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Introduction

IN HIS FIRST LETTER to Héloise, Abelard draws a sharp distinction between
family life and the life of the philosopher1:

What harmony can there be between pupils and nursemaids, desks and cradles,
books or tablets and distaffs, pen or stylus and spindles? Who can concentrate on
thoughts of scripture or philosophy and be able to endure babies crying, nurses
soothing them with lullabies, and all the noisy coming and going of men and
women about the house? Will he put up with the constant muddle and squalor
that small children bring into the home?2

The focus of this study is the cradles and the nurses and the noisy coming
and going of men and women about the house . . . exactly that which Abelard
intended to dismiss—the connection between these aspects of medieval life
and the more accessible lives of scholars. This study follows the Jewish family
in medieval Germany and northern France during the High Middle Ages,
from the birth of a child until that child was ready for formal education.3 An
understanding of the family unit, the most basic building block of the medieval
Jewish community, is essential in order to broaden our knowledge of Jewish
family life in the past and to comprehend the Jewish community. During the
period of their lives examined here, children were under the supervision of
their mothers and other women. The girls remained under this influence until
they got married, whereas the boys left the female sphere sooner and began
their formal religious education under the guidance of male tutors and teach-
ers at the age of five, six, or seven. As mothers played a central role in their chil-
dren’s existence during these years, this study has placed special emphasis on
their lives. It is, however, a book about both mothers and fathers, about their
shared goals and their distinctive roles.

Each aspect of Jewish life studied here is compared with that of the Chris-
tian surroundings. Each issue is evaluated not only in the context of Jewish so-
ciety, but in that of European society as a whole. In some cases, these two sep-
arate groups are, in fact, one, for Jews and Christians lived in close proximity
and, as neighbors, maintained daily contact with each other. In other cases,
the inner structure of each society commands our attention, as the practices
studied were conducted on distinctly parallel planes, with no direct contact be-
tween the two societies. By examining Jewish families along with Christian
ones, we may identify shared social structures and mentalities, as well as dif-
ferences.



Family History and Gender Studies

Until recently, motherhood and childhood were considered subjects without
history.4 Many scholars of Jewish society, like those studying other societies,
took for granted that the lives of mothers and children in the past were similar
to those of their modern contemporaries,5 but in recent decades, social histo-
rians have revealed the great variety of cultural and social patterns that have
characterized different societies, demonstrating the extent to which this as-
sumption was incorrect. Among the first, prominent studies to examine these
topics was research on the lives of medieval families; and to a great extent, in-
terest in the topics of motherhood and childhood began with the examination
of medieval European culture.

Central to this investigation of family life in the past was Philippe Ariès’s
book L’enfant et la vie familiale sous l’ancien régime.6 This book generated a
polemic that precipitated a new historical discourse. As Barbara Hanawalt has
recently argued in her summary, and assessment of several decades of this de-
bate, despite the refutation of many of Ariès’s arguments, his book is still cen-
tral to all studies of childhood and family life.7 A central focus of the initial de-
bates following the publication of Ariès’s book was his characterization of the
emotional attachment of parents and, especially of mothers, to their children.
Many of the conclusions attributed to Ariès in this context—such as the lack
of parental love toward their children and especially the lack of grief over the
death of children (as a consequence of high infant mortality)—became funda-
mental tenets of a school of research that sought to portray premodern parent-
children relationships as characterized by neglect and indifference.8 While
detailed research over the past three decades has persuasively argued that me-
dieval parents were, in fact, emotionally attached to their children and has re-
futed many of the other claims made by Ariès and his followers, there is no
doubt that his study was a central factor motivating much of the subsequent re-
search. Important surveys and detailed studies written by Shulamith Shahar,
Barbara Hanawalt, Pierre Riché, Danielle Alexandre-Bidon, Monique Closson,
Didier Lett, James Schultz, and most recently Nicholas Orme among many
others, have demonstrated the complexity of medieval childhood.9

While Ariès focused only on childhood, some of his followers and critics ex-
panded the field of study to include questions dealing with parenting in the
past. Different models of parenthood and, especially of motherhood, were
studied, giving rise to the awareness that being a mother or father in the past
was not the same as parenthood today. While a small portion of this research
was motivated by ideological purposes, particularly the work of radical femi-
nists such as Elisabeth Badinter,10 most of this scholarship drew a new picture
of a historical phenomenon that had received little attention in previous re-
search.11 Book-length studies by historians such as Clarissa Atkinson and, more
recently, Mary Dockray-Miller, as well as a number of authors of essays pub-
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lished in edited volumes on medieval motherhood, have examined attitudes
toward motherhood and the medieval reality of mothers’ lives, while other
scholars have studied birthing and infant feeding practices.12

This study of motherhood was instigated by an additional set of interests as
well. The feminist revolution revived interest in the lives of women in the past.
At first, heroines were sought out and the actions of women in the public
sphere were emphasized, and little attention was devoted to the lives of unex-
ceptional women. Feminist scholars tended to ignore the private lives of
women and their traditional functions—as mothers, wives, and daughters.
Many feminist historians, like many other feminists during the 1970s and
1980s, saw a basic conflict between motherhood and feminism. Consequently,
motherhood was one of the last topics to be addressed by feminist historians.13

When private life was studied, the questions investigated were usually limited
to marriage and marriage practices.

Fifteen years ago, the first book on motherhood in medieval Christian soci-
ety was published; since then, more have followed. Along with the study of
motherhood and the lives of women, a new awareness has affirmed the neces-
sity of examining the roles and understandings of men as fathers in the past.14

These studies of fathers are only beginning to be published, almost fifteen years
after the first appearance of studies on motherhood. While some of the studies
of motherhood, particularly those popular two decades ago, addressed ques-
tions of emotional attachment, most recent studies have focused on under-
standing the historical context and culture of family life in the Middle Ages.

Although much has been published on childhood and on the lives of women
in the past, few studies have examined women and children together. The his-
tory of childhood has been adopted by social historians, as well as by scholars
interested in psychoanalysis. The history of women has been examined by his-
torians interested in the family, who have often studied the role of women as
part of their discussion of marriage and of the division of labor in society. These
scholars were interested in women as one of the components of the family, but
often not as a topic in and of itself. By contrast, feminist research concerning
the lives of women in the past adopted other methods of inquiry. In these stud-
ies, the interest was in women as a separate group, often portrayed as at odds
with male hierarchies, resisting or submitting to them. Research that sought to
outline an exclusively women’s “History of Their Own,” always included a
chapter devoted to family life. These chapters were, however, often lopsided,
presenting only women’s stories, while all but ignoring the men.

Over the past two decades, women’s studies has shifted to include both gen-
ders, as scholars have realized that one cannot study women and their lives
without examining men and their place in society. This shift has led to an in-
clusion of the lives of men and of society at large in the study of the lives of
women. Feminists have demonstrated the extent of men’s presence, even when
the main subject of their inquiry is women, thus reversing the attempts to iso-
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late a separate female sphere. Such a female sphere was suggested both by
more traditional historical writings, which allocated women a place only in the
domestic sphere, as well as by feminist historians, who sought a point of entry
into women’s lives in the past. A prominent example in this context is birth, an
area that in premodern times, was supervised by women and took place exclu-
sively in the presence of women. As, however, gender perspectives were intro-
duced to research, this supposedly female sphere, like others, came to be seen as
a reflection of the society in its entirety, rather than the world of women alone.

In addition, not only is the constant inclusion of both men and women nec-
essary for historical analysis, but as many of the sources studied, especially in
the medieval period, were written by men, new methods had to be developed
for examining these sources. Only so could scholars come to understand the
perspective from which they were written and how that perspective presented
the women mentioned in these sources. As noted over a decade ago by Chris-
taine Klapisch-Zuber, the women presented in the medieval sources are often
idealized; their descriptions are not of actual medieval persons. Consequently,
we must take care to distinguish the sources referring to actual women and
their deeds from sources referring to an ideal of womanhood, whether fair or
wicked.15 In our case, in which the writers were all men, and generally wrote
their observations about women for a male audience, these distinctions are of
utmost importance.16

In summary, the study of motherhood and childhood, and the broader study
of family life share many characteristics. In both cases, historians today are
studying topics that, a few decades ago, were not considered worthy of histori-
cal analysis. Scholars of family life have demonstrated time and again that, al-
though biological functions such as birth and lactation, as well as the basic
needs of infants and children, have not changed over time, the ways societies
understand and satisfy these needs has. One can no longer explain these needs
or functions as simply “natural.” They must be understood within their specific
cultural and historical contexts.17

Jews in Christian Europe

The literature concerning the development of research on gender and family
history is one part of the foundation for this study, providing a methodological
basis for the research and a model for some of the questions posed in the pages
that follow. As mentioned above, many of the scholars who pioneered the study
of family life in the past were also historians of medieval Europe. As a result,
their work provides not only a methodological basis but a substantive one as
well. This substantive foundation has been complemented by a growing num-
ber of studies concerning women and families in medieval Europe over the
past decades. The Jewish communities examined in this study shared many as-
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pects of this well-documented world. The question of how to view Jewish so-
ciety in light of this research and within the broader medieval context provides
an additional foundation for this study. I will now briefly describe the Jewish
communities of medieval Ashkenaz that are at the heart of this book.

This study focuses on the Jewish family in medieval France and Germany
during the High Middle Ages. The earliest sources examined are from the
ninth century and the latest sources are from the early modern period. The
bulk of the source material was, however, written in the High Middle Ages, be-
tween the time of the First Crusade and the Black Death. Since changes in the
family often evolved over time, the long period of time examined allows for an
assessment of the variation in society that took place over the years.

A time framework similar to the one generally employed in studies of me-
dieval northern France and Germany was chosen for two reasons. As is the case
in Christian Europe, the Jewish sources from before the eleventh century are
relatively sparse. Despite this relative dearth, the ninth and tenth centuries were
formative periods both for the Jewish communities and for their Christian
neighbors and institutions. The relative wealth of sources from the late eleventh
century onward reflects the vitality of the lives of the Jews of Ashkenaz. This sit-
uation parallels that of the Christian world, where we find a wealth of sources
from the twelfth century on,18 as many scholars of childhood and family life in
the Middle Ages have pointed out.19 The early materials from the Carolingian
period are very valuable, however, as they reflect a period in which changes
that shaped the institutions of the High Middle Ages were initiated. This is
equally true of the scarce but important documents we have of community
agreements and halakhic opinions from the ninth and tenth centuries.20

The terminus ad quem of this study, the mid-fourteenth century, also has
shared significance for Jewish and Christian society. The Black Death has been
shown to be a turning point in many different contexts, an event that provoked
extreme changes in both attitudes and practices. While in some cases, these
changes reflect processes that began in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,
many became prominent only after the Black Death. Consequently, many
studies about family life in medieval Europe end with the Black Death, just as
many studies concerned with early modern Europe begin their inquiry at this
point.21 The Black Death was also a moment of change for the Jewish com-
munities in Europe and, as such, serves as a suitable period for the end of our
inquiry. The Black Death changed the face of European Jewry. Following the
Black Death, the process of expulsion of Jews that had begun in England at
the end of the thirteenth century, and continued in France at the beginning of
the fourteenth century, spread to some cities in Germany as well.22 In addi-
tion, many Jews in German communities began to move to Poland during this
period. As the population moved eastward, the result of these migrations, both
forced and voluntary, created a new Jewish geography.23 My examination of
sources from after the Black Death demonstrates some of the effects of those
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changes and investigates to what extent changes that began earlier were ac-
centuated, continued, or transformed after the mid–fourteenth century.

The communities examined are situated in today’s northern France and
Germany, and are generally called “Ashkenaz” in Jewish historical writing. Al-
though these areas did not belong to a single geopolitical entity during the Mid-
dle Ages, and Jewish sources themselves reflect some differences between the
localities, the corpus of sources that provides the basis for this study is, for the
most part, shared by the two communities.24 Jews settled along the banks of
the Rhine during the ninth and tenth centuries, in cities that over time became
central Jewish establishments. The “Shum” communities—Speyer, Worms,
and Mainz—were home to many important rabbinical figures as well as to the
financial leaders of the time (the two vocations often went hand in hand).25

Additional German communities were home to rabbinic authorities and suc-
cessful traders as well. Over time, Jewish settlement spread eastward, and new
centers of business and learning were established.26

The Jews of northern France, like their brothers and sisters in Germany, were
also a vital part of the urbanization of Europe during the Carolingian era.27 Jew-
ish families established themselves along the trade routes and in the large urban
centers. By the High Middle Ages, larger communities, numbering several hun-
dred families, lived in the big cities in France, while many smaller Jewish com-
munities were established, some numbering only a handful of families. The Jews
of these communities in France and Germany maintained close contact with
other Jews who shared their customs—Jews living in Bohemia, Austria, and Italy
(where many of the Ashkenazic Jews originated).28 Some sources from these
areas will be examined here as well.29 I have not included the Jews of England
in this discussion, since the Hebrew sources from England are of a different
nature from those on the continent, and, despite the existing contacts between
Jews in England and in Ashkenaz, the communities’ traditions are not the same.

My decision to jointly examine the areas that are today part of Germany and
northern France, distinguishing between them only when such distinctions
arise from the sources, does not ignore the fact that these were separate geo-
graphic units with distinctive sociopolitical features. Some sources demon-
strate that the medieval Jews themselves were well aware of such distinctions.
Historians have differed over the importance of these distinctions. While some
have argued for examining the two traditions jointly, others have argued for dis-
tinguishing between the Jews of northern France and those of Germany.30 My
approach assumes that the customs and practices in both areas were, for the
most part, shared.31 Scholars who went to study in the yeshivas frequently trav-
eled between France and Germany, as did many of the business people. In the
tenth and eleventh centuries, students often traveled from France to Germany,
and in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, German students often traveled to
France to study. As we shall see, in the context of family life, both areas shared
many features and, in fact, can be defined as a single broad region.
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In short, the geographical and chronological frameworks examined here ac-
cord with those commonly employed when studying Christian society. As was
the case in some of the first studies that examined family life, as well as women’s
history in medieval Europe, the geographic scope of our project is rather broad.
As in those projects, I have focused on northern Europe, to the exclusion of
the southern parts of Europe—Spain and Provence.32 This division suits the
study of Jewish society, as Spain and Provence had legal and philosophical tra-
ditions different from those of Ashkenazic Jews, while Muslim rule, under
which the Jews had lived in previous centuries, gave rise to substantial differ-
ences in religious customs as well as legal traditions.

Over the past two decades, Christian family life and gender divisions in me-
dieval society have been studied extensively. In the course of this period, there
has been a gradual shift from studies examining longer time frames and larger
geographic areas to research with narrower geographic and chronological
foci.33 One can hope and assume that, as more social and cultural research
pertaining to the Jews in medieval Ashkenaz is undertaken and published, our
ability to distinguish between communities and localities will improve.

Jewish Life in Medieval Europe

As stated at the outset, the premise of this study is that it is impossible to com-
prehend the history of medieval Jews without an in-depth understanding of the
society in which they lived. This premise has been debated and contested since
the earliest studies on Ashkenazic Jewry written by Wissenschaft scholars in the
nineteenth century. Certainly, the Jews formed a distinct social and religious
group that saw itself, and was perceived by others, as separate from its sur-
roundings. Moreover, the medieval Jewish communities, as well as their Chris-
tian neighbors, strove to create separate and even opposing identities, cultivat-
ing their own unique customs, some of which were designed to set Jews apart
from Christians. Some of these distinctions, within the family framework, will
be examined below.

At the same time, however, within the medieval cities, the Jews in Germany
and northern France were in contact with their Christian neighbors on a daily
basis and had to deal with many of the same mundane worries and troubles.
Clearly, on the most basic level, the everyday needs of a Jewish family were
similar to those of their Christian neighbors. The Jews needed to support them-
selves financially, as did their neighbors, and they too married, gave birth, and
died. In the context of family life, giving birth, and raising children, we can as-
sume that Jews and Christians who lived in similar material surroundings and
environments shared many of the same concerns. This similarity is aptly illus-
trated by medieval accounts of medical techniques and beliefs related to child
care, as well as other categories of medical care.34

Aside from daily concerns, Jews and their neighbors shared a common lan-
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guage—the local vernaculars in which they conducted their everyday business
and family life.35 They also shared many beliefs, values, and principles, in spite
of their separate and, at times, conflicting religions. These shared values are
expressed through the shaping of their respective rites of passage and their so-
cial institutions, as well as through shared outlooks on life.36 While these sim-
ilar worldviews sometimes led to intense interfaith polemics, they were also the
foundation upon which those polemics were built.37 As such, it is important
to outline the similarities as well as the differences between Jewish and Chris-
tian family lives.

These shared approaches and attitudes derived not only from common 
living conditions and beliefs, but also from daily contact. Medieval sources pro-
vide many examples of everyday contact between Jews and Christians, espe-
cially between Jewish and Christian women, including trade and daily neigh-
borly life. Through these connections, Jews and Christians became familiar
with one another’s customs. On the family level, Christian women lived inside
Jewish homes as servants and as wet nurses, sharing many aspects of the fam-
ily’s daily routine.38 This certainly provided opportunities for exchanging opin-
ions and beliefs. Christian women who worked for Jews learned about Jewish
customs and taught Jews their own practices. These more intimate contacts
between Jews and Christians are central to this study.

