisroel,
travelled first from Eretg Yisroel to Italy and during the course of the 1100’s and 1200°s spread to the
Jewish comunities in Ashkenaz; and in France.
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Translation: In addition, it will become clear that the name ‘Ammon’ was a standard name that Jews in
Italy used for their sons and that Rabbi Ammnon from Mayence was in fact a scholar from an Italian-Jewish
Sfamily. Even the ethnic origin of Rabbi Kolonymos son of Meshullam, to whom Rabbi Ammnon, according
to the legend, taught the words of the Piyut, is Italy. Rabbi Ammnon and Rabbi Kolonymos knew the Piyut
from the Italian liturgical tradition that they followed and they encouraged the dissemination of the Piyut
throughout Ashkenazg. That portion of the legend which describes the dissemination of the Piyut throughout
Ashkenaz, portrays an early Ashkenazic historical reality, circumstances that pre-date by a significant
amount of time the era of Rabbi Ephraim from Bonn (who lived in the second half of the 12th Century)
who was the first to put the story into writing.

Frankel’s thesis can be expressed as follows: after witnessing the tragedies of the Second
and Third Crusades, Rabbi Ephraim from Bonn recognized a need for the Ashkenazic
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communities to incorporate a 81D that expressed the themes of PN AN, a V1D that
had been composed in SN "N centuries before, into the "€ DM of ADM on WNRA
M. He included a note that linked the YD to the story of 131N '9 and placed the story

as having occurred in N8 in order that the communities of TI2WN would see 13N "M as
one of them; someone who had experienced persecution similar to the persecution they
were undergoing.

The research methods used by Avrohom Frankel in reaching his conclusions did not allow
him to question several aspects of the story of 113N 9. For example, he does not

question the reason provided in the story for 131N '9 being so brutally maimed by the

Governor. According to the story, 113N "9 was harmed because he refused to keep his
appointment with the Governor and not because he refused to convert to Christianity. If
NN A regretted what he had said, he should have taken the first opportunity to express
his regret to the Governor and to then face the consequences. By hiding from the
Governor until he was forcibly brought before the Governor, 131N '3 provided the

Governor with an excuse to inflict harm upon PN 9 simply because 113N "7 disobeyed

the Governor’s command and not because 132N "7 refused to covert to Christianity.

A second aspect of the story that Frankel overlooked concerns the name: 131N, Frankel

accepts the fact that N3N ' represents an actual person who had lived in Italy and who
may have undergone the difficulties described in the story. However, in the story itself we
are advised that the name V!N was given to the person only after the incident occurred

(after his death?) as a reward for having undergone such a great calamity; i.e. Y% NP1 %27
' 5-N2 1PN 92 AN 7, this person became known as Rav Amnon because he
believed in the Living G-d. Furthermore, Frankel fails to note that the name AN was not
a popular name in TI2¥N because it recalled the name of one of "[5?3-7 T sons, NIAN,
who had a tragic relationship with his half-sister, 30 (2* P79 ,'2 DN,

A third aspect overlooked by Frankel concerns why R332 295N "9 included a PIDD as a

sign of tribute to NIBR M; L.e. AN TNRD NIDY WK AW 27 3 (D /K5 BN
According to the Crusade Chronicles many Jews and many Rabbinic leaders died martyrs’
deaths during the Crusades but none of their deaths was marked by the attribution of a

PIDD. Why was such an attribution given to 131N "9? The appearance of the PYDD may be
evidence that the story of 111N "7 is a re-telling of the following Medieval ¥97% that
describes the fate of the M2%M "1 AWY:
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Translation: "The next to be brought out was Rabbi Y ebudah son of Dama. The day was Erev Shavuos.
Rabbi Yebuda said to the Emperor: May it please the Emperor if the Emperor wonld allow me a moment
to recite Kiddish Ha’Y om, the sanctification of the day, the Mitzvah that opens the holiday of Shavuos, so
that I may heap praise on G-d who gave the Jewish people the Torah. The Emperor responded: Yon still
believe in the Torah and the G-d who gave it to the Jewish People? Rabbi Yehudah answered: Yes. The
Emperor then asked: what is the reward that you expect to receive for keeping the laws of the Torah?
Rabbi Yebudah responded: About the Torah King David wrote (Tebillim 31, 20): Ob how great is Y our
goodness, which You have prepared for those who fear You; which You have done for those who trust in
You, in the sight of the sons of men! And so the Emperor retorted: "There are no greater fools than yon in
this world if you believe that an afterlife exists. Rabbi Yehudah responded: No, there are no greater fools
than you in the world if you deny the existence of a living G-d. Woe unto you. How great will be your
embarrassment and humiliation when one day you will see us seated next to G-d surrounded by the light of
life while you will be sitting in the lowest level of Hell. Hearing this, the Emperor became enraged and
mmediately ordered that Rabbi Yehudah’s hair be tied to the tail of a horse and that he be dragged through
the streets of Rome. As a sign of bis continned anger, the Emperor ordered that Rabbi Y ehudah’s body be
cut bone by bone. Eliyahu Ha’Navi then came and gathered the bones and buried them in a cave next to a
river that flowed into Rome. For thirty days, the Romans heard the sonnd of crying and weeping emanating
from that cave. They went and reported the noise to the Emperor. 'The Emperor responded: even if what I

do causes the world to be destroyed, I will not rest until I fulfill my wish to murder all ten Rabbinic scholars
as I vowed to do.

The above &771 concerning the M35 933771 1YY shares several elements with the
story of 113N 27, In addition to incorporating the 21D of T2 37 112 (2 /N5 2°51N)
2N '[’N"\"? DAY N, both stories involve the severing of body parts. This particular

3. This collection of Q¥ was written in the Middle Ages as late as the time of the Crusades.
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WA was written in the Middle Ages and is typical of the stories that were floating among
the Jewish People to provide them with strength during a very difficult time. It is possible
that this @978 was the inspiration for the story that circulated about 131N 29.

Attached is a map that depicts the emigration of Jews from Italy into the Rhineland. The map helps
visualize how elements of S8 PPN TI0, the prayer customs of teh Jews who lived in Israel during the
period of the Talmud and the Gaonim (600-1100 CE) entered 1IN 37725, the Ashkenazic custonm,

through Jewish life in Italy. (The map was originally published in the Jewish History Atlas by Martin
Gilbert; Macmillan, 1976 edition).
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