VII. THE LANGUAGE OF POETRY

The Hebrew language continued to flourish in literature without
interruption at the very time (about 200 C.E.) when it ceased
to be spoken. A Jerusalem scholar, Prof. H. Schirmann of the
Hebrew University, showed in 1953 that the type of religious
poetry which we call Piyyut began in the 3rd century in Pal-
estine. Formerly it had been thought that the earliest Paytanim
(composers of Piyyut) lived much later. The great scholar,
L. Zunz, who wrote a hundred years ago two books on this
poetry that are still considered the most important available,
even dated them as late as the end of the 8th century, and be-
lieved their chief centre to have been Italy. According to Schir-
mann’s view, now generally accepted, the first great Paytanim,
Yose ben Yose, Yannai, and Kalir, were contemporary with
the latest Tannaim.!

Everyone who prays on the Days of Awe (New Year and
Day of Atonement) from the Ashkenazi Mahzor (Festival
Prayer Book), must know the Piyyut well, for he has to rise
and remain standing innumerable times while cantor and congre-
gation intone one of those Piyyutim in front of the open Ark
of the Law. And those who pay some attention to the prayers
in their Mahzor must have wondered how difficult the lan-
guage of many of these poems is. In actual fact the difficulty
is a double one. Even where there are no difficult words, it is
often not easy to understand the poems because of the nu-
merous allusions to Bible passages and to Midrashic interpreta-

1 Jewish Quarterly Review 44 (1953) 141, etc. E. Fleischer, Tarbiz 40
(1970-71) 41, etc., dates the earliest Piyyut to the 5th century, thus
still before the Arab conquest.
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tions interspersed in them. Let us take a Piyyut which contains
practically no linguistic difficulty:

ougn D3NP DR oMb

D K9 TIRR oW OUTYD

AyDn ngRn 0302 P

Apnn ©3 Yo b3 myhma DU UG

The two that are written on two (sides) are as good

as two witnesses from one and not from two;

it is well known that their writing, five upon five,

is to betroth the “‘fived” to the five, lest the five get power
over them.

This Piyyut is by Yannai, the second of the series of great
Paytanim. To us it reads like something from the puzzle section
of a newspaper. In fact, nothing simpler. if we only remember:

1. That the two Tablets of the Law were written on both
sides, front and back (Exodus 32:15), hence the reference here
is to the Tablets Moses brought down.

2. That in the same verse they are called “Tablets of Wit-
ness,” and that therefore they are good, as two witnesses are
better than one—for in Jewish law the evidence of one witness
is no evidence at all.2

3. However, the word one has here a double sense. It also
means that the Tablets came from the One God, and that they
bear express witness that God is One, and that there are no
two Gods (a good god and an evil god)), as the Sectarians in
Tannaitic times believed.

4. According to the opinion of Rabbi Hananiah ben Gama-
liel, which is the one popularly accepted (Palestinian Talmud,
Shekalim VI), five of the Ten Commandments were written
on the one Tablet, and five on the other, and this is alluded
to by saying “five upon five.”

5. This way of writing the Commandments, however, had

2 Hebrew min means both “from” and “than.”
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