One might argue that since these Jewish-Christian contacts took place
within a very clear framework in which Jews were masters and mistresses and
Christian women at their beck and call, such contacts are of limited value in
illustrating shared worlds. These contacts were, however, so commonplace,
that they must be taken into account as part of any attempt to understand me-
dieval Jewish life. As we shall see, many Jewish families, including very poor
ones, had Christian servants and wet nurses. In addition, in spite of the very
clear hierarchy within the Jewish home, the relationships between the Jewish
masters and their servants were shadowed by a reverse hierarchy in which
Christians had the upper hand over the Jews.

Contact with household servants was only one of the many facets of daily
Jewish-Christian relationships. During the medieval period, there were no
ghettos, and Jews and Christians were neighbors. Despite the clear preference
Jewish community members showed for living in close proximity to one an-
other, they almost always had Christian neighbors as well.39 These shared
neighborhoods created many points of meeting and contact: Jewish and Chris-
tian women shared ovens, Jews and Christians met by the local wells and cis-
terns, borrowed food, and knew each other’s daily routines. Medieval responsa
indicate that Jewish and Christian women borrowed dresses from one another
and were familiar with intimate details of one another’s customs.40 To these in-
formal connections, we may add commercial contacts between Jews and Chris-
tians.41 Certainly, a Christian man or woman who came to the home of a Jew-
ish moneylender was witness to various aspects of Jewish life. Likewise, Jews
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became aware of aspects of Christian life by receiving securities that had specif-
ically religious connotations, or when business or other contacts required them
to become familiar with the Christian ritual calendar. As Cohen and Horowitz
have suggested, members of coterminous different cultures were probably
more familiar with one another’s rituals than with their respective ideologies.42

Our focus will be on the more intimate and domestic contacts between Jews
and Christians, especially those between women. The presence of Christian
women in Jewish homes, as well as the shared world of medical practitioners
and practice, are both central to understanding medieval Jewish family life.
Medical practice is a central component of birth and child care. Jews and Chris-
tians exchanged knowledge and techniques and, in some cases, practitioners as
well. In addition, medieval medicine had strong religious components—the
relics and amulets used, the verses chanted and the explanations given for dif-
ferent practices were often based on religious texts and interpretations.43

In spite of the many contacts between Jews and Christians, the Jewish com-
munity, as noted at the outset, saw itself and was seen by others as a separate
entity. In many of the cases examined here, Jewish and Christian society will
be compared, and I will point to parallel practices and developments as well
as to central differences between Jewish and Christian practice. Many schol-
ars have debated how ideas were transferred from one society to the other, es-
pecially in cases in which we cannot attribute shared outlooks and practices to
daily contacts alone. When scholars of the nineteenth century identified par-
allel customs, they were often most interested in tracing the origin of the prac-
tice to either a Jewish or a Christian source, rather than explaining the culture
and period in which the two parallel practices existed.44 As my main interest
is in the lives of medieval Jews and Christians in their cultural context, I will
not be concerned with tracing practices back to their alleged point of origin in
Judaism or Christianity. My assumption is that Jews, as a minority society, were
more influenced by their Christian neighbors, than the Christians, as a ma-
jority culture, were influenced by the Jews. Jews absorbed and appropriated
some of the ideas and values of their social environment, more often than not
unconsciously. Ivan Marcus has called this kind of cultural appropriation “in-
ward acculturation,” as it did not lead to Jews’ joining Christianity and giving
up aspects of their Judaism; rather, it involved the absorption of new ideas into
Jewish society.45

This approach presents a change from that adopted by past historians. It al-
lows a departure from the attempt to portray Jews as living in a world separate
from that of their Christian neighbors. This method also emphasizes that Jews
belong to European culture. As Robert Bonfil has shown, this approach also
raises new questions: If the Jews are indeed part of their surrounding society,
then their lives must be studied in light of their environment.

To a certain extent, this method, which has been developed in different ways
by a number of scholars recently,46 was already examined and discussed by his-
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torians of medieval Ashkenaz in the nineteenth century. However, an addi-
tional dominant emphasis in many of those studies was the history of persecu-
tion that was a central component of medieval Jewish life.47 This emphasis also
underlined the difference between the unpleasant contact of Jews with their
Christian surroundings, and the religious and creative spirituality enjoyed by
leaders of the Ashkenazic communities. As a result, subsequent scholarly ap-
proaches usually restricted their gaze to the world of scholarship, positing an
unfriendly world beyond the spiritual environment. Family life, according to
this approach, was an internal aspect of Jewish life because it was regulated by
the Torah and by the leaders of the Ashkenazic communities. With few ex-
ceptions, it was presented as a world apart, not connected to the daily contact
that existed between Jews and Christians.

The social, rather than the religious or intellectual history of the Jews, was
the subject of a number of studies in nineteenth-century Germany and En-
gland, but was first brought to the forefront of research through the writings of
Salo Baron and Jacob Katz. Baron’s approach, which held sway in the twenti-
eth century, especially in North America, concentrated on the social history of
the Jews and refused to see the Middle Ages only as a period of persecution.
Yet despite the tremendous scope of Baron’s research, he did not devote atten-
tion to Jewish family life.48 Another prominent social historian, Jacob Katz, de-
voted his attention to the family in medieval and early modern times. Katz’s
analysis, however, was based on a sociological prototype, and he was not in-
terested in understanding the daily life of the family or the place of women and
children within the family framework.49

Well before Baron and Katz, scholars of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries such as Moritz Güdemann, Israel Abrahams, and others were
interested in cultural history, and the Jewish family had a prominent place in
their work. On the whole, these scholars, many of whom lived in Germany,
were interested in situating Jewish history, and specifically medieval European
Jewish history, within the context of the dominant Christian culture.50 They
pointed to many parallels and shared features of Jewish and Christian life,
while maintaining the position that, even in cases in which practices were
shared, an inherent difference existed between the Jews and their neighbors.
While aspects of family life were examined within the Christian context, an
underlying assumption was that the Jewish family was a special haven from the
rough, and at times anti-Jewish and unkind world Jews inhabited.51

After World War II, and especially with the establishment of the State of Is-
rael, medieval Jewish life in Europe attracted much interest. In these studies,
the self-organization of the medieval Jewish communities became a central
topic. The family, however, the basic building block of these communities, re-
ceived little attention.52 The lack of attention to family history, as well as to the
place of women and children in medieval Jewish society, was not merely a re-
flection of the interests of historians who studied Jewish culture. It also re-
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flected the foci of historical research generally during these years; family his-
tory and gender studies were not yet prominent in medieval studies. Jewish his-
torical research turned to the family and gender studies only several years after
this trend was initiated in general studies of the medieval world in the late eight-
ies and early nineties of the twentieth century.53

In addition to the interest in medieval Jewish community life, the past
decades of medieval research have followed the more traditional study of the
history of Jewish thought—the works and lives of the great rabbinical figures,
whose writings also provide most of the evidence for this study.54 Many stud-
ies on Jewish-Christian relations were also published.55 Only recently have
scholars attempted to illuminate the social settings in which these intellectual
pursuits took place and connect between these two topics, by examining the
works and lives of rabbinic scholars in the context of Jewish-Christian relations.
These new emphases in research follow many years in which scholars assumed
that Jewish intellectuals functioned in a rather rarefied and isolated intellec-
tual environment.56

The tendency, prevalent until quite recently, to examine Jewish life in me-
dieval Ashkenaz in isolation from the lives of non-Jewish neighbors contrasts
with research on the Jews of medieval Spain, which has emphasized the shared
features and joint culture of Jews, Muslims, and Christians.57 There are a num-
ber of reasons for this difference: First and foremost, the focus of most schol-
ars studying medieval Ashkenaz was the halakhic corpus composed by schol-
ars during the Middle Ages. These sources are mainly in Hebrew and were not
written in order to describe social conditions or situations; rather, they focus
on legal and exegetical topics. Scholars’ major interest has been in the authors
and their intellectual creativity, in the rabbis, and in the contact between them.
Their wives, children, and unlearned neighbors were of little concern. Thus,
family life was disregarded. An apt illustration of this point can be found in the
information we possess regarding the families of the sages themselves. Only a
small number of their wives are known by name, and, even in those cases, lit-
tle else is known about them.58

A second reason for the tendency to examine internal Jewish communal life
in relative isolation has to do with the extant sources. Most of the sources ex-
amined in the past, as in this study, are traditional Jewish sources written in He-
brew. These sources are religious writings focused on the interpretation of
Holy Scripture and other canonical texts. As such, they seem to invite exami-
nation from an internal Jewish perspective. The second focus of research—
Jewish-Christian relations—also promoted separate examination of religious
traditions. The discussion of Jewish-Christian polemics assumed difference, for
if there is no difference, there is no argument. Despite recent tendencies to
concentrate on the dialogue between Judaism and Christianity, the main focus
of scholarship in this area has been on the presentation of the differences be-
tween Jews and Christians, rather than on their shared aspects.59
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With the growing interest in the lives of women in the past, this too has been
changing. One of the most important works reflecting this outlook is that of
Avraham Grossman, a prominent scholar of sages’ lives who has recently
turned his attention to the history of medieval Jewish women and, especially,
to issues relating to marriage and family.60 Grossman has emphasized the more
ancient elements of Jewish tradition, which are important for any attempt to
understand medieval Jewish texts, along with comparing Jewish practices to
those of their Christian and Muslim neighbors. However, although Grossman
does compare Jewish and Christian society in his work, both societies remain
distinctive entities, and his comparisons, unlike those of some scholars of Span-
ish Jewry, single out parallels, rather than describe shared mentalities and
frameworks.

A third possible reason for this attitude toward Ashkenazic Jewry lies in the
events that have been emphasized in the history of the Middle Ages: the per-
secutions and expulsions the Jews experienced in Ashkenaz and beyond. From
the eleventh century onward, we find many accounts of these persecutions as
well as of the rise of accusations such as host-desecration accusations and blood
libels.61 The tremendous impact of these events, as reflected in research, led
to a growing perception of medieval Ashkenazic Jewry as a community living
in hostile surroundings. Many of the earlier studies that examined Jewish-
Christian relations also emphasized the antagonism that existed between Jews
and Christians in medieval society. Recent research, however, has sought to re-
examine these relationships, and, while scholars do not deny the existence of
this hostility, they have also emphasized the shared facets of Jewish and Chris-
tian practice and belief.62

This study is based on the premise that, although Jews and Christians be-
longed to two distinct religious groups, they lived in the same time and place
and often shared many aspects of their lives, despite hostilities that existed be-
tween them. Furthermore, these features were not only common to both reli-
gious groups, but were also part of a shared dialogue. Thus, medieval Jews and
Christians must be studied both as part of a larger joint society and as members
of independent religious societies. In some cases we will witness shared prac-
tices and frameworks, while in others, the separate structures will be salient. As
such, the comparison between Jews and Christians in the pages that follow will
serve to identify cases in which the similarities between both societies were
overwhelming. There, we may speak of a single framework of medieval life. In
other instances, where we will be struck by the distinct differences between
Jews and Christians, we will inquire as to whether this diversity resulted from
religious differences or from some other cause.63

This comparison also serves another, albeit secondary purpose. As men-
tioned, there is a substantial body of research about family life in medieval
Christian Europe. In some cases where the Jewish sources were lacking in cer-
tain details, but the known features indicated great similarity between Jewish
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and Christian practices, I have used this knowledge to help fill in the missing
details. The dangers of such practice are obvious, since, in such cases, Chris-
tian society serves as both a comparison and a parallel. I believe, however, that
the benefits of this method, when exercised cautiously, outweigh the dangers.
In order to monitor the conclusions of such comparisons, I also make refer-
ence to some Jewish practices in other diasporas, beyond Ashkenaz. Although
social research is still lacking for the Jews of Muslim lands and for the Jews of
Spain, Goitein’s monumental Mediterranean Society as well as work on Pro-
vence, Spain, and Italy have served as controls.64

The methods employed here seek to identify parallels, joint practices, and
shared beliefs. Due to the nature of the sources, however, this methodology
meets with a central difficulty that must be noted at the outset. While we may
isolate parallels and shared traditions and actions, it is rarely possible to recon-
struct chains of causation and proof or processes of contact, dissemination, and
exchange. I would like to emphasize that this is not the purpose of this study,
and that, in this respect, it differs from previous research, especially nineteenth-
century Wissenschaft studies, which focused on the question of who influenced
whom and how. Rather, as I suggest explicitly in the book, I believe that Jews
and Christians living in medieval Ashkenaz were part of the same cultural sur-
roundings and shared a store of ideas, values, and beliefs. In some cases, these
shared values were expressed in similar ways, while in other cases, due to reli-
gious and social differences (for example the fact that Jews were part of a mi-
nority culture, while Christians were not), they were expressed differently.

The nature of the topics examined in this book might lead some to dismiss
many of the resemblances I discuss as arising merely from “common sense.”
After all, they might argue, children all over the world have the same basic
needs, and parents caring for these children experience similar processes and
share similar obligations. To use just one example examined here, that of birth,
one could argue that throughout history, the biological process of birth has not
changed, and that this explains the sharing of medical practices among Jews
and Christians in medieval Europe. However, as noted, scholars of gender and
of the history of childhood have shown that these biological processes take on di-
verse cultural significance in different cultures. Moreover, medieval medicine
contained many elements that were closely tied to religious ideas and concepts
and hence, cannot be treated as a value-neutral category. Also, as I demonstrate
in chapter 1, procreation and celibacy have been at the heart of the Jewish-
Christian debate since ancient times. Therefore, we cannot simply assume that
Christian and Jewish practices surrounding procreation, fertility, and childbirth
will “naturally” resemble one another. Rather, it is important to demonstrate the
similarities between them as well as the differences. The other chapters of the
book support this conclusion. In them I show that ceremonies and educational
processes that have been presented in other studies as exclusively Jewish or ex-
clusively Christian are actually based on shared social structures and values.
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Parents and Children in Medieval Ashkenaz

Fifteen years ago, Louise Tilly and Miriam Cohen drew attention to the fact
that family history and gender studies have rarely been researched jointly.65

While there has been some change over the years, as gender became a more
prominent category of analysis, most studies of both medieval Jewish and Chris-
tian society have chosen to focus either on mothers or on children, but not on
both. This book examines both parents and children, with special emphasis on
mothers and motherhood. In this way, I intend to situate the medieval Jewish
family within its wider framework, both in relation to fathers and the broader
context of Jewish society, while devoting special attention to medieval Jewish
women, who have become subjects of historical inquiry only recently.

The joint examination of motherhood and family life enables us to chal-
lenge preconceptions concerning both Jewish society in particular and me-
dieval society in general. By examining parenting practices and attitudes to-
ward infants and children, we become acquainted with material and social
aspects of everyday life in the Middle Ages and increase our knowledge of the
religious beliefs and values of the period. In medieval society, as in many pre-
modern societies, women were seen as responsible for children’s welfare dur-
ing their early years. This fundamental social situation gave rise to shared needs
among Jewish and Christian families. At the same time, religious beliefs and
values are other factors that shaped cultural attitudes and practices. In the case
of medieval Jewish and Christian society, I explore the extent to which reli-
gious difference led to distinct practices, and I attempt to outline the areas in
which religion made a difference.

The History of Childhood and Women’s and
Gender Studies in Medieval Jewish Culture

Just as much of the literature concerning childhood in medieval Christian so-
ciety was grounded in the Ariès controversy, so too, studies of childhood in me-
dieval Jewish society have taken Ariès as their point of departure. Three stud-
ies of medieval Jewish attitudes toward children have been written to date.
Simh· a Goldin has examined the history of medieval Jewish childhood, com-
paring Jewish and Christian society. Israel Ta-Shma examined attitudes to chil-
dren in Sefer H· asidim and argued for differences between Jewish and Chris-
tian society over many issues.66 Another scholar who has devoted his attention
to attitudes toward children and, especially, to education is Ephraim Kanarfo-
gel.67 These studies, accepting the theories of Ariès and his followers con-
cerning medieval childhood, assumed that Christian parents did not love their
children and were not saddened by their deaths. These scholars suggested that
in Jewish society, by contrast, the situation was better.68 Although they ac-
knowledged that some of Ariès’s conclusions did apply to the Jewish commu-
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nity—for example, the idea that childhood was a more poorly demarcated pe-
riod of life and that the lack of distinguishing terms for concepts of childhood
attests to this fact.69 They argued that Jews, unlike Christians, loved and cared
for their families. This argument was made without acknowledging the vast
body of literature written on precisely this topic over the past three decades.

