Samuel Field Y Adult Center
The Liturgical Poetry Of The High Holiday Prayers
Why Did Liturgical Poetry Develop?
The conflict between the need to create a fixed text with the hope that each person will add
his own personal prayers.
Mishna Brachos, 4, 4-R. Eliezer says: if a man makes his prayers a fixed task, it is not a
genuine supplication.
Mishnah Avos, 2, 13- R. Shimon said: be careful with the reading of Shema and with
prayer, and when you pray, make not your prayer a set task, but an appeal for mercy and an
entreaty before the All-Present, for it is said: for He is gracious and compassionate,
long-suffering and abundant in mercy, and accepts the repentance of the evil.
S.D. Gotein, A Mediterranean Society, University Of California Press, 1999
Page154-The most time consuming portion of the service was the piyyut, the poetical
segments inserted randomly into the official order of prayer. (The word is derived from
Greek poet[es] and is pre-Islamic. In Arabic, these poetical pieces are called hizana, because
it was during this part of the service that hazzan, or cantor, had to prove his mettle.) The
biblical exhortation “Sing unto the Lord a new song” (Psalm98:1), echoed in the Talmudic
injunction “Everyone is obligated to say something new in his prayer every day,” was taken
seriously in the Geniza period, thus continuing a tradition of liturgical poetry dating back
some five hundred years prior. Tens of thousands (perhaps over a hundred thousand)
leaves with religious poems have been found in the Geniza, a reflection of the astonishing
output of the more famous liturgical poets of old, as well as the large number of authors,
otherwise unknown, who were active in composing those poems.
page 156-The popularity of the piyyut should not be attributed solely to its music, as
important as that might have been; otherwise, we would not find the cantors competing
with each other so eagerly to find (or produce) ever new texts. Even at the end of the
classical Geniza period, there must have been in any large community a considerable
number of persons who were able to understand and to appreciate those difficult poems.
The synagogue, we ought to remember, was not only a house of worship, but also a place
of study; or rather, as often said, study was worship. It may be that the piyyut served to
titillate the imagination and puzzle the intellect; since almost every line contained a hidden
allusion to a Bible verse or a passage of talmudic literature, every new poem must have
prompted a vigorous contest to determine the poet’s sources and his aesthetic intent.
While the melodies were a devotional pastime for the many, the effort required for the full
understanding of the texts was an intellectual exercise for a sophisticated and learned
audience.
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Littanies-1

One word per line alphabetical acrostics
You instituted the
Sabbath, You
favored its
offerings. You
commanded its
specific laws along
with the order of
libations. Those
who delight in it
inherit eternal
glory, those who
relish it merit life,
and those who
love its teachings
have chosen
greatness. Even
before . . .

The blessed
G-d, great in
knowledge,
prepared and
made the rays of
the sun. He who
is good formed
glory for His
name,
surrounding His
power with
radiant stars.
The leader of
His hosts, the
holy ones, exalt
the Almighty,
constantly
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v̈h«d¤B§ g© n§
o¨kIg§k
sIcF̈
'Uk«j̈b§ h¦
v̈h«n£
¤ gIy
oh¦Hj©
'Ufz̈
o©du§
ohc£
¦ vItv̈
v̈hrc̈
«¤ S§
v¨KsªD§
'Ur«j̈C̈
zẗ
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©
sIcF̈
'InJ¦
§k
,IrItn§
i,b̈
©
,Ichc¦ x§
'IZgª
,IBP¦
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Littanies-2

Older Selichos
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Littanies-3
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The Prayer Leader Asks For Permission To Lead The Service-1
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The Prayer Leader Asks For Permission To Lead The Service-2
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Oo’Nisaneh Tokef
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Who Authored The Poem Of Oo’Nisaneh Tokef-1?
Ohr Zarua- Story Of Rav Amnon- I found a handwritten letter from Rav Ephraim
Mi’Bonn, son of Yaakov, in which he relates that Rav Amnon from Mayence composed
the Piyut: V’Nisaneh Tokef in connection with a heartbreaking incident that occurred to
Rav Amnon. This is what Rabbi Ephraim wrote: A story about Rav Amnon of Mayence
who was an outstanding scholar of his generation, wealthy, from a noteworthy family,
handsome and blessed with a good personality when the local officials and the Governor
began urging Rav Amnon to convert to their religion but Rav Amnon regularly deflected
them. Because of his 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 Amnon 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 would convert, that he
needed time to seek advice and give some thought about denying the Living G-d. When he
returned home, he was so despondent that he refused to eat or to drink. He became
sickened from his 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.