The idea that Jews were somehow better than their Christian neighbors can
be found in the many studies in the nineteenth century that compare Jews and
Christians in medieval society. Even those nineteenth-century scholars who
pointed to the many similarities between Jewish and Christian practices pro-
claimed the superiority of Jews over their neighbors. For example, Israel Abra-
hams noted: “In most of these particulars, I can hardly think that the life of the
Jewish child differed from that of his gentile brother. But the Jewish view of
domesticity showed itself in the success with which life was made lovable to
the child notwithstanding the rigours of the discipline to which he was sub-
jected.” Throughout his book, he emphasizes time and again: “The home was
the place where the Jew was at his best.”70

The study of childhood is but one component of the transformation the study
of Jewish history has undergone over the past two decades. Social history and,
more specifically, gender studies have now become a central area of study. How-
ever, this change in methodology and subject matter followed the path of its
precedents in non-Jewish Western historical research. Some studies have exam-
ined Jewish marriage practices, while others have analyzed men’s attitudes to-
ward women or women’s history in the public sphere, as teachers and educators
of women. Few studies have examined motherhood or have sought to place
women within a broader context of family and community.71 Furthermore,
much of the work on Jewish women in the past has emphasized our inability to
recover their voices, as well as the misogynic attitudes toward women in ancient
sources.72 These studies, many of them written in the wake of current ideologi-
cal debates, either sought to demonstrate the oppression of women in Judaism
or were written in a more apologetic vein and wished to prove the opposite.

In addition, when comparing Jewish and Christian women’s lives, some
scholars have emphasized the superiority of one culture over another, just as we
found in the discussion of childhood. They often emphasized how much bet-
ter attitudes were toward women in Jewish society, and the superior rights they
enjoyed, or emphasized that negative attitudes toward women in Judaism were
the result of non-Jewish influence. It is our contention that this type of analysis
is not productive, as it often tends to apologetics rather than historical exami-
nation. Any attempt at determining which society was better or worse leads to
value judgments based on principles that are anchored in modern life and are
of limited value in understanding the past.73 Although it is easy to slip uncon-
sciously into such comparison,74 I have tried to circumvent such discussions by
avoiding labeling practices when discussing medieval Jewish society.75

I have tried to distance myself from both the apologetic and the triumphal-
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ist (ethnocentric) positions. I have taken as a given that medieval Jewish soci-
ety, like all of medieval society, was patriarchal, and that its communities were
governed by male hierarchies. My purpose has been to explore the fabric of
this society and examine the social ideologies, hierarchies, and practices that
characterized it. Where possible, I have also explored our capacity to accu-
rately recover the actual women’s voices through the testimonies provided by
male writers. These voices are frequently found in descriptions of conflicts or
arguments over various practices.

In addition to the aspiration to provide a fuller picture of motherhood, fa-
therhood, and family life, two other issues are central to this study. The first is
the examination of birth rituals and the understanding of ritual frameworks reg-
ulating birth for parents and children in medieval Ashkenaz. The second is the
examination of the daily contacts between Jews and Christians in the sphere
of family life.

The study of ritual has become a central tool for historical analysis over the
past years. Jews and Christians in the Middle Ages, as in most societies, cele-
brated birth, marriage, and death with elaborate ritual. As scholars have shown,
examining these rituals offers new insights into the place of individuals in their
societies, as well as the social settings and religious ideologies that framed these
rituals.76 Over the past years, ritual theory has been used extensively to under-
stand different aspects of medieval Christianity,77 and the beginnings of such
an approach can be seen in Jewish studies over the past decade.78 In the me-
dieval context, the rite of passage that marked the beginning of boys’ educa-
tion, as studied by Ivan Marcus, is the most notable example of such research
on medieval Ashkenaz.79 Few studies, however, have studied the social aspects
of rituals, and most have focused exclusively on the religious symbolism that
was part of the ritual in question.80 Moreover, only circumcision has been stud-
ied extensively, despite the fact that other, less formal rituals existed as well.

The issue of daily contacts between Jews and Christians has been studied in
the economic sphere and, most recently, in the context of Hebrew Bible and
New Testament exegesis and the connections between Jewish and Christian
scholars. Our focus is on the more mundane contacts, especially between
women inside and outside the house. Wet nursing and midwifery, as well as
advice shared between women about health and child care are all part of these
contacts. By demonstrating these close contacts between Jewish and Christian
women, and the world shared by both groups, we hope to open up new vistas
for research. The evidence pointing to a world shared by Jewish and Christian
women encourages historians of both Jewish and Christian society to search
for and learn from comparisons between them. In that way, at times by filling
in the blanks, we can piece together a fuller picture of the knowledge women
shared in medieval society, as well as a sketch of a central channel through
which Jews and Christians, both men and women, learned and adopted ideas
that became part of Jewish and Christian life alike.
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The Sources

The sources that provide the basis for this study are varied and were, for the
most part, written in northern France and Germany during the High Middle
Ages. They include halakhic responsa (questions and answers addressed to
prominent rabbinical authorities), exempla such as those in Sefer H· asidim, rit-
ual books, comprehensive books of commandments (sifrei miz·vot), biblical
and talmudic commentary as well as commentary on liturgical poetry (piyu-
tim), medical tractates, polemical compositions, chronicles, lists of the dead,
and gravestones. In addition to sources originating in the Jewish communities,
canon law, municipal records, medical texts, commentaries on the Bible (Old
and New Testament) and legenda provide knowledge about the Jewish com-
munities, their Christian surroundings, and the contacts between Jews and
Christians. Some of the Hebrew sources are found in printed editions that have
been published extensively since the mid–nineteenth century. Other sources
remain in unpublished manuscripts. The majority of these sources were not
written with the intention of discussing family life; rather they address a vari-
ety of concerns, both legal and theological, and the details about family life
emerge from the narrative.

Sefer H· asidim provides unique information about parent-children relations
and about attitudes toward children and family life. Scholarship about this
book has debated the nature of the group that adhered to the instructions of
Sefer H· asidim and constituted the audience of the book. While some have sug-
gested seeing H· asidei Ashkenaz as a unique and separate group, others have
suggested that many of the moral lessons recommended in the book pertained
to all of Ashkenazic society.81 While I do not intend to discuss this issue in the
book, I propose reading many of the stories concerning women, children, and
family life as representative of Ashkenazic society as a whole.82 Even if H· asidei
Ashkenaz were as small and sectarian a group as some have suggested, this does
not mean their family life was completely different from that of their Jewish
neighbors. As a way of checking these conclusions, I have sought to compare
between attitudes expressed in Sefer H· asidim and those expressed in other con-
temporary Jewish and Christian sources in order to determine how normative
these ideas were.

Working with the sources described above involves a number of difficulties,
both technical and more substantive. As I stated above, these texts were all writ-
ten by and for men. This perspective poses difficulties for the evaluation of the
opinions and attitudes of women cited in these writings. Unlike many of the
parallel Christian sources, the men writing these texts had families and were
not removed from family life. Despite this, one cannot forget that their read-
ers were only men. I have tried to demonstrate how, in some cases, one can
discuss women’s attitudes and opinions in spite of these limitations. This diffi-
culty is compounded by the fact that most of the sources were not meant to dis-
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cuss the family. Consequently, the evidence in the sources must be examined
both in its context and in a broader perspective. The attempt to combine in-
formation from sources belonging to different literary genres requires that we
be cognizant of the rules of each genre when piecing the sources together.
Most of the sources examined here have been discussed in previous literature
by scholars who specialized in medieval Ashkenaz. In the tradition of gender
studies, I have examined these sources in new ways, posing different questions.

It is also crucial to note the sources we are lacking. Besides the obvious fact
that we have not a single source written by a woman, we also have no sources
providing demographic or statistical information,83 nor do we have maps or
city plans to provide us with a layout of the cities in which Jews lived. We also
have no Jewish parallel to the medieval hagiographic sources that describe the
saints’ lives—sources that have been used extensively to study family life in me-
dieval Christendom.84

While I have used a variety of sources in comparing Jewish and Christian
society, my most basic resource for Christian society has been the extensive re-
search on medieval women, men, and children. In some cases, I have based
my comparison on these secondary sources, while in other cases I have re-
turned to the medieval sources themselves. As the main focus of this study is
Jewish society, most of the sources are Jewish sources.

Family Life in Medieval Ashkenaz

In the chapters that follow, the narrative begins with pregnancy and ends with
boys’ entry into formal education, at age six or seven. This narrative was cho-
sen because it enabled a combined analysis and discussion of several kinds of
sources. This is necessary, since one type of source may provide a wealth of in-
formation on one topic, but none on others. For example, a huge body of legal
literature discusses common breast-feeding practices. By contrast, there are al-
most no legal writings on birth.

While we can find a wealth of information about the process from birth until
early childhood, the lack of demographic and statistical information prevents us
from outlining other basic information about the family and its characteristics. I
have relied on the suggestions made by others on the composition and charac-
ter of medieval Jewish families as well as their living conditions. The following
summary will provide an overview of the research I have utilized for the study.

Living conditions are especially important because young children—boys
who had not yet begun school (at the local synagogue or their tutor’s home)
and young girls—spent most of their time at home. When they went out of
their homes, young children were usually accompanied by adults. Since we
know that these children’s mothers were mobile and could be seen in many
public spaces—around the home, at synagogue, as well as in the streets and
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marketplace—we can assume that they often took their young children with
them, even if there is little evidence of such outings. There is substantial evi-
dence, however, of their visits to the synagogue. These visits began long before
they were ripe for education and attended the synagogue to study with the local
tutor.85 Both young boys and girls attended the synagogue with their parents.
The synagogue was a central communal meeting place for social and spiritual
functions. Archeological evidence reflects the tremendous importance the
Jewish communities attributed to their communal places of worship—both as
an antithesis to the local churches and as a sanctuary.86

Over the past years, a wealth of research has been published on the locations
of medieval Jews habitations. These studies are, for the most part, the result of
research done in Germany, where scholars have been interested in under-
standing the development and settlement of Jews in Germany during the Mid-
dle Ages.87 Few of these studies have, however, examined the lifestyles and liv-
ing conditions of individual families within the city. Fifty years ago Alexander
Pinthus raised some of these questions in his study Die Judensiedlungen der
Deutsche Städte. Eine stadtbiologische Studie, and little has been done in this
direction since.88

In contrast to the lack of sources on Jewish living conditions, we know that
the Jews’ Christian neighbors lived as nuclear families, and that each couple
usually had a room of their own and formed an independent economic unit.89

These units were often tied to broader family frameworks in their daily life, but
they almost always lived independently.90

With the exception of studies concerning the age of marriage and especially
child brides,91 little research has been done on Jewish family structures.92 Ken-
neth Stow is one of the few scholars who has addressed this topic, and he has
argued that the Jews, like their urban Christian neighbors, lived in nuclear fam-
ilies.93 The medieval Jewish sources, also, point to the complex networks that
existed between and within families, especially insofar as economic relation-
ships and partnerships were concerned.94 Sources that discuss economics and
business deals may potentially shed additional light on family structures, since
so much of Jewish business took place within the home.

As we shall see in the following chapters, especially regarding rituals, the
wider family framework was also central in religious and social life. Family
background was an essential component in matchmaking agreements and was
a central factor in determining social status.95 Few sources, however, discuss
the involvement of grandparents in the upbringing and education of their grand-
children. Consequently, we cannot outline the nuclear family’s relationship
with broader family networks in the context of early childhood. While we can
assume that grandparents and siblings were involved in the upbringing of chil-
dren, especially in cases in which a young bride gave birth, there are few de-
tails on these relationships.96 These issues all require further research, research
that was not undertaken in the context of this study.
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The first chapter traces family life from marriage and the period before con-
ception, to birth and practices surrounding birth, including attitudes toward
procreation and the preference for boys over girls. The social organization
around birth, the work of midwives, the connections between Jewish and
Christian women, as well as the gendered conceptions of birth are all ad-
dressed in this chapter. The second and third chapters discuss birth rituals—
the more institutionalized rite of circumcision, as well as the less formal rites
for girls, boys, and women after birth. This discussion outlines the under-
standings of the rites in both individual and more communal terms. The place
of women in these rites, and the changes in the rituals over time are central to
the discussion. From the ritual framework, I turn to examine daily practices
and attitudes toward children and child care. Chapter 4 discusses breast-feed-
ing and wet-nursing practices and exposes a complex world of interactions be-
tween Jews and Christians. Chapter 5, the final chapter, discusses attitudes to-
ward children and child care, from the division of labor to the place of child
care in religious and ethical thought. All the chapters compare Jewish and
Christian sources and practices.

In the conclusion, I summarize the insights that arise from this examination
of Jewish society within the wider Christian context. I argue that the only way
to understand Jewish family life in the past is by studying Jewish families within
their cultural context. Medieval Jewish attitudes and beliefs must be under-
stood in the context of earlier Jewish traditions as well as in those of the con-
temporary environment. Practices and ideas were shared by Jews and Chris-
tians, at times in spite of substantive differences in religious belief, and
notwithstanding the dissimilar explanations provided for similar customs. By
examining the changes that took place in the lives of families in medieval so-
ciety—mothers, fathers, and children—we may further our understanding of
the ways in which Jews in medieval Europe developed and preserved their sep-
arate identities, while being full partners in medieval society. Our quest to see
and understand women’s lives and history, from a gender perspective, consti-
tutes a first step toward a more inclusive Jewish history—a history in which me-
dieval Jewish women can find their place in a narrative alongside the rabbis
and students whose works are so well known and so often studied. If we
rephrase Abelard’s statement in Jewish terms, we are seeking to examine the
connections between pupils and nursemaids, thoughts of scripture and babies
being soothed by lullabies, and above all the noisy coming and going of men
and women about the house.
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Chapter One

BIRTH

For the first three months the embryo dwells in the lower
compartment; the next three months in the middle com-
partment; and the final three months in the upper compart-
ment. For the first three days, one should pray to God that
the infant won’t decompose; from three to forty days he
should pray that it will be a male; from forty days to three
months, he should pray that it not be a sandal;1 and from
three months to six months, he should pray that it not be still-
born; and from six to nine months he should pray that the
baby will be born safely. And can a man bring the baby out
safely? No, rather the Holy One, blessed be He creates for
the infant doors and hinges and brings him out safely.

—Midrash Yez· irat haValad

The Midrash’s description of the creation of the fetus was a popular one in
the Middle Ages. It outlines the stages of pregnancy and birth and provides ex-
planations of the process. But the story of parents and children begins long be-
fore men and women become fathers and mothers. This chapter will focus on
the conceptual and practical aspects of birth in the medieval Jewish commu-
nities of Ashkenaz. Most research on birth has concentrated on the history of
ideas on procreation, with little attention devoted to the more practical and
day-to-day aspects of birth.2 The most common issues concerning birth, as dis-
cussed in previous research, are outlined in the Midrash that opens this chap-
ter. The Midrash designates three persons: God, who is responsible for the cre-
ation of the embryo; the father, who prays for the baby throughout the
pregnancy; and the baby itself. A fourth figure in this Midrash, though never
mentioned by name, is the mother, who carries the baby in her womb and gives
birth to him. While this chapter will discuss all four persons, I will devote most
of my attention to the mother, who has received the least consideration to date.

The chapter will be divided into three interrelated parts. The first deals with
medieval Jewish understandings of the biological experience of birth, as well as
religious understandings and beliefs concerning birth. I will then discuss how
these beliefs and understandings were expressed in the context of fertility and in-
fertility. Finally, I will examine the extant evidence on birth practices in medieval
society. The distinctions between these three sets of issues are somewhat artifi-



cial, and, insofar as they are interrelated, I will identify the connections. These
artificial distinctions do, however, facilitate a more balanced gender analysis of
birth. Most intellectual history approaches to procreation have been circum-
scribed by the textual material, which reflects the thoughts of the men who wrote
them, whereas analyses of the social functions of birth have devoted far more at-
tention to women.3 In the context of medieval Ashkenazic Jewry, neither of these
analyses has been undertaken in previous research, and as such, this chapter will
provide analyses of attitudes toward procreation and of the social history of birth.

We should note at the outset that the study of birth, as scholars, and espe-
cially feminist scholars have shown, is complex. While it is relatively easy to as-
certain what medieval people thought about God’s role or the role of men in
procreation, revealing the roles of women, beyond the bare fact that they bore
children, is a difficult task. Although birth was women’s business and only
women attended births, it is very difficult for scholars to gain access to the
birthing chamber and other arenas in which women may be found. Further-
more, the male expectations and social orders, ever present outside the birthing
chamber, undoubtedly filtered into that female space as well. Thus, the study
of birth is actually the study of “the intercourse of birth with patriarchy.”4

Procreation and Its Significances

Medieval Understandings of the “Nature” of Women

Feminist scholarship, since its beginnings, has devoted extensive energy in the
attempt to define and identify female spheres and characteristics. While fem-
inist categories have been enthusiastically adopted by some scholars, others
have avoided them as overly essentialist. All agree, however, on the significance
of women’s ability to give birth. As the anthropologist Helen Callaway re-
marked, birth is “the most essentially female function of all.” Gender method-
ologies have attempted to shift the weight from the biological function of giv-
ing birth to the role of culture in defining the birth process. This is the course
we will follow.5

Medieval society assumed that giving birth and being a mother was an in-
herent feature of female identity. Exactly how this inherency was understood,
is, however a matter of great interest. Women in medieval Jewish society, as in
all premodern patriarchal societies, bore secondary status. They were expected
to serve their husbands in many ways; giving birth to children, especially male
children, was just one of them. In addition, in medieval times women were ed-
ucated to be mothers. In medieval Jewish society, as in its Christian counter-
part, motherhood was one of the central aims of female education.6 Although
the expectations fostered by such education became relevant when the girls
reached sexual maturity, the education of girls as future mothers began from a
very young age.
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Jewish sources speak of the centrality of birth and motherhood for a woman’s
identity in several contexts. Although they never systematically discussed wom-
en’s ability to give birth or the expectations of women, we do find pertinent in-
formation in discussions of sterility and barrenness. Descriptions of barren
women emphasize their profound sorrow and grief and put forth the belief that
the happy woman, the woman who has realized her true potential, is the
woman with children. This idea is clearly expressed in commentaries on piyu-
tim (liturgical poems) and on the Bible, especially with respect to Sarah, Re-
becca, and Rachel, who are all described as suffering from barrenness prior to
the births of their sons. In a thirteenth-century commentary on the piyut
Ta’alat zu keh· afez· for the New Year (Rosh haShana), Rebecca is described as
an asura, a prisoner, until she finally gives birth. The commentator explains
that barren women are like prisoners in their homes; only once God grants
them the long-awaited and coveted sons may they walk around proudly. The
text continues, discussing the stress on marital relations posed by barrenness in
the case of Rebecca and Isaac. It claims that Isaac was also an asur (prisoner)
because of Rebecca’s barrenness. Quoting the verse from Gen. 25:21, “Isaac
pleaded with the Lord on behalf of his wife because she was barren,” the com-
mentator remarks: “‘And Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of his wife’:
they argued with each other and Isaac said to her ‘you are barren’ and she
replied to him, ‘you are barren.’ ”7 In the discussion that follows, although both
Isaac and Rebecca are described as suffering as a result of their childlessness,
Rebecca is seen as the more miserable of the two.

Many later sources repeat the anguished plea of another biblical matriarch,
Rachel, concerning her barrenness. Her cry: “Give me children or I shall die”
(Gen. 30:1) becomes the staple plea of barren women. A medieval commen-
tary on the Kalir’s piyut for Rosh haShanah “Even h· ug maz·ok neshiya” explains
the line: “Ke’akeret bayit bateh· al nukra” (As a housewife at the beginning she
was alienated), explaining:

At the beginning she was alienated from giving birth, from being a housewife;
“Rachel was barren”—she was alienated. But in the end, as in the days of the
ripening of her first fruits, like a fig at its beginning, “she gave birth to Joseph”—
which is the purpose (takhlit) of all mothers.8

A number of issues are expressed here. The commentator is playing with the
multiple etymologies of the verb akar: akara (barren) and akeret bayit (house-
wife), and the word ikar (the center or main part). Rachel was barren so she
could not be an akeret bayit. When she gave birth to Joseph, she was fulfilling
the purpose (ikar) of her womanhood by becoming a mother.

Another compelling example can be found in R. Judah the Pious’s (1150–
1217) commentary on Genesis. He explains the phrase “Sarah’s lifetimes”
(Gen. 23:1)9 as meaning that Sarah had two lifetimes—one before she gave
birth and one afterward. He explains that her real life began only after she had
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offspring, since a woman without children is like a dead person.10 While
sources provide some expressions of the sorrow of men without offspring, as
when it is said that a man without children is like a dead person,11 it is more
common and more categorical in discussions on women. In the Biblical ex-
amples above and frequently used in medieval literature, while the husbands
of the barren women are surely not pleased with their situations, their wives
are distraught.

The idea that the fertile wife is the happy and good wife appears not only in
theoretical discussions of happiness or barrenness but also in practical advice
on how to choose a wife. Sefer H· asidim contains a few directives on the topic.
Aside from the religious attributes one should seek in searching for a spouse,
the author says that it is important to make sure that the chosen woman will
be able to give birth. He suggests: “And one should check the woman because
most daughters take after their mothers. If their mother miscarries so will her
daughter. Therefore one should pray that God grant him a woman of middot
[good qualities].”12 Note that here, the good quality mentioned is not a spiri-
tual attribute, but rather the woman’s physical ability to bear children. Once
again, this demonstrates that, at least when dealing with women, the distinc-
tions between what we today would consider biological or physical, as opposed
to cultural attributes, were blurred.

This idea is repeated in an additional comment in Sefer H· asidim. There, the
author explains that men should love and show affection to their wives because
of their wives’ ability to bear children, even in cases in which much love does
not exist between the couple.13 He bases his explanation on Jacob’s relation-
ship with Leah and explains that Leah justifiably expected Jacob to love her
after she gave birth to his children (Gen. 29:32), and as a result, all men, even
those who do not love their wives ahava shebalev (with their hearts), should
show affection to their wives because of the children they bear. In short, ac-
cording to the men whose writings have reached us, women were expected to
have children, and this was their purpose and goal. As will be seen throughout
this book, women’s cultural role included not only giving birth, but all the tasks
linked to having and caring for young children.

Jews and Christians: Attitudes toward Reproduction

These cultural understandings of male and female reproductive “nature” be-
come more complex when different religious beliefs emphasize different as-
pects of them. Such is the case with Jewish and Christian attitudes toward re-
production. The disparity between Jewish and Christian attitudes is well
known and has been the root of many debates over the centuries. While Jews
saw the commandment to procreate—“pru urvu” (be fertile and increase)
(Gen. 1:28)—as an important foundation of Jewish belief, Christians did not.
Many scholars have referred to this distinction as limiting the possibilities for
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comparison between Jewish and Christian family life, and as justification for
studying each society separately.14 Even scholars who have examined Jewish
and Christian family institutions in tandem have emphasized the theological
gap that exists in this context.15

The Christian preference for celibacy was central from its beginnings.16 In-
deed, most of the extant medieval records dealing with attitudes toward pro-
creation were written by the same small and select group that chose celibacy
as its way of life. Men who lived in monastic frameworks understood their
choice as an expression of their ability to refrain from worldly pleasures and re-
main pure. Women who chose to be nuns viewed their celibacy, especially if
they were virgins, as a ticket to the male spiritual environment and an escape
from their fate as women.17 Yet despite the many references to these men and
women in medieval literature, we must remember that this was not the ma-
jority choice. Most Christians throughout the ages were married, not celibate.

Because they esteemed the ideal of celibacy, Christian society treated mar-
ried life as the less ideal choice. Nevertheless, in their discussions of nonceli-
bate married women, the medieval authors resembled their Jewish peers. The
cultural significance of women as childbearers is also evident in these authors’
descriptions of women who forewent motherhood to become brides of Christ.
As a number of scholars, especially Caroline Bynum, have shown, images of
birth and of maternity are prominent in descriptions of all women, including
those who do not actually give birth.18

Jews, as is well known, did not share this attitude toward celibacy. While only
few Christians actually chose the monastic way of life, all saw this as an ideal,
albeit one that posed too big a challenge for most. In contrast, all Jews saw pro-
creation as an obligatory and positive commandment. Jewish and Christian at-
titudes toward the biblical commandment of procreation from antiquity
through the Middle Ages have been examined in a recent study by Jeremy
Cohen. Cohen examined Jewish and Christian attitudes toward the biblical
command. His study altered the prevailing tendency to present Jewish and
Christian attitudes as completely distinct. Cohen emphasized that in spite of
their fundamental difference, there were also areas of similarity. For example,
Cohen maintained that despite the ideal of celibacy, some Christian scholars
included procreation as part of the ius naturalis (natural order). In other words,
procreation was not simply a commandment to be interpreted allegorically,
but one that had practical implications. Thus, Cohen demonstrates that
among the eastern Church Fathers, procreation within a family framework was
understood as a positive commandment.19

Procreation was often reassessed and discussed in Western Christian thought
throughout the Middle Ages. While some claimed that procreation was a bib-
lical commandment no longer relevant to Christian lives, other interpreters
began to attribute more importance to the commandment to procreate within
the marital framework. For example, in some cases, the biblical command-
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ment was recited at the wedding ceremony.20 Thus, it became an important
part of the blessing for a newlywed couple. This change in the ceremony was
part of a major shift in Christian understandings of marriage that, in the twelfth
century, made marriage one of the sacraments.21 At the same time, fertility be-
came a far more important part of the church’s understandings of marriage.

This change brought Jewish and Christian understandings of procreation
somewhat closer. Studies concentrating on Christian society have emphasized
the growing importance of marriage and family in medieval Christian theol-
ogy and explained the changing significance accorded the family as a conse-
quence. In reality, we cannot determine which came first. Most certainly,
thought and practice developed simultaneously and influenced each other.
Marian devotion, as well as devotion to the other members of Jesus’ family, es-
pecially his grandmother Anna, were also part of the growing importance of
family in medieval thought.22 These developments led to a more positive as-
sessment of procreation in Christian thought.23

The increasing convergence of Christian theology and Jewish rabbinic leg-
islation is not limited to attitudes toward procreation. Cohen and others have
pointed to shared attitudes toward other aspects of sexual relations besides the
question of whether the commandment pru urvu should be seen as practical
or allegorical. For example, Cohen has shown that Jews and Christians shared
similar understandings of the conjugal relationship. Based on the composition
BaHalei haNefesh, written by R. Abraham b. David of Posquières (Rahabad) in
the twelfth century, Cohen shows how the Rahabad’s explanations and justifi-
cations for sexual relations between a man and his wife are similar to those pro-
vided by theologians such as Ivo of Chartres (1040–1115), Gratian (d. 1160),
and Thomas Aquinas (1224–1274).24 All these commentators, both Jewish
and Christian, attributed great importance to the intent of the men engaging
in sexual relations. Cohen argues that the Rahabad linked the obligation of
onah (conjugal obligations toward one’s wife) to the duty of procreation in a
manner different than that of his predecessors, but resembling the approach of
his Christian contemporaries. Rahabad argued that if the intent behind the re-
lations was pure, the deeds were too. And conversely, if the intent was not pure,
the deeds were not either.

Dalia H· oshen, who focused on the ideal relationships between men and
women in the writings of Maimonides and the Rahabad, promoted this idea
more forcefully. She proposed that medieval Jewish sages saw celibacy in a
more favorable manner than their predecessors and, consequently, restricted
the conditions in which sexual relations were to be advocated.25 Putting these
findings together, we see that while the importance of procreation within the
marital framework grew in medieval Christian thought, Jewish authorities took
an increasingly negative view of marital sexual relations performed with im-
proper intent.

H· oshen and Cohen concentrate on the philosophy of Maimonides and of

26 CHAPTER ONE



the Rahabad, both of whom lived south of the areas of this study and far away
from the locales of the theologians they cite—Paris, Bologna, and Köln. If we
turn to northern France and especially Germany, we find that, although 
Ashkenazic Jews living in those countries attached great importance to pro-
creation, some of the writings of Jews of those countries display a more posi-
tive approach to abstinence. For example, the author of Sefer H· asidim writes
of a h·asid who did not want to have sexual relations with his wife after the
death of a Z· addik (righteous man).26 This source, combined with the well-
documented attitude of H· asidei Ashkenaz that encouraged avoiding women
as much as possible,27 seems to indicate a shared approach of H· asidei Ashke-
naz and their Christian neighbors, an issue that Talya Fishman has recently
raised in other contexts.28

These allusions to shared approaches are far from inconsequential. They
point to shared beliefs and a common mentality. In spite of these points of con-
tact, however, procreation was viewed as a central point of contention between
Jews and Christians in the medieval world. For example, in polemical debates,
it was often one of the issues discussed. In Sefer Niz·ah· on Vetus, the Jews accost
the monks and needle them on their stupidity and their concealed lustfulness.
One of the issues the Jewish disputants mention is their doubt as to the possi-
bility that anyone can live a truly celibate life. Thus in Sefer Niz·ah· on Vetus,
the Jews argue:

Ask them: If the Christian priest is supposed to take the place of the biblical priest,
why doesn’t he get married and have children like Aaron the High Priest? More-
over, the first commandment given to Adam dealt with being fruitful and multi-
plying, yet you refrain from this and instead pursue fornication and wine, which
capture your fancy.29

The book discussed this matter again in another passage, where the Christian
priests are compared to eunuchs who practice castration. They are accused of
wallowing in licentiousness in secret. The author ends that part of the argu-
ment by stating:

Furthermore it is written “Your wife shall be as a fruitful vine” (Ps. 128:3), and be-
fore that it is written, “Blessed is everyone that fears the Lord” (Ps. 128:1). Thus
we see that having children is a mark of the God-fearing man.30

In this debate, the Jew argues over the spiritual character of celibate men, and
the whole passage focuses on their decision not to marry and its consequences.
Were they to debate with married Christian neighbors, however, this argument
would not have been as powerful. Although these married Christian men
might have admitted that there was yet another, higher level of devotion that
they did not practice, nevertheless, they would have seen their bearing of chil-
dren as a way of fulfilling the word of God, much as their Jewish contempo-
raries did.
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The Jewish and Christian attitudes toward procreation as described above,
raise new possibilities for comparative study of Jews and Christians in medieval
Europe. The suggested similarity between the needs and beliefs of Jewish and
Christian families with regard to procreation is central to this book’s argument.
I wish to compare Jewish families to Christian families, rather than to the mi-
nority that chose to live celibate lives. As is clear from studies of birth in me-
dieval Europe, Christian couples were interested in bearing offspring, and,
when children were not born soon after marriage, they sought solutions to the
problem.31 This argument for a shared attitude toward procreation within fam-
ily frameworks will be the basis of the discussion that follows, where we will dis-
cuss and compare Jewish and Christian attitudes toward fertility and sterility.

Men and Women

Before we discuss medieval approaches to fertility and infertility, let us briefly
examine the system that emerges from the biological and theological elements
outlined above from a gender perspective. Although I will restrict my discus-
sion to the topic of procreation, these concepts can also teach us much about
the construction of women’s religious identity in general. One of the ideas sug-
gested by the author of Sefer Niz·ah· on Vetus is that having children is a char-
acteristic of the God-fearing man. Thus, although both men and women were
involved in procreation, it was considered a gendered task and was incumbent
only upon men. Jewish women were not obligated to perform the command-
ment of procreation. This religious understanding was based on the biological
understandings, which serve as both reason and justification for the exclusion
of women. Although Amoraic sources do debate women’s obligation to pro-
create, medieval sources are emphatic on this point. The medieval commen-
tators, first and foremost Rashi, repeat the Talmudic interpretation of the verse
“Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and conquer it” (Gen. 1:28) and ex-
plain: “It is man’s nature to conquer, it is not woman’s nature.”32 This expla-
nation assumes that women are not naturally inclined to certain types of ac-
tivity. This “biological” explanation is not limited to women’s inability to
perform procreative commandments. In cases of other commandments from
which women are exempted, we find similar explanations.33

This view accords with the medieval medical understanding of women as
receptacles of the fetus, whose bodies were designed to protect the baby dur-
ing pregnancy.34 Thus, in Christian religious thought, the Virgin Mary served
as the mediatrix between God and humanity by protecting Jesus in her womb
throughout her pregnancy; as such, her example became a paradigm to be im-
itated by medieval women.35 Jewish texts also present this view of women’s
bodies—as containers for the fetus on its way to this world.36 The Jewish texts
adopt Galen’s two-seed theory.37 According to this theory, both mother and fa-
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ther contribute to the creation of the embryo, each with his or her own seed.
In the Talmud, the implications of this theory are outlined in terms very simi-
lar to theories found in contemporary Latin sources: The mother is said to con-
tribute to the more tangible and earthly features of the fetus—the skin, blood,
and hair, whereas the father contributes bones, nails, and the brain.38 Most dis-
cussions of these topics in both Jewish and non-Jewish sources emphasize the
father’s role and minimize the mother’s role, turning her into the means of
bringing the infant into the world rather than a central active figure, and her
status in the context of birth is unmistakably subordinate.

In Jewish sources, procreation is linked with a second legal issue—the num-
ber of children needed to fulfill the religious obligation of procreation. This
topic, discussed already in Tractate Yevamot, does not seem to have been a
topic of much debate in medieval Jewish society. The accepted opinion was
that of Beit Hillel—one daughter and one son. By contrast, Beit Shammai be-
lieved that the Law required two sons. This obligation is discussed in Sefer
H· asidim in a story about a man who had only one child and was worried about
his ability to fulfill the commandment of procreation while his wife was nurs-
ing their infant, as the nursing would prevent the conception of another
child.39 The precise obligations of this commandment were also important in
cases in which a man lost his wife prior to his fulfillment of the commandment
and wanted to remarry. In cases in which a man had not yet fulfilled the com-
mandment, he was allowed to remarry earlier,40 thus demonstrating a clear dif-
ference regarding remarriage of widows and widowers with small children, a
topic that will be taken up in chapters 4 and 5.