At the conclusion of the three days during which Rav Amnon felt overwhelmed by sorrow
and worry, the Governor sent for Rav Amnon but Rav Amnon refused to go see him. The
Governor sent many additional and respected officials to summon Rav Amrom but he
refused to go. The Governor then issued an order directing that Rav Amnon be brought
to him by force. Rav Amnon 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 my proposal and seeking advice concerning it,
you would agree to my request. Rav Amnon responded: let me suggest what should be my
punishment. Cut out my tongue which spoke thus. Rav Amnon suggested such a
punishment because Rav Amnon wanted to undertake an act that would sanctify G-d’s
name for having spoken poorly. The Governor responded: No, I will not accede to your
request and remove your tongue. Your 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
Amnon’s fingers and arms were severed and his legs amputated. As each limb was being
removed, Rav Amnon was given an opportunity to convert and each time he refused.
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Who Authored The Poem Of Oo’Nisaneh Tokef-2?
After completing the amputation of Rav Amnon’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 Amnon. 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 Amnon requested that his family carry him to synagogue along with his
decaying limbs and to lay him next to the prayer leader. And so they did. When the prayer
leader came to Kedushah, the prayer leader first recited the Piyut: V’Chayos Asher Hinei.
Rav Amnon 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’V’Chein Lecha Sa’Aleh Kedushah; in other
words: I underwent these terrible afflictions in order to reaffirm Your Hegemony and Your
Uniqueness. He then opened with: Oo’Nisaneh Tokef Kedushas Ha’Yom. He continued
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
Amnon then said: V’Chosem Yad Kol Adom Bo V’Sifkod Nefesh Kol Chai; in other
words: what had happened to Rav Amnon 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 his life. It is about people
like Rav Amnon that it is written (Tehilim 31, 20): Oh how great is Your goodness, which
You have prepared for those who fear You; which You have arranged for those who
trust in You, in the sight of the sons of men!
Three days after his death at the point when Rav Amnon found his place in Heaven, Rav
Amnon 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’Yom that Rav Amnon had
composed. Rav Amnon requested that Rabbi Kolonymos send a copy of the Piyut to all
the Jewish communities around the Diaspora so that it serve as a memorial for what had
occurred to Rav Amnon. The Gaon, Rabbi Kolonymos, complied with his request.
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Who Authored The Poem Of Oo’Nisaneh Tokef-3?
Avrohom FrankelThe Piyut: ‘Oo’Nisaneh Tokef’ is a very early Piyut that is known to us from the material
found in the Cairo Geniza. That fact appears to contradict the statement found in the story
that links the composition of the Piyut to Rav Amnon 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 Rav Amnon. As a result, they viewed
the story of Rav Amnon 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.
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 Amnon (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 Eretz Yisroel, travelled first from Eretz Yisroel to Italy and during the course
of the 1100’s and 1200’s spread to the Jewish comunities in Ashkenaz and in France.
In addition, it will become clear that the name ‘Amnon’ was a standard name that Jews in
Italy used for their sons and that Rabbi Amnon from Mayence was in fact a scholar from
an Italian-Jewish family. Even the ethnic origin of Rabbi Kolonymos son of Meshullam, to
whom Rabbi Amnon, according to the legend, taught the words of the Piyut, is Italy. Rabbi
Amnon and Rabbi Kolonymos knew the Piyut from the Italian liturgical tradition that they
followed and they encouraged the dissemination of the Piyut throughout Ashkenaz. 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.
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May be the re-telling of the Death Of The Ten Martyrs
Midrash-The next to be brought out was Rabbi Yehudah son of Dama. The day was Erev
Shavuos. Rabbi Yehuda said to the Emperor: May it please the Emperor if the Emperor would
allow me a moment to recite Kiddish Ha’Yom, 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: You 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 Yehudah responded: About the
Torah King David wrote (Tehillim 31, 20): Oh how great is Your 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 you 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 immediately 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 his continued anger, the
Emperor ordered that Rabbi Yehudah’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 sound 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 Application Of Interpretation Techniques To The Piyut Of Oo’Nisaneh Tokef, Aharon &
Rozanson
Before moving on and because we are dealing with the link between liturgical poems and
stories, it is appropriate to elaborate and to compare the story of Rav Amnon with the story of the
Ten Martyrs, which should also be viewed, in my opinion, as a creation of the Middle Ages. The
story of the Ten Martyrs led to the composition of a Selicha, a liturgical poem, as well, which is
included in Tefilas Mussaf of Yom Kippur. Clearly, the central theme that links the two stories is
the willingness of a Jew to be put to the test and to offer himself as a sacrifice in sanctification of
G-d’s name, a common theme among the Ashkenazic Pietists. The Selicha is centered around an
incident that occurred during the period of the “Ruler”: “For in that Ruler’s time there was no
reprieve for the ten who were murdered by the Ruler.” From that point forward we find that the
plot of the story told in the Selicha thickens. Three elements within the story of the Ten Martyrs
need to be singled out because they also appear in the story of Rav Amnon: the request for time to
consult, a statement about the beauty of the victim and the detailed description of the torture.