A final point concerns the importance that medieval people, Jews and Chris-
tians alike, attached to the birth of male offspring. The approach of Beit Sham-
mai who argued in the Mishna that one must have two sons in order to fulfill
the obligation of procreation is a good illustration of this attitude. Medieval
Jewish and Christian societies are not unique in this respect, since most pre-
modern societies agree on this point. Jewish sources attest to the great disap-
pointment that accompanied the birth of daughters. Fathers explicitly prayed
for the birth of male offspring, and from the moment of conception, special
prayers were recited to help women bear sons.41 Beginning with the Mishna,
and throughout medieval literature, men are warned not to pray once the sex
of the baby has been determined. This does not mean, however, that the birth
of a daughter was not greeted with some sorrow.42 As a thirteenth-century com-
mentator on Genesis commented, girls were not important; boys were the ikar.
Consequently, he writes that in the passages on the naming of Jacob’s children,
while a reason is given for each of the boy’s names, no explanation is provided
for why Dinah was named as she was.43 While the Jewish expressions of this
partiality are unique to Jewish sources, this preference was well known among
Christians as well.44
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Infertility

The issue of fertility and infertility serves as a window enabling us to examine
the interaction of the ideological and biological views discussed above with the
pressures exerted on these processes in real life. In medieval Europe, fertility
was central to the success of a match. Since children were often betrothed and
at times even married before reaching sexual maturity, the birth of children
was seen as evidence that the match made by parents, often for financial rea-
sons, was indeed a fruitful one.45 As comparative anthropological studies have
shown, the birth of a first child in situations like this often reaffirms and solid-
ifies marriage ties.46 I would even suggest that, in the case of arranged child
marriages, this stage in the life of a couple was more important than the mar-
riage ceremony itself.47

By examining medieval attitudes toward fertility, we may view both sides of
the same coin. On the one hand, people suffering from infertility are an im-
portant topic of discussion. But our inquiry may also teach us much about the
treatment of the birth of children in a “normal” fertile situation. If each mar-
riage union, Jewish and Christian alike, was expected to produce offspring,
then the treatment of infertile couples provides a useful locus for the exami-
nation of shared and differing attitudes of Jews and Christians toward procre-
ation. A central question will be whether or not the differing attitudes toward
procreation have any influence over the ways in which Jewish and Christian
society treated infertility.

The practical methods of dealing with infertility in medieval Jewish and
Christian society were not all that different. The ideas expressed in the sources
of the two societies, in the case of couples who did not succeed in conceiving,
concurred in their aim to determine who was responsible for the problem. In-
fertility was believed to be hereditary or the result of a physical fault or be-
witchment. Women were usually blamed for infertility, and only in rare cases
was the cause of infertility attributed to men. In addition, there was a grave dif-
ference between the reasons given to explain female and male infertility.
While female infertility was usually ascribed to physical problems, and only
rarely associated with witchcraft, male fertility was most often explained as the
result of a spell, usually cast by women.

This understanding can be seen as somewhat ironic: Men were given most
of the credit for the creation of a healthy fetus, but women were held respon-
sible for problems in conception.48 This difference also emphasizes the re-
sponsibility allocated women over birth. In addition, in a society in which male
pride rested in part on having many children, a man who was sterile faced great
embarrassment.49

An issue that surfaces frequently in the context of infertility is the status of a
marriage in which one of the spouses was unable to have children. The solu-
tions to these problems were varied in both Judaism and in Christianity and
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were linked to theoretical understandings of the duty of procreation and of the
marriage bond as well as to social issues. These understandings shaped the ways
in which infertility was identified and diagnosed, and especially the implica-
tions of infertility.

Infertility was identified in a number of different ways. The most common
method, in both Jewish and Christian society, was a physical examination.50 It
seems that women were examined routinely, since midwives regularly exam-
ined women who wished to conceive. For example, in Jewish communities,
midwives accompanied women on their monthly visits to the ritual bath and
were expected to help promote fertility.51 If a woman seemed to have some
kind of physical problem, a midwife might have commented on it. In addition,
many cures and potions to promote fertility were available. It seems that the
prevailing attitude was not to let nature take its course, but rather to promote
and encourage fertility.52

These examinations do not seem to have been common for men. The fact
that these examinations were routine for women and rare for men only em-
phasizes the implied responsibility of women concerning birth. Part of the rea-
son for this discrepancy was that, for men, such procedures incurred shame.
While it was easy to note, without a physical exam, that a man’s voice was not
deep or that he had no facial hair, a true physical exam required a more inti-
mate inspection. In Christian society, where men were also examined only in-
frequently, such examinations were usually performed by midwives.53 We have
little evidence on this point in the Jewish sources. In one of the few references
to such an examination, R. Eliezer b. Joel haLevi (Rahaviah, ca. 1140–ca.
1212) discusses a case in which a woman claims her husband is impotent. He
mentions the possibility of verifying this accusation by having this man exam-
ined, but he says that such a procedure would involve an extreme embarrass-
ment.54 Christian sources also discuss midwives’ examinations of men charged
with impotency and note the shame involved in such a procedure. Perhaps the
disgrace that was associated with such an examination and the accusation of a
man was behind the common opinion that male infertility was the result of
women bewitching men.55 Many cures and charms for releasing men from be-
witchment can be found in the sources.56

Medieval people were also aware of the fact that sometimes women and men
seemed to be fine physically and still had infertility problems. Therefore a num-
ber of other solutions existed that were supposed to enable a diagnosis of prob-
lems that had no visible manifestations.57 For example, a thirteenth-century
manuscript of the Midrash Lekah· Tov discusses a test for determining who was
sterile and who was fertile. R. Tuviah b. Eliezer (ninth century) recommended
placing a man’s semen in a cup of cold water. If the semen takes the shape of
a man, then he is fertile and if not, he is sterile. For a woman, R. Tuviah rec-
ommended taking the leaf of a pumpkin and having the woman urinate on this
leaf. If the leaf dries up, the woman is sterile, and if not, she is fertile.58 This

BIRTH 31



experiment is suggested in the medieval Latin medical treatises known as the
Trotula as well.59 Most of the techniques proposed in the Jewish sources for test-
ing sterility involve examining women. They include inserting garlic into the
womb of the barren woman as well as a number of magical cures, such as using
the placenta of a woman who had given birth in order to aid conception.60

Christian medical writings also include similar cures and it seems that the fer-
tility tests and cures were common to Jews and Christians.61

These examples illustrate medieval society’s concern with solving infertility
problems. In some cases, however, these problems could not be solved. Were
there differences between the ways Jews and Christians dealt with couples di-
agnosed as infertile? Given the differing attitudes toward divorce and procre-
ation, we would expect Jewish and Christian legal authorities to propose dif-
ferent solutions in difficult cases.

Infertility As Grounds for Divorce

In medieval Christian society, if one spouse was diagnosed as barren, sterility
could serve as grounds for divorce. This issue, however, was highly controver-
sial. During the first centuries of Christianity, sterility was seen as grounds for
divorce whether the husband or the wife was held responsible for the problem.
This was also the prevailing attitude in the early Middle Ages and was, to some
extent, strengthened by Germanic attitudes toward fertility. However, in the
eighth and ninth centuries, the question of fertility as grounds for divorce was
reappraised, and new distinctions were introduced.62 Theologians suggested
distinguishing between situations in which sterility was a problem from the
onset of a relationship and situations in which sterility ensued at some point
after marriage. From the ninth century onward, it became much more diffi-
cult to invoke infertility as grounds for divorce, especially if the couple was not
sterile at the start of their conjugal relationship. A woman who complained
that her husband was incapable of fathering a child could still obtain an an-
nulment in some cases, but, as part of the attempt to limit the number of legally
separated couples, this became increasingly difficult. Accusations concerning
infertility were investigated very thoroughly. Although impotence was gener-
ally accepted as grounds for divorce, the proofs of impotence were highly dis-
puted. Often, professionals such as midwives were employed in order to verify
such charges. If a man charged his wife with impotence, they would check the
woman and, in some cases, the man as well.63

It is illuminating to compare the developments of Jewish attitudes toward di-
vorce in Ashkenaz, specifically in cases of infertility, to Christian developments
in the Middle Ages. There is, of course, a fundamental difference between Jew-
ish and Christian attitudes: In Jewish society, divorce was viewed more posi-
tively and was regularly contracted. Hence, in our study of attitudes toward di-
vorce in cases of infertility, we will need to compare and contrast Jewish and
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Christian positions. First, however, a few words concerning divorce and change
are in order.

One of the most famous developments regarding Jewish family law in the
Middle Ages in Ashkenaz concerns divorce and occurred during the tenth or
eleventh century, the same period in which Christian scholars were reassess-
ing and severely limiting divorce in Christian society. According to Jewish law,
the divorce writ (get) is given by a man to his wife. Consequently, if a woman
instigated a divorce claim, a refusal on the part of her husband, to give her a
writ of divorce, was a major obstacle. The famous Takkanot (Statutes) attrib-
uted to R. Gershom (ca. 960–ca. 1028), MeHor haGolah (Light of the Exile),
decreed that a man cannot marry two women and, more important, that a man
cannot divorce his wife against her will. Although different interpretations of
this decree have been suggested, and the exact date at which his mandates be-
came law is debatable, there is no doubt that these issues were central during
the formative years preceding the Crusades, and that R. Gershom’s rulings
were the standard from the twelfth century onward.64

The problem of infertility was just one issue linked to the ban of bigamy and
that of divorce without the wife’s consent. However, infertility is an important
instance, since it was a condition to which R. Gershom’s prohibition against
divorcing a woman against her will did not apply. In cases in which the woman
was found to be infertile, the situation was governed by the gendered obliga-
tion of procreation. According to Tractate Yevamot, a woman is considered bar-
ren if she has not borne a child during a ten-year period. I such cases, her hus-
band was expected to divorce her and marry another woman, so that he might
fulfill the religious obligation of procreation. During the Middle Ages in
Ashkenaz, men were expected to wait ten years before initiating such a divorce
process. Once ten years had passed, men were supposed to divorce their wives
and move on. According to the tradition passed down by different legal au-
thorities, and despite R. Gershom’s ruling prohibiting divorcing a woman
against her will, in this case, the religious obligation demanded that the man
divorce his wife. Yet the influence of R. Gershom’s ban complicated matters.
If prior to his ruling, a man could have married a second woman in order to
demonstrate his virility, he now had to divorce his first wife in order to do so.
In cases in which both husband and wife claimed that the other was to blame
for infertility, the ban limited opportunities for justifying the man’s claim.65

Attitudes toward the issue of female infertility changed during the course of
the Middle Ages as well. Elimelekh Westreich has argued that during the tenth
and eleventh centuries, in the case of couples who tried to conceive for ten
years without interruption and failed to do so, female infertility was cited as le-
gitimate cause for divorce. In these cases, R. Gershom’s ban notwithstanding,
the man was supposed to be forced to divorce his wife and marry another
woman. In the twelfth century, this approach underwent substantial change.
Subsequent to the ruling of the Ra’aban (R. Eliezer b. Nathan, (ca. 1090–ca.

BIRTH 33



1170), less importance was attributed to procreation. Men were no longer
forced to divorce their infertile wives and were certainly not allowed to marry
a second woman in order to fulfill the commandment of procreation.66

The attitudes of the German and French sages to infertility varied accord-
ing to the problem at hand. A woman demanding a divorce writ on grounds of
her husbands’ impotence suffered consequences far different than those un-
dergone by a man claiming that his wife was barren. Since women were not
commanded to procreate, they could not claim, as the men did, that they were
kept from fulfilling a religious obligation. There were, however, other argu-
ments they could enlist in order to facilitate a divorce. A woman could argue
that without offspring, she would remain lonely at the end of her days and be-
come a burden on society. The Aramaic expression “I wish to have a staff in
my hand and a spade for my burial” (h· utra ledah umara lek’vurah)67 is used to
exemplify the idea that these women want children so that they will have some-
one to provide for them in old age. This idea expresses the belief in the inher-
ent need of women to be mothers. It also is a telling comment on women’s po-
sition in the ideological framework. As they have no religious obligation to
procreate, they cannot make claims based on religious grounds to justify their
demand for divorce. Women could, however, make claims based on what were
perceived to be their natural qualities, or perhaps, what was seen by the soci-
ety as their natural weakness. A woman whose nature is “not to conquer” is
“naturally” expected to need and desire children so as not to be lonely and bit-
ter in her old age.

The main point that comes up again and again is, however, the legislators’
reluctance to intervene in issues that involved trusting women about male in-
fertility. The legislators voiced the fear that women might lie in order to be re-
leased from an undesirable marriage. They also expressed hesitation in ac-
cepting women’s testimony on their husband’s impotence, since according to
Jewish law, women’s testimony is not valid. However, the Mishna and the Tal-
mud already stated that in cases dealing with infertility, women are to be be-
lieved.68 The issue was also one of great discomfort, since accusing a man of
infertility was an embarrassing ordeal.

By law, releasing women from marriage in impotence cases often involved
not only a writ of divorce, but also the return of a sum of money from the ke-
tubbah (marriage agreement) to the divorcee. This money was often the locus
of argument between spouses during the Middle Ages. The enforcement of the
ruling accepting a wife’s testimony and the returning of the ketubbah money
underwent change in the course of the Middle Ages. In the eleventh century,
Rashi commented on the divorce of a woman whose husband was impotent,
stating that she is to be divorced and given her ketubbah monies. At the same
time, he makes a comment that implies that this divorce was less automatic
than might be assumed. He says: “One should ask him to give her a writ of di-
vorce, but one does not force him.”69 These instructions differ from the ruling
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in previous cases in which men are forced to divorce their barren wives. Rashi’s
grandson, Rabbenu Tam (1100–1171) restates the position that men whose
wives claim they are impotent must divorce their wives, yet once again it is not
clear to what extent this ruling was actually enforced.70

While the legal authorities agree that in certain situations men should be
forcefully persuaded to divorce their wives, we can also discern changes over
time with respect to attitudes toward women who complained of their hus-
band’s impotence. As mentioned above, already in the Mishna we find a cer-
tain opinion voicing suspicions of women who might fabricate infertility
claims. This opinion, which stood in opposition to the decision to accept
women’s testimony regarding the infertility of their spouses, seems to have been
widely accepted by the Ge’onim in Babylon. In the Middle Ages, if the hus-
band denied his impotence, the woman was not immediately believed. Those
supporting the ruling accepting a woman’s testimony, on the other hand,
claimed that no woman would lie about an issue such as this one. The reser-
vations that are mentioned in this context are telling if we consider that there
are no discussions in the Mishna71 or at a later date, concerning men who un-
justly accuse their wives of infertility. Only women are accused of making false
accusations.

From the twelfth century on, the legal authorities accepted women’s testi-
mony but demanded that they pay a certain price for the right to divorce. In
the twelfth century, R. Isaac b. Avraham (Riz·ba) supported the acceptance of
women’s evidence. His response, however, reveals how equivocal his approach
was. He discusses a case in which a woman has been living with a man for three
years and found him impotent. He tried to convince the couple to wait an ad-
ditional year and explains that he himself had difficulties when he was first
married and advises the couple to give themselves a little more time. It is im-
portant to note that in this case the husband himself admitted that he had dif-
ficulties. Riz·ba, however, poses the woman a new challenge. As opposed to ear-
lier opinions, such as that of Rashi mentioned above, he says that the wife may
demand a divorce but that she must forfeit her ketubbah. This financial mea-
sure was certainly a major obstacle for any woman suing for divorce, but the
Riz·ba justified this requirement by explaining that only if she sued without de-
manding money could she be believed.72

A different responsum from the twelfth century, addressed to Rahaviah, re-
lating a case that seems to have lasted for many years, broadens our under-
standing of the way male impotence was addressed. In this case, the couple
had been married for sixteen years and the husband was accused of being im-
potent. In addition to the wife’s testimony, this man also bore the outward signs
of a saris (eunuch). He had no facial hair and a high voice. His wife had been
complaining for quite some time and had even gone so far as to lock the doors
of the synagogue during prayers, refusing to allow her community to leave the
synagogue until her plea was heard. This was a standard procedure in medieval
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communities when a person bore an unresolved claim against someone else
in the community.73 It seems that in this case, rabbinic authorities went to great
lengths to convince her not to press charges and to attempt a conjugal union.
Finally, they submitted a decision to grant her a divorce and give her her ke-
tubbah. It is clear, however, that this case dragged on for quite some time and
that this woman had to insist in order to retain her financial rights.74

In these examples from the twelfth century, the wife’s complaint is eventu-
ally accepted and a divorce is procured for her. Yet it is important to note that
in both cases, the wife’s testimony is not the only evidence. In the case brought
before the Riz·ba, the husband admitted that he had a problem. In the second
case, the husband displayed the outward signs of a eunuch. The many years
one of the women in fact spent with her husband—sixteen—and the Riz·ba’s
ruling that she give up her financial rights as a condition for divorce are evi-
dence of the growing struggle women faced when demanding divorce and of
the rabbinic attempts to limit their ability. The two twelfth-century sages ex-
amined here had different opinions regarding monetary arrangements. Riz·ba
thought that a woman who claimed her husband was impotent should forfeit
her rights to her ketubbah in order to be believed, whereas Rahaviah said that
if her claim can be proved, she is to receive her ketubbah. During the thir-
teenth century, this issue is discussed further. Grossman has suggested that the
increase in the number of impotence claims might have resulted from the reg-
ulations instituted limiting women’s abilities to procure divorce writs. Con-
sequently, one of the only claims available to women was an accusation of 
impotence.75

Although Riz·ba’s approach became the standard one, and women who
claimed that their husbands were impotent were expected to give up their ke-
tubbah, some authorities did not accept even this ruling. R. Meir of Rothen-
burg (d. 1293), who wished to limit the phenomenon of divorce, and especially
divorce instigated by women, suggested that in his day too many women were
attempting to procure divorces on grounds of impotency.76 He thus argues that
impotence should not be automatic grounds for divorce. His opinion, however,
was not accepted and the Riz·ba’s ruling continued to prevail.77 In short,
women could obtain divorces if they argued that their husbands were impo-
tent, but they did have to give up some money in the process, and this money
was especially precious to a divorcée who probably wished to remarry. Fur-
thermore, this accusation was viewed with increasing suspicion. In many cases,
women came under pressure from various quarters and had to be both daring
and insistent in order to present their cases. If we try to map out a general trend,
it becomes clear that women’s ability to procure a divorce on the grounds of
infertility became more restrictive over time.78

The grounds for women’s entitlement to a divorce writ were not religious
per se; rather, they were based on understandings of women’s nature and of her
role in childbirth and procreation. Women’s rights were restricted by a basic
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tendency to mistrust women and not accept their word against that of a man
who claimed he was not impotent. On the other hand, we can see how, as a
result of legislation such as R. Gershom’s bans against divorcing women against
their will and a relative devaluation in the centrality of the commandment of
procreation, it became more difficult for a man to divorce his wife. We see here
how “natural” understandings of women became religious factors. This is a
good example of the difficulty in distinguishing between culture and nature
when examining attitudes toward women.79

What is most striking in the comparative context is how in both Christian
and Jewish society in northern Europe and, more specifically in Germany, the
ability of couples to get divorced was revised and rediscussed throughout the
Middle Ages. While Jews and Christians differed on fundamental issues con-
cerning divorce as a regular social phenomenon, both societies shared the de-
sire to restrict divorces within the frameworks that allowed them. Some of the
influential Jewish and Christian figures mentioned here lived in close geo-
graphical and chronological proximity. Reginus of Prum (840–915) was born
near Speyer and died in Trier, and lived in Prum not far from the younger
churchman Burchard of Worms (965–1025), whose writings on divorce were
highly influential. Both of them sought to minimize or prevent divorce as
much as possible, and their writings were highly influential in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries.80 Both these figures lived in the Rhine area, close to impor-
tant Jewish centers, and R. Gershom Mehor haGolah was, in fact, a contem-
porary of Burchard’s.

It is clear from the medieval Jewish responsa literature that the Jews were
acutely aware of the customs of their neighbors concerning divorce. We learn
of this familiarity in a question that does not refer to infertility, but to other
grounds for divorce. Rashi refers to Christian customs when discussing a case
in which a man wishes to divorce his wife because she has developed a physi-
cal deformity that repulses him. He says that this man should remain married
to his wife, as do the gentile neighbors, and he comments that this behavior is
worthy of imitation.81 This attitude seems to be the product of the specific geo-
cultural milieu in which Burchard, R. Gershom, and Rashi lived, as such dis-
cussions of divorce and bigamy were not common in other Jewish diasporas,
where the divorce process in cases of infertility seems to have been much more
expeditious.82

Despite this similarity, we should note that this comparison is very limited,
as it pertains mainly to infertility, rather than to other practices related to di-
vorce. Infertility was only one reason for divorce in Jewish society whereas the
majority of divorces were most likely the result of other marital difficulties. In
Christian society, on the other hand, infertility was one of the only grounds for
divorce. Recent research has indicated that the rate of divorce was quite high
in Jewish society, but it is impossible to assess how many of these divorces were
related to infertility. This basic distinction notwithstanding, this comparison
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certainly demonstrates shared attitudes. While we have no hard evidence of di-
alogue between Jewish and Christian authorities or communities, it is possible
to outline a general trend during the Middle Ages, of authorities who sought to
limit the cases of divorce. This development becomes all the more important
in the Christian medieval context outlined above, in which marriage became
an important sacrament and procreation an important part of this sacrament.

Fertility

Infertility is the exception that teaches us about the norm. Although it is not as
easy to provide details about the lives of couples who were fertile, as they are
not mentioned as frequently in the sources, documenting the norm is no less
important. A basic assumption in medieval society was that fertility was the
norm. A couple was expected to have children as quickly as possible after mar-
riage. As R. Meir of Rothenburg stated in one of his responsa: “Most women
conceive and give birth.”83 Although pregnancy and birth certainly concerned
both men and women in medieval society, the sources we have, written only by
men, provide a very partial glimpse of this reality. Not only were pregnancy and
birth experienced by women, but in those times, these women were cared for
by other women. This is not to say that birth was a private affair; the opposite is
true. As recent research has emphasized, birth was very much a social affair, as
the parturients were attended by a number of women in their communities. But
birth took place in a gendered space, without the physical presence of men. As
such, the extant sources provide only very partial access to the women’s space
of birth. The information we do possess on the birthing space, entirely written
by men, can serve as a commentary on how men and patriarchy saw birth.84

The gap between the information we have about birth in medieval Europe
and the knowledge that birth was the privileged domain of women has sparked
substantial scholarly interest in the topic over the past two decades. Although
previous scholars dismissed medieval birth practice as a topic too difficult to
examine due to the lack of sources, recently, some scholars, especially feminist
scholars, have been eager to investigate this world.85 Approaches toward this
topic, however, have changed substantially over time. While early work re-
garding birth treated the birthing process as a female space to which men had
no access and in which common power hierarchies were reversed and women
were “on top,” recent research has suggested that birth must be viewed as an
integral part of patriarchal society.86 The existence of this female space was not
autonomous and cannot be understood independently of the space of the so-
ciety at large.

While birth in medieval Christian society has been the subject of intense
scrutiny, the study of birth in medieval Jewish society is still in its infancy. Re-
cently, Ron Barkai has published a book on medieval gynecological texts, in
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which he discusses obstetric treatises from medieval Spain, but no work has
been done to date on Jewish society in Ashkenaz.87 In the pages that follow I
will discuss evidence for the birthing process in Jewish sources. Information
about pregnancy and birth is discussed in passing in commentaries on the
Bible, the Talmud, and in various piyutim. Some of the commentaries are al-
legorical and use pregnancy and birth as metaphors, while others sometimes
refer to their own day and age in their remarks on biblical events. For exam-
ple, in explanations of the story of Judah and Tamar (Gen. 38) or that of the
midwives in Egypt (Exod. 2), we receive information on the methods of birth
in the past and in the contemporary medieval period. Other commentaries ex-
plain the laws related to birth such as the laws of the parturient or of circum-
cision. Additional information can be found in halakhic codes, where mun-
dane instructions on how to treat the parturient at birth can be found, and
especially in medical treatises that document common methods of treatment.
The information that can be gleaned from all these different sources illumi-
nates the way in which medieval society regarded birth.

I will begin with the allegorical interpretations. From these, we can learn
much about birth as a symbol in medieval Jewish society. Birth was understood
as the end of a long process, one that was accompanied by pain, fear, and great
danger. The parturient was considered in great peril during birth, and every
birth was accompanied by the threat of death. The hours during which a
woman sat on the mashber, (the birthing stool) were both treacherous and per-
ilous.88 As such, the hour of birth was, in a sense, a Day of Judgment.89 This
idea is expressed clearly in a commentary on the piyut for New Year’s Day
(Rosh haShana) “HaYom Harat Olam.” The author writes:

“HaYom Harat Olam” [Today is the conception of the world]—for all of man’s
nourishment is meted out on Rosh haShana. Like a pregnant woman who con-
ceives now and gives birth after time. For this is based on the verse “Like a woman
with child, approaching childbirth, writhing and screaming in her pangs” (Isa.
26:17), so we are before you. For the world is impregnated with the deeds of peo-
ple, good and bad, and on Rosh haShana all the deeds are accounted for and are
judged and on that very day it is decreed whether to good or to bad. On that day
the world is in peril until it is judged; just as a woman is in danger when she suf-
fers in labor, so we cry out on that day. . . . And that is why we say, after the sho-
far is blown, [the prayer] “haYom harat olam.” Because through the blowing of
the shofar, God’s mercy on the world is aroused, as if the world were just created.
For in Tishrei [the month in which Rosh haShana falls] man was created; there-
fore we say “haYom harat olam.” And in the poem “Elohai gadalta me’od,” there
are 271 verses [tevot] corresponding to the number of days of pregnancy [herayon

(pregnancy) � 271 in gematriya] for a pregnant woman . . . and on Rosh haShana
the world is like a woman sitting on the birthing stool [mashber], and because a
woman is pregnant for nine months, there are nine blessings on Rosh haShana.90
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The understanding of birth as a time of great danger stemmed first and fore-
most from reality; death during labor and birth was not uncommon.91 Tradi-
tionally, pain and death during childbirth were attributed to the sin of Eve.
The Bible already states that the pain of childbirth is a punishment for that sin:
“In pain you shall bear children” (Gen. 3:16). Later, the Mishna explains that
death at childbirth is the result of laxity in performing three specific com-
mandments—the separation of the challah,92 the lighting of the Sabbath can-
dles, and the observance of menstrual purity. These were known, in short, as
Miz·vot H· aNaH (CHallah, Niddah, and Hadlakat haNer).93 A connection be-
tween these two explanations was implied. According to some commentators,
the reason women were held responsible for these three commandments is re-
lated to Eve’s sin. As Midrash Tanh· uma explains:

For which transgressions do women die at the time of their childbirth? Thus have
our masters taught (Sabbath 2:6): Women die at the time of their childbirth for
three transgressions: Because they have not been careful in regard to menstruation,
in regard to challah and in regard to the lighting of the Sabbath lamp. These three
commandments are also from the Torah. . . . And why are women charged with
these commandments? Our sages said: During the creation of the world, Adam was
first. Then came Eve and she shed his blood in that he heeded her. . . . The Holy
One said: Let her be given the commandment of menstrual blood so that she may
have atonement for that blood which she shed. . . . Because Adam was the challah
of the world, when she came and defiled him, the Holy One said: Let her be given
the commandment of challah so that she may have atonement for the challah of
the world, which she defiled. . . . And the commandment of the (Sabbath) lamp
exists because Adam was the lamp of the Holy One. . . . But Eve came and extin-
guished it. The Holy One said: Let her be given the commandment of the lamp
in order that she may have atonement for the lamp that she extinguished.94

Although the Mishna attributes a woman’s death at childbirth to her failure to
perform the three commandments that were her domain, and this under-
standing was accepted throughout the centuries, few medieval sources em-
phasize this specific cause of guilt. Rather, the consensus seems to be that at
the hour of birth, all a woman’s deeds are judged and not just her performance
of these three female commandments. The author of Sefer H· asidim warns
people not to gossip or discuss any bad deeds the woman may have done, since
any reminder of her sins might tip the scales against her.95 Instead, the par-
turient was to be prayed for. In fact, the first known mention of blessings for
the sick connected to the reading of the Torah are blessings for the parturient.96

These understandings again highlight the complex web of connections be-
tween religious understandings and biological and social realities. Many
women died in childbirth, and, as in the case of many other deaths in the Mid-
dle Ages, the justification offered was religious.

The belief that women died during childbirth because of their sins is, of
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course, not uniquely Jewish. It might even have been of greater importance in
Christian sources. In Christianity, the origin of pain and death during child-
birth was also assigned to Eve.97 Christians, like Jews, believed that women who
gave birth without pain were not in Eve’s lot. In Christian tradition, the Virgin
Mary was regularly characterized as not having suffered at birth, while in Jew-
ish tradition, only the midwives in Egypt were ascribed this quality.98 In fact,
as Ulrike Rublack has recently shown, women who did not suffer during child-
birth were viewed with tremendous suspicion.99 Pain during childbirth was the
lot of women and they were expected to bear this pain with perseverance.100

Birth was also a symbol of the mundane world and its trials and tribulations.
A central source in this connection was Midrash Yez· irat haValad (The Midrash
of the Creation of the Newborn), which was well known in medieval Ashke-
naz.101 The Midrash is based on Tractate Niddah (BT Niddah 30b–31a) and
appears in Midrash Tanh· uma as well as in medieval works such as Likutei ha-
Pardes, attributed to Rashi, and other medieval manuscripts. The Midrash has
two versions; one describes the fetus’s encounter with the world before leaving
the womb and after being born, whereas the other explains the creation of a
fetus in great detail. According to the Midrash, the creation of the embryo is
the product of cooperation between God, man, and woman, and is assisted by
an angel called Layil (Night) “When a man comes to have intercourse [le-
shamesh mitato] with his wife, God calls the angel responsible for pregnancy
and says: “Know that tonight this man is sowing the creation of a man.” The
Midrash also explains how the fetus is created:

R. Eliezer says the man sows white and the woman sows red and they mix with
each other and from them the fetus is created according to the will of God. . . .
The white that the man sows, from it the bones and tendons and brain and nails
are formed, as well as the white in the eyes. The red that the woman sows, from
it the skin and flesh and blood are created, as well as the black in the eyes. Spirit
and soul and image and wisdom . . . and courage—they are given by God.102

The Midrash describes the time spent by the fetus inside his103 mother’s womb
and divides this period into three parts. It also explains that the sex of the baby
is determined within the first forty days. These understandings are medical ex-
planations that can be traced back to Aristotle’s medical treatises on obstet-
rics.104 For example, it was believed that the male’s soul is formed forty days
after conception, and the female soul eighty days after conception. These num-
bers also explain the duration of ritual impurity after birth, as mentioned in the
Bible: forty days for males and eighty for females.105 Consequently, medieval
Jewish sources instruct expectant fathers to pray for the birth of a son during
the first forty days of a pregnancy.106 After these first forty days, they believed
that the gender of the child had been determined; thus, they prohibited pray-
ing for a specific gender.107

Although medieval writings discuss the centrality of the father in the for-

BIRTH 41



mation of the fetus and the development of the different parts of his body, the
determination of the gender of the fetus was attributed to his or her mother.
The extent of the mother’s enjoyment of the act of procreation determined the
gender of the child. This belief was shared by Jews and Christians alike.108

Medieval Jewish texts provide many other details on pregnancy and birth.
Although it was commonly accepted that pregnancy lasted nine months, me-
dieval medical sources understood that the term of pregnancy was somewhere
between seven and nine months. Children born after an eight-month term
were doomed to death, but those born after a seven- or nine-month term were
healthy children. Some halakhic discussions, as well as exegetic texts, distin-
guish between these two possibilities. For example, most medieval biblical
commentators understood the births of the ten tribes as following short preg-
nancies, whereas Jacob and Esau underwent a full-term birth, as it is written,
“when her time to give birth was at hand” (Gen. 25:24).

These ideas on pregnancy had practical implications as well. For example,
H· asidei Ashkenaz were very concerned about women giving birth on the Sab-
bath. Although helping a woman in travail was permitted and overrode the
laws of the Sabbath,109 H· asidei Ashkenaz preferred to avoid such an instance.
They determined that the duration of pregnancy as between 271 and 273 days.
Consequently, they believed they could calculate the day of the baby’s birth.
Thus, the readers of Sefer H· asidim were instructed to refrain from sexual in-
tercourse on Sundays, Mondays, and Tuesdays, days that might lead to a Sab-
bath birth.110

These many references to birth and its processes in halakhic writings testify
to men’s intimate knowledge of this world of women. Although men were ex-
cluded from the birth chamber, they were well aware of the many activities
within. We may even situate the physical location of the father during birth.
One commentator derives the names given to Judah’s sons from his involve-
ment in their respective births. Judah’s first son was called Er (literally, awake);
the commentator explains that Judah was awake all night and listened to his
wife’s screams during labor. The second son was called Onan (lament), for
Judah cried and lamented his wife’s pain during birth. His third son was called
Shelah, (literally, hers), since “the sorrow was hers alone, as he was at Kziv at
the time of her birth.” (Gen. 38:5) In the account of the birth of twins related
later in that chapter, commentators remark on the birth of twins in medieval
culture and the methods of examining and determining multiple births.111

The male authors display familiarity with the female anatomy of birth as well.
For example, Rashi explains what the placenta is and says: “It is a kind of cloth-
ing that the baby lies in and is called ‘vashtidor ’ in French.”112 It is interesting
to note that, in many of these discussions, including most cases of Rashi, com-
mentators almost always provides a parallel vernacular term when discussing is-
sues related to childbirth.113 Clearly, the women who provided accounts of
birth used these terms, whereas the Hebrew names were not well known.
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In summary, our sources document both the religious and personal signifi-
cance attributed to birth. For women, birth was the fulfillment of a social goal
as well as a moment of great danger. For men, the birth of a child fulfilled per-
sonal and religious obligations, and family was a symbol of prestige and status.

Medical Care and Practice

When a medieval woman got married she immediately began to hope for the
birth of her first child, preferably a son. In Jewish society, midwives accompa-
nied young women to the mikve (ritual bath), and newlywed Christian women
also consulted with midwives. Once a woman suspected she was pregnant, her
pregnancy was confirmed based on a midwife’s examination of her stomach
and breasts.114 During pregnancy, women were supposed to guard themselves
from harm. Pregnancy was considered a period of great vulnerability, and
amulets and charms, as well as incantations, were offered by midwives and oth-
ers to protect the expectant woman.