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Who Authored The Poem Of Oo’Nisaneh Tokef-5?
Retelling Of An Incident From The Crusade Chronicles
Eidelberg- And it came to pass that the holy and righteous Jewish community of Mayence,
guardian and shield for all the Jewish communities, known among all Jewish communities,
learned that a portion of the Jewish community in Speyer had been massacred and for a second
time, the community of Worms was overwhelmed by swords. The news caused the hands of
the Jewish community of Mayence to weaken. Their hearts melted and became like water. They
called out to G-d with all their hearts and pleaded: “G-d of Israel, is it now Your plan to bring
the Jewish People to an end? Where are Your miracles and wonders that our forefathers
described to us as follows: Did G-d not rescue the Jewish People from Egypt and free them
from Babylonia? Has G-d not saved Jewish communities on numerous occasions? How is it
possible that G-d has now abandoned and neglected our community, allowing us to fall into
the hands of the evil Christians who wish to annihilate our community? Please do not distance
Yourself. The danger is imminent and no one is available to save us.” The leaders of the
community gathered to develop a plan that might save the community. One said to the other:
Let us choose among our elders those who can make a recommendation. If not, this evil will
destroy us. They then unanimously agreed to pay a ransom for their souls, to spread their
money among all possible saviors and to bribe government officials at all levels.
The heads of the community who were known to be closest to the Governor rose to meet with
him and his advisors and to seek counsel from them. The community leaders asked: what can
we do to avoid the fate of our brothers in Speyer and in Worms who were massacred? The
Governor’s advisers responded: accept the following suggestions: bring all your money to our
treasury. You, your wives, your sons and daughters and your complete households should seek
refuge in the courtyard of the Governor’s home until the armed battalion passes through. That
is the way to be saved from the evil ones. The Governors’ advisors made this recommendation
in order to gather the Jewish community into one place so that they would be like fish in a tank.
It would then be easy to turn the community over to the Crusaders. The end of all stories
reveals the initial intent. The Governor gathered all of his followers, from the highest level to
the lowest, in order to assist the Jews. At first he may have intended to use his abilities to
rescue the Jewish community, but in the end, all of the bribes and all the efforts at appeasement
did not provide protection once the disaster struck.
It was the third day of Sivan which had been designated as a day of holiness and separation in
the year in which the Torah was given to the Jewish People. It was the same day of the month
in which Moshe Rabbenu said: “Prepare yourselves for three days.” On that same day of the
same month the Jewish community of Mayence, righteous followers of G-d, in holiness and in
purity, committed to leave this world and to enter G-d’s world as one. They were dignified in
life and their deaths were no less dignified.
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Repentance, Charity And Prayer Cause The Annulment Of The Evil
Decree
dxfbd rx z` oixiarn dwcve dltze daeyze
Babylonian Talmud-Rabbi Isaac further said: Four acts can contribute to the cancellation of
an evil decree that has been levied upon a person: i.e. charity, supplication, change of name
and change of conduct. Charity, as it is written: and charity saves one from death.
Supplication, as it is written: then they cried unto the Lord in their trouble, and He
delivered them out of their distress. Change of name, as it is written: as for Sarai your wife,
you shall no longer call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name; and the verse
continues: and I will bless her and moreover, I will give you a son from her. Change of
conduct, as it is written: and G-d saw their works; and the verse continues: and G-d
relented from imposing the evil decree which He said He would levy upon them and G-d
did not impose the punishment. Some say that change of place also avails, as it is written:
Now the Lord said unto Abram, Leave your homeland; and the verse proceeds with: and I
will make of you a great nation.
Jerusalem Talmud-Rabbi Lazar said: Three acts can cause the cancellation of an evil decree
that has been levied against a person. These are the acts: Prayer, charity and repentance. All
three acts can be derived from one verse: if My people, who are called by My name, shall
humble themselves, and pray, and seek My presence, and turn from their wicked ways; then
I will listen from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land. The words in
the verse: and they will pray represents prayer; the words: seek My presence, represents
charity, as it is written (Tehillim 17, 15) I justly will look upon you. The words in the verse:
and they will turn from their evil ways represents repentance, if they perform it. What does
the verse next provide? Then will I listen from heaven, and I will forgive their sin, and I
will heal their land.
Mateh Moshe-Perhaps the basis for the order of the words is as follows: perform
repentance before prayer because it is only by first repenting that prayer and charity cause
the cancellation of an evil decree.
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The Ten Martyrs-1
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The Ten Martyrs-2
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Other Well Known Liturgical Poems
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