Many took part in guarding and protecting the expectant mother. Men often
prayed for their wives, as did other family members and friends as well as mid-
wives and other helpers at the scene of birth.115 Medieval sources often focus
on male activities around birth, but the figures most involved in the practical as-
pects of birth were the expectant mother and the midwife. Both these female
figures were supervised and accompanied by men—the father of the baby and
others. For example, the midwife’s employment was often contracted and always
paid for by the father.116 From this perspective, although men were generally
excluded from the birthing chamber, their presence and opinions were strongly
felt.

Let us turn to the figure of the midwife, who was central not only for the wel-
fare of the mother throughout her pregnancy and birth, but also for that of the
infant after he was born. In Hebrew sources, the midwives are called by a num-
ber of different names—meyaledet (midwife), isha h· akhama (wise woman), or
h· akhama. The second name, isha h·akhama is very much like the term used for
midwives in contemporary medieval German and French sources—Weise
Frauen or sâges femmes.117 As noted above, the midwives were central to the
birth process and they accompanied the women throughout the period. Mid-
wives or wise women took care of women not only at times of birth; they also
examined women throughout their lives and served, in essence, as their doctors.

In legal cases that required professional assessment of women’s health, mid-
wives instructed authorities on medical circumstances.118 For example, R.
H· ayim b. Isaac Or Zaru’a (late thirteenth century) reports the case of a woman
who was ill “in the place of urine.” He explains that in order to determine the
exact nature of her problem, she must consult with the wise women who know
how to distinguish between the different parts of her body.119 Another instance
in which a consultation with a wise woman is mentioned is in the responsa of
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the Rosh, R. Asher b. Yeh· iel (1250–1327). He discusses a case in which a man
accuses his wife of not being “like all other women”—in other words, that she
bore physical abnormalities that resulted in female fertility problems. The wise
woman is called to verify this accusation.120

The term isha h· akhama served as a general name for female medical figures
who served in different capacities, primarily providing care for other women,
but also as general medical practitioners. For example, a thirteenth-century
manuscript refers to a certain Marat Yiska who is called “Isha h· akhama leha’ir
me’or einayim”—a wise woman who kindles the light of the eyes (i.e., an eye
doctor). The same composition refers to another wise woman who treated an
ailing baby.121 In many cases, the midwife is referred to as an Isha h· akhama
meyaledet (wise woman midwife).

As midwifery among Jews, like midwifery in medieval Christian society, was
not officially regulated by the community, few records remain. Hence, the
identity of these midwives and the course of their training are largely unknown.
Nor can we determine how many midwives regularly serviced a given com-
munity. If, however, we examine references on gravestones and in lists of Jews
killed in attacks throughout the Middle Ages, and include the midwives men-
tioned in fourteenth-century tax lists, a rough sketch of these female profes-
sionals emerges. Midwifery was one of the most highly regarded female occu-
pations. Consequently, it earns special mention in several different sources.122

It is one of only two female occupations noted on gravestones, along with
women who served as prayer leaders (Mitpallelot haNashim).123 Their pro-
fessional status seems to have become part of the midwife’s identity—it also
appears in listings of women’s gifts to charity. For example, in the list of gifts
donated in Nürnberg, one woman, Marat Rikhz·ena the Midwife (meyaledet)
is listed as having donated money to both the cemetery and the synagogue.124

All the midwives referred to in the sources have a few common attributes.
They are all described as being widows and grandmothers.125 For example: A
tax list from 1338 mentions two midwives: Schönfraw, die Hebamme; and Sek-
lin, die Hebamme—both are described as widows.126 We cannot determine,
however, if they were the sole midwives of the community.127 Although we
know nothing more about any of these women, they were clearly not young
mothers. Many other midwives are referred to as mothers of adult children,
grandmothers, and even great-grandmothers. Although women who were
grandmothers might certainly have been young enough to bear additional chil-
dren of their own, they were clearly at a later stage in life. They already had
grown children of their own and were no longer tied down by obligations to
their own small children.128

The grandmotherly age of these Jewish midwives as well as their professional
status corresponds with what we know about Christian midwives. As in me-
dieval Jewish sources, our information on Christian midwives is rather sparse,
since extant legislation concerning midwifery dates only from the fourteenth
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century. While the thirteenth century was a time of rapid change and increased
legislation in the medical profession, midwifery was one of the last areas to un-
dergo such change. A look at more plentiful early modern sources can confirm
some of our medieval findings. For example, early modern records from both
England and Germany attest that most midwives were older women who no
longer had young children under foot. Most midwives were of the middle class
and some only worked in periods when their families needed additional in-
come. Many widows who were midwives began to practice shortly after their
husband’s deaths, as they were then in need of a steady means of support.129

All midwives, both Jewish and Christian, appear to have been mothers them-
selves. This seems to have been a requirement. They learned their profession
by accompanying other more senior midwives and by attending many births.
Until the end of the fourteenth century, there was no formal period of ap-
prenticeship. However, only those women recognized as professionals were
called midwives. At the end of the fourteenth century, some German cities es-
tablished licensing requirements for professional midwives, but no such rules
seem to have existed within the Jewish communities.130

Our knowledge about midwives is hampered by the dearth of records on
their practice. The secrets of the trade were passed down from generation to
generation. Since the practitioners were all women, few could read Hebrew or
Latin and the extent of their literacy is questionable.131 The extant literature
was written by men. Consequently, scholars have questioned the relation be-
tween these writings and the actual practices of the midwives. Many of the
medical sources that have reached us from Christian Europe are Latin trans-
lations of Greek and Arabic treatises. Only one group of these texts, those at-
tributed to the Trotula of Salerno, is said to have been written by women or
based on the directions given by women.132 A number of Hebrew translations
of Greek, Latin, and Arabic treatises from Spain and Provence from the late
twelfth century onward have survived. Among them is a Hebrew version of
Salernus’s gynecological treatise Genicias, as well as a Hebrew translation of
one of the Trotula texts. These treatises, however, as well as others, such as Joel
Ibn Falquera’s Z· ori Haguf were not known in Ashkenaz before the fifteenth
century.133

There is only one central extant medical source that we can be sure was well
known in Ashkenaz during the High Middle Ages: the physician Assaf ’s book
known as Sefer Assaf haRofe.134 This book originated in the Gaonic period and
contains cures copied from Latin, Greek, and Arabic sources. The German
manuscript of this book contains some German medical terms as well as ref-
erences to physicians in Germany.135 There are several gynecological and ob-
stetrical cures in this book, mostly translations of Galenus’s medical treatise.136

The information in Sefer Assaf is too sporadic to enable detailed understand-
ing of the methods they employed. The same can be said for the references to
midwives’ practices in the halakhic materials discussed earlier. In addition, in
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the case of Sefer Assaf, it is questionable to what extent the cures he suggests
were really used, as some of them seem very exotic. Moreover, due to their lim-
ited literacy, it is not clear if midwives could have used the book.

While references to midwives’ practices may be found sporadically in a num-
ber of manuscripts, especially from the fourteenth century onward, only one
text provides a glimpse into midwives’ actual practices.137 This text is the third
chapter of the well-known circumciser’s manual KHlalei haMilah written in the
early thirteenth century by R. Jacob and his son R. Gershom haGozrim, the
circumcisers (literally, the cutters).138 The third chapter contains explicit ref-
erences to its writer, R. Gershom, and therefore can be dated to the first third
of the thirteenth century.139 R. Gershom recorded the practices of the mid-
wives in his vicinity and thus provides precious evidence of their actions.

R. Gershom’s manual is of great importance for understanding birth in me-
dieval society. First of all, it gives us a glimpse of cures used by Jews during birth,
which included cooking herbs, smoking substances under the birthing chair,
as well as the recitation of a variety of chants and incantations. The cures listed
in the manual are similar to those listed in some of the medical treatises of the
time, such as Hildegard of Bingen’s Physica and Curae et Causae. More im-
portant, the inclusion of the birthing instructions in a circumcisers’ manual en-
ables us to better understand birth and its place in medieval Jewish society.140

Why was a circumciser interested in birth? If the practice of birthing was the
job of women, performed in a female space to which no man was privy, in-
cluding, by his own account, R. Gershom himself, why is he recording the
cures? These questions bring us back to some of the questions raised concern-
ing the involvement of men in the birthing process. The appearance of this cir-
cumciser in a central locus, passing on information he learned from midwives
to other midwives by way of other circumcisers who read his manual, illustrates
the intricacy of the politics of childbirth. Here we find a man placing himself
in a position of authority regarding care of women in labor. If most midwives
did not know how to read, then any circumciser who could pass on this infor-
mation gained a new authority over childbirth. It would seem that this is fur-
ther evidence of the deep involvement of patriarchy in the affairs of birth.

While R. Gershom’s treatise can be seen as a sign of male interest and, to a
certain extent, intervention in the world of the midwives, it also provides valu-
able affirmation of the midwives’ knowledge and authority. The “wise mid-
wives” (meyaldot h· akhamot) are the ultimate authorities. They know how to
expel the placenta and to identify and prevent miscarriages. They also know
how to ward off evil spirits and deal with other problems that come up during
birth. This stamp of approval of the midwives’ authority is of great significance
if we compare it with the situation in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
when midwives were often accused of witchcraft. As scholars have suggested,
this accusation was specifically early modern and is not common in medieval
Christian sources.141 The same can be said of the Jewish sources. Although
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there are some references to older women bewitching women in childbirth,
they seem to be the exception to the rule.

The references to these “bewitching” women and midwives reveal further
details about birth and the identity of those involved in the process. For ex-
ample the author of Sefer H· asidim relates:

In one place where there were many women only few of them were pregnant,
whereas in another place almost all are pregnant. They asked a wise-man and the
wise-man said: “Know that I have investigated [and found] that in the place where
they are pregnant it is because the midwives go with the women to the mikve [lit-
erally, in the text, ‘the house of immersion’] and are happy that the women con-
ceive; but in a place where few women conceive it is because those who go with
the women to the mikve are not midwives and they bewitch the women so that
they do not become pregnant. [And that way] they [the women] will often be men-
strually impure and they will often [need to] immerse [themselves] and give them
[the midwives] a salary. Therefore, one must carefully choose an honest [kosher]
and trustworthy woman, so that she may be trusted when she testifies to proper
immersion, and [she should be] a righteous woman who will not bewitch others
so that they will [not] become pregnant, for it is easy to cast a spell.142

This source traces the very thin line between bewitchment and medicine and
also illustrates one of the ways in which midwives were paid for their services.
This source also reveals that midwives were commonly believed to possess pow-
ers to affect fertility.

Another example of a woman who bewitches others, in this case a woman
in labor, can be found in Rashi’s commentary on the Talmudic story con-
cerning Yoh·ani bat Retavi that appears in the Tractate Sotah. Yoh·ani bat Re-
tavi is mentioned as an example of a “gadabout widow” (Almana shovavit—
BT Sotah 22a) who brings destruction upon the world. The Talmud mentions
Yoh·ani bat Retavi without explaining what she does. Rashi explains:

She was a widow witch, and when the time came for a woman to give birth she
would close her womb with magic and after she [the woman in childbirth] would
suffer much, she [Yoh·ani] would say “I will go and beg mercy. Perhaps my prayer
will be heard,” and she would go and reverse her magic, and the baby would come
out. Once she had a day laborer in her home when she went to the home of the
woman giving birth and her hired help heard the noise of magic rattling in a dish
like an infant making noise in its mother’s womb, and he came and removed the
covers of the dishes and the magic escaped and the infant was born. Henceforth,
everyone knew that she [Yoh·ani] was a witch.143

Yoh·ani’s magic is also mentioned by R. Judah the Pious who was also famil-
iar with the tradition referred to by Rashi. He states: “She was a woman who
bewitched women so that they did not give birth, since the soul [of the infant]
was in the bowls until she opened [them].”144 It is important to note that
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Yoh·ani is not called a midwife in any source. Rather she is referred to as a witch
(makhshefah). She does not help the women physically or prescribe herbs;
rather, she prays for them.

I would suggest that this source does not indicate an ambiguous category of
midwife. Rather, Yoh·ani is one of a number of attendants at birth. As mentioned
at the outset of this chapter, every birth was attended by a number of women.
The midwife clearly bore professional authority. Also present was a woman who
prayed for the parturient. This Jewish woman, perhaps a widow who was known
to be righteous, would pray for the Jewish women, just as nuns often attended
the births of Christian woman and prayed for them.145 R. Gershom’s text sup-
ports this suggestion. He distinguishes between different attendants and explains
that the wise women encourage the parturient and give her directions how to
“bear her fate” (in other words, endure labor), while other women, described
as nursing the woman in labor, hold her down.146 A similar division of labor
among the attendants of birth can be found in the Spanish Sefer haToladot. The
text describes a midwife who massages the laboring woman’s body while other
attendants explain to her how to react to her contractions.147 Besides these at-
tendants, a praying woman might also have been present. In the medieval texts,
the midwife or the other attendants are not suspected of witchcraft.

As mentioned before, the midwives were responsible for the welfare of their
clients, but many other measures were taken to safeguard women during preg-
nancy and childbirth. They were fed healthy and wholesome foods, and all their
wishes were to be indulged.148 Pregnant women were not allowed to leave the
house on their own and were instructed to wear special amulets and belts. These
amulets are mentioned in the halakhic literature concerning the wearing of
amulets on the Sabbath. They are generally called by their Talmudic term “avnei
tekuma.” These were stones, some of them red rubies or garnets, which were be-
lieved to protect women from miscarrying.149 A different stone mentioned in
the sources is the aetites, which cannot be clearly identified.150 Other women
hung a gold coin or parts of an animal’s body around their necks. A popular
amulet was a rabbit’s heart. Another custom of women was to wear their hus-
band’s belts. These belts were often embroidered with protective formulas.151

These beliefs are found in many cultures and were also part of the sur-
rounding contemporary Christian culture. Beliefs concerning foods that were
good for the pregnant woman, stones that protected her and her fetus, as well
as belts, were all standard care for pregnant women. There were, however,
clear religious differences between the Jewish and Christian practices. While
we know that the Christian amulets and belts were inscribed with praises to the
Virgin Mary and other patron saints of birth, such as St. Margaret, Jews did not
use these same formulas. Hildegard of Bingen tells of a stone, sardonyx, that
Christian women used during pregnancy to alleviate pain, and during birth to
help expedite labor. They put this stone on their stomachs and prayed to Jesus
for protection.152 While Jews used similar stones during labor, they did not
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pray to Jesus. This is merely one of many examples of a shared culture with
clear religious distinctions.

Not only were pregnant women protected during pregnancy, the rooms they
gave birth in were also prepared to safeguard them from harm. One of the main
threats from which the Jews believed women during labor and after birth must
be protected was the figure of Lilith. Amulets were hung around the lying-in
room and the parturient concealed an iron knife under her pillow. This knife
was supposed to protect her, by summoning the Matriarchs—Bilhah, Rachel,
Zilpah, and Leah (BaRZeL � iron in Hebrew). Large bowls used for magic
were positioned at the entrance to the room. In addition, the midwives knew
and whispered biblical verses as well as mystical formulas such as the verse
from Isa. 51:14 “Quickly the crouching one is freed,” which was supposed to
expedite delivery. Notwithstanding the internal Jewish explanations given for
them, none of these protective measures was unique to medieval Jewish soci-
ety in Ashkenaz. Some of them may be found among Christians, whereas oth-
ers may be found in other Jewish communities.

The affinity between the Jewish and Christian customs related to birth is
evident in one additional issue related to midwives. As it seems that many med-
ical techniques were shared by Jewish and Christian midwives, we might in-
quire into the relations between Jewish and Christian midwives and between
Jewish parturients and Christian midwives. The issue of Christian practition-
ers attending Jewish women at birth is already raised in the Tractate Avodah
Zara. The Mishna states that a gentile woman may assist a Jewish woman dur-
ing childbirth, and the Talmud concurs, adding the further stipulation that the
gentile midwife not be left alone with the parturient. The same law states that
a Jewish midwife may not assist a gentile woman.153 The reason given for this
prohibition is that in doing so, they would help in giving life to a child of idol
worshipers. Jewish women were not permitted to be alone with Christian
women because of the fear that the Christian midwife might kill the baby.

These laws and the reasoning behind them seem to indicate a deep suspi-
cion toward non-Jewish midwives. Some of the previous discussion in this
chapter can explain this suspicion. While the techniques the midwives ( Jew-
ish and Christian) used were similar, the medical practice was accompanied
by many other actions with a distinct religious flavor. Calling out to the Virgin
Mary during birth was certainly encouraged by Christian midwives, just as the
prayers uttered by Jewish women were distinctly Jewish. Religious beliefs were
often part of the standard medical practice. This might have posed difficulties
for Jews and Christians in particular situations.

In fact, Jews did employ Christian midwives, as the ecclesiastical rulings of
the period demonstrate. The laws prohibiting the employment of Christian
midwives by Jews were reiterated several times. An examination of ecclesiasti-
cal legislation reveals, however, that unlike the prohibition against employing
Christian wet nurses, which was reissued regularly, the ban on employing
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Christian midwives was less frequently repeated. While the prohibition against
employing Christian wet nurses is repeated more than fifteen times during the
period from the last third of the twelfth century until the mid–thirteenth cen-
tury, the employment of Christian midwives is mentioned in only three docu-
ments.154 Even more significant is the fact that we find no prohibition against
the employment of Christian midwives in the documents of the Third Lateran
Council, whereas the employment of Christian wet nurses by Jews is forcefully
condemned.155 The only time the employment of Christian midwives is men-
tioned in Jewish sources is in restating the legal decision that they may not at-
tend a woman alone. By contrast, Christian wet nurses are mentioned many
times.156

The reason for this difference in attitudes toward the employment of Chris-
tian midwives, as opposed to Christian wet nurses, is not stated in the texts and
one can only surmise its rationale. One possibility is that the smaller number
of references to Christian midwives is a reflection of reality. Whereas every
child whose family hired a wet nurse needed his or her own wet nurse, the same
midwife could help a number of Jewish women give birth. Therefore, even if
the community had only one Jewish midwife, she could help perform many
deliveries, obviating the need to turn to a Christian woman for help.

A completely different argument for the relative paucity of references to Jews
employing Christian midwives in Christian and, especially, in Jewish sources
is related to the medical profession in general. It is clear from studies of the pe-
riod that Jews regularly employed Christian medical professionals. Two
Ashkenazic sources from the thirteenth century provide good examples of how
widespread this practice was. On the one hand, R. Elh·anan (d. 1184), the son
of R. Isaac the Elder (known as Rhi haZaken) states that a baby should not be
left in the home of a Christian doctor or healer for a lengthy period of time.
He says: “As for a baby [male or female] who needs a cure from a non-Jew, it
seems from [this ruling] that they should not be left in the home of the non-
Jew on their own without any Jew present for a month or two.”157 Although R.
Elh·anan’s ruling aimed at limiting the time spent by a child in a Christian
home, the details of this ruling reveal much. Children may stay at a healer’s
home for more than a month if they have an adult Jew with them, and they
may also stay for a shorter time by themselves. This, in and of itself, is evidence
of regular contact between Jewish and Christian medical practitioners.

Rabbi Isaac b. Moses gives his permission for contact between Jews and
Christian medical professionals and states: “And it seems in my eyes, to me the
author, that all this [the restrictions concerning the use of Christian medical
professionals] is restricted to cases when the service is for free; but if it is paid
for, it is allowed.”158

There are many examples of the employment of Christian doctors by Jews
in Ashkenaz. The Ashkenazic manuscript of Sefer Assaf mentions by name a
number of Christian doctors who live along the Rhine valley. A story in Sefer
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H· asidim mentions a Jew who held a Christian medical textbook in security for
a loan.159 R. Gershom’s manual, mentioned before, recounts an event in which
it was necessary to turn to a Christian doctor when the Jewish midwife was not
successful in curing a baby injured during his circumcision ceremony. The
baby was finally cured when the mohel (circumciser) went to a non-Jewish doc-
tor and bought a bandage from him.160

The case brought by R. Gershom suggests that one turned to Christians for
help only when other attempts failed. In his case, he tells of a Jewish midwife
who also tried to help before the Christian doctor was contacted. Other sources,
however, tell of contacting Christian practitioners immediately. For example,
Rabbi Judah b. Asher (Rosh) tells of an eye disease he had as a child, which a
Jewish wise woman healed after a Christian woman had failed to cure him.161

These few examples display some of the many contacts that existed between
Jews and non-Jewish medical professionals. Although we find some preference
for using a Jewish practitioner, it does not seem to have been the general rule.

I would suggest one of two possibilities with regard to the employment of
Christian midwives. The first option is that Jews preferred to employ Jewish
midwives whenever possible. If so, the relative indifference of Christian law to
the employment of Christian midwives by Jews reflects the application of this
principle in practice. Another option would be that Jews employed Christian
midwives routinely, as they did Christian doctors. But as medical profession-
als, unlike wet nurses or servants, did not have to live in the home, church au-
thorities did not see this relation as problematic, and few comments were made
on the practice. I would suggest that the two options are not in contradiction;
Jews regularly employed Christian midwives, although they may have pre-
ferred Jewish professionals. Perhaps in smaller Jewish communities, where
there were no Jewish midwives, it became necessary to call upon the services
of Christian neighbors.

Research done on midwifery in early modern Europe in recent years sup-
ports many of these suggestions. For example, studies on midwifery among mi-
nority religious groups, such as the Quakers in seventeenth-century England,
reveal that they preferred to employ a midwife of their own religious group.
Protestant women also preferred Protestant midwives over Catholics. At times,
however, women of other religious groups were employed due to the lack of
“in-house” professionals or as a result of the expertise others were believed to
possess. In such cases, the groups made sure to have the woman in labor at-
tended by one of their own number at all times.162

The fear of religious conversion of the mother during birth was real, as birth
was a time of great pain and fear. Jews, like members of other religious groups,
feared that a midwife of a different religious persuasion might convince a pan-
icked woman to convert. While Jewish sources do not mention this fear, they
often cite the words of the Talmud that warn of the possibility that the midwife
might kill the baby. However, a number of Latin sources tell of conversion
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“miracles” at time of birth. For example, Vincent de Beauvais (d. 1064), as well
as others, relates cases in which the Virgin Mary appeared to a Jewish woman
in labor and convinced her to convert.163 Early modern sources claim that
some Jewish women called on Mary during birth, praying for her help, even
when they did not intend to convert.164

The great fear that seized women at the time of birth and which made birth
seem like a Judgment Day had other consequences besides conversion. Among
Christians, many women confessed as they went into labor, so that if they died
during childbirth they would be absolved of their sins. Many women revealed
secrets, including the conception of children out of wedlock. In fact, midwives
were considered prime witnesses in paternity suits in medieval Christian soci-
ety.165 Sefer H· asidim also relates a case in which a woman revealed the true
paternity of her child while in labor.166 It is possible that women preferred to
reveal these secrets to midwives of their own religious persuasion.

There was an additional element of the Christian midwife’s practice that
might have deterred Jews from employing them. Midwives were responsible
not only for the mothers, but also for the infants after birth. Not only did they
clean and check the babies after they were born, but they also performed a re-
ligious function. Christian society displayed a growing concern with the need
to baptize babies as quickly as possible so that they would be admitted to
heaven if they died. From the early thirteenth century on, it became custom-
ary for midwives to baptize babies in the vernacular. If the baby survived, this
action was confirmed by a member of the clergy.167 Perhaps some Jews feared
that a Christian midwife might baptize their babies.

Although they bore mutual suspicions and Jews preferred Jewish midwives,
Jewish and Christian women remained in daily contact. It is likely that, just as
Jewish and Christian doctors were in constant contact, so too were the mid-
wives. We also know that Jewish and Christian women exchanged remedies.168

Although we have no hard evidence of contact between Jewish and Christian
midwives in medieval Ashkenaz, I would suggest that such contact was likely.

A Child Is Born

After birth, the midwife and the attendants devoted their attention to the in-
fant and its postpartum mother. Usually, they prepared food intended to
strengthen the parturient; a chicken was often slaughtered for her. In order to
guard her and her child from any lurking evil spirits, she was never left alone.
Immediately following birth, the baby was washed, sprinkled with salt, and
swaddled. Salting, a widespread custom among Jews and Christians, as well as
in other societies, was understood as a protective measure. The practice of
swaddling was also widespread. Babies were wrapped in large cloth diapers in
a way that was believed to help shape their bodies.169
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The newborns remained with their mother and her attendants during the
weeks following birth. If the newborn was a boy, he was separated from this
group of women for the first time on the day of his circumcision. On this oc-
casion, his father first formally recognized him as his son. After the circumci-
sion ceremony, the infant was returned to the sphere and care of the women.
Female infants remained with their mothers. There is no definitive evidence
concerning their naming, a topic that will be taken up later in the book. The
parturient rested in bed (known as the Kindbett) during the period following
birth. Sources from the fifteenth century mention a lying-in period of five to
six weeks, but we have no evidence from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
In any case, it is clear that the first weeks after birth were spent with women
who took care of the new mother and supervised the infant’s welfare.

This brings us back to some of the issues raised at the beginning of the chap-
ter. The process of birth did, in fact, take place in a female environment.
Women were actively involved in all stages of birth. We do not know where the
men were and what roles they played. On the other hand, when we turn to
sources describing the ideological and religious understandings of birth, only
men are present, while women are conspicuously absent. These two glimpses
into medieval life seem somewhat disconnected. However, as this chapter has
demonstrated, although men were not present at birth, they were part of birth
and their interest in what went on within the birthing chamber was intense.170

Although their involvement was of a very different nature, they too played a
part in the dramas of pregnancy and birth. Men prayed for their wives through-
out pregnancy. First they prayed that their wives would conceive, then for the
conception of a boy and for a healthy pregnancy, and finally, for a safe deliv-
ery. The wish for male offspring was also central in men’s involvement.

Sources also point to several male authorities who provided advice con-
cerning pregnancy and birth. We read of R. Judah the Pious instructing women
on which women should accompany them to the mikve. It is possible that some
men had a say in their wives’ choices of attendants. Rashi tells us that it was ac-
cepted practice for the husband to pay the midwife’s fee.171 Men were charged
with summoning the midwife when the moment of birth arrived, and some of
the chants and formulas used to protect women during birth were taught to the
midwives by men.172 In addition, patriarchal society expected women to give
birth to male offspring. We have no idea how women felt about this, although
it is likely that, given the educational ideals of their period and society, they too
wished for male offspring.173

We can conclude that although the father remained outside the birthing
chamber, his presence was felt within. The midwife was a mediator between
the waiting men and the mother, both during and after labor. She took care
of the expectant woman and conducted business with the father. She super-
vised the birth and related its proceedings to the men waiting outside the door,
bearing the good news when the right time came. If the baby was born dead
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or died at birth, or if the mother herself died during childbirth, it was she who
informed the waiting father. Although the midwife was often the one who in-
formed the father of the sex of the newborn, some sources accept her testi-
mony as to the hour of birth, but do not allow her testimony on the sex of the
baby.174 Perhaps they feared that a midwife might declare that the newborn
was a boy in order to pacify a waiting father, and this might cause troubles af-
terward. In any case, this division of midwives’ responsibilities accords with
the other issues examined. She was to be trusted on practical matters (such as
the time of birth), but not with the determination of the sex of a child. When
a son was born, she mediated between the female and male space in an addi-
tional way. According to R. Gershom the Circumciser’s book, it was the mid-
wife who prepared babies for the circumcision ceremony.175

The circumciser is a second mediating figure. As will be discussed in detail
in the next chapter, he turned a male infant into part of the male community.
He entered into the female space both before and after the circumcision to
check his patient. This relationship is supported by the text discussed above,
in which the circumciser’s manual includes a chapter devoted to midwifery
techniques. This may be an attempt to supervise this area in which women
were the practitioners.

Research on Christian society has illustrated symbols of male involvement
in the seemingly female birth process. For example, Gail McMurray Gibson
has argued that pictures on trays used for serving the parturient emphasize the
male supervision that underscored the events of birth. Along these lines (al-
though perhaps in a more forceful way), I would suggest that the connections
between the midwives and the circumcisers, specifically, as well as the wider
engagement of men both on the ideological level and from behind the doors
of the birthing chamber, reflect male involvement in the birth process.

Birth was the moment of entrance into society. Girls were born into the mi-
lieu they would belong to for much of their lives—they too would be mothers
in time. Boys had to start the process of joining male society. Both girls and
boys had to become part of their communities. The ways in which these initi-
ations were conducted will be taken up in the next chapters.
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Chapter Two

CIRCUMCISION AND BAPTISM

The baptism of Jews includes a peculiar custom: they per-
form it by cutting.

—Wolfram von Eschenbach, Willelham

In medieval Jewish society, as in all societies, the days after birth were days
of great concern for the newborn and his or her mother. Many ceremonies
were performed to help the society and the family cope with this concern and
to welcome the newborn into their midst. These ceremonies marked the ac-
ceptance of the baby into the community and were designed to protect it from
evil spirits.1 Jewish boys were welcomed into both their families and their com-
munity by way of the circumcision ritual that took place eight days after birth.
This ritual will be the focus of this chapter. We will discuss the meager infor-
mation we possess on the welcoming of girls into medieval society, along with
additional birth ceremonies in chapter 3.

The circumcision ritual was a central religious obligation and a significant
community event in medieval Europe. We find details concerning the time of
the rite as well as the identity and actions of the participants in a wide range of
texts. Because of its centrality, circumcision provides us with a window into the
organization, hermeneutics, and practices of medieval Jews.2 As a male ritual,
circumcision reflects, in a condensed form, traditional gender divisions and
understandings within medieval Jewish society. Since circumcision was also
central in medieval Jewish-Christian discussions and polemics between Jews
and Christians, it provides a useful case study for these relations and their so-
cial implications. We may better understand the specific social and cultural
significances attributed to circumcision in the Jewish-Christian context by
comparing it with baptism.

Over the past years, circumcision has been the topic of much research and
discussion. Two books have been written on the topic, and a number of essays
and collections of essays have been published. Nissan Rubin3 described the
practice of birth ceremonies during the period of the Mishna and the Talmud;
Lawrence Hoffman discussed the development of the circumcision rite in
Gaonic times, devoting special attention to its gendered implications.4 The
two authors utilize different anthropological approaches to circumcision and
discuss their applicability to Jewish sources.

Both discuss three central approaches to circumcision in anthropological



studies. The first approach, the psychoanalytic one, has attempted to integrate
Freudian theory and interpret circumcision as an expression of the fear of cas-
tration. A second approach analyzes circumcision as a male rite de passage
from childhood to sexual maturity and adulthood.5 A third approach, adopted
by both Hoffman and Rubin, explains circumcision as the Jewish rite of child
initiation, the initial male experience the newborn undergoes. This approach,
like the other approaches, does not analyze circumcision as a birth ritual, but
as a male ritual. Although these two categories are not mutually exclusive, the
emphasis on the male aspects of the ritual often comes at the expense of analy-
sis of its life-cycle context.

Rubin collected the sources on circumcision from the Mishna and the Tal-
mud and discussed the rite’s historical development during that time period.
He followed Eilberg-Schwartz, who suggested interpreting the circumcision
ceremony as one through which boys are initiated into the “Jewish male cos-
mic order.”6 Hoffman treats two central aspects of the circumcision ceremony.
He discusses the symbolic significance of circumcision, especially of the blood
of circumcision, comparing circumcision to early Christian understandings of
baptism, as well as the understandings of men and women in rabbinical
thought, especially those of the Gaonic Period (eighth to ninth century), when
the canon of the ceremony was fixed. Hoffman’s study outlines the develop-
ment of the liturgy and the interpretations of circumcision, but ignores the his-
torical context of those rituals.7 He extends his study to the medieval period
and discusses the participation of women in the ceremony, a topic that will be
central in this chapter as well.

Hoffman’s and Rubin’s studies will serve mainly as background for develop-
ments that preceded the Middle Ages. The medieval Ashkenazic circumcision
rite will be our focus here, and, in contrast to previous research, I will not focus
on the religious significance of the ceremony, but rather examine how we may
gain insight into the values and social practices of medieval society through ex-
amining this rite.

Over the past decades, the study of ritual has given rise to a number of dif-
ferent approaches. While some have seen rituals as an expressive discourse on
society, others have argued that rituals expose power structures within a given
society, by affirming its hierarchy or, alternatively, by undermining the ac-
cepted social order.8 As the circumcision ritual is the performance of an oblig-
atory act and a Jewish institutional rite, it cannot be read as an attempt to un-
dermine hierarchy or authority as a whole. The ritual does allow us, however,
to examine the way this hierarchy is expressed, while also exposing tensions
within medieval Jewish society.

The first parts of this chapter will discuss the circumcision ceremony as it
took place in Ashkenaz in the High Middle Ages and will emphasize the
changes in the performance of the ritual and in the identities of the partici-
pants. A comparison with Christian baptism will accompany this discussion.
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The last part of the chapter will suggest a social interpretation of the ceremony
and present Jewish society in light of this ritual.

Circumcision and Baptism: Historical Developments

The obligation of circumcision appears in the Bible (Gen. 17) and refers specif-
ically to the circumcision of infant males. In later writings, such as the Mishna,
the commandment of circumcision is included among the many obligations
incumbent upon fathers educating their sons.9 Scholars who have studied the
ritual have pointed to several phases in its development. Although it is clear that
circumcision was practiced well before the early centuries of the common era,
we have no information on how the ritual was conducted prior to the Mishna.10

The Mishna cites the blessings said at the ceremony but provides few other de-
tails.11 The earliest sources providing a full description of the practice of the
rite are from the Gaonic Period, in the Siddur of R. Sa’adiah Gaon and Seder
R. Amram Gaon. During this period, two elements were added to the cere-
mony that do not appear in earlier sources—a prayer in Aramaic for the new-
born and his mother, and a blessing on the wine, which became an integral
part of the ceremony.12 The custom of preparing a chair for the prophet Elijah
was also developed at this time.13

The obvious parallel to circumcision is baptism. From the beginning of
Christianity it was meant to replace the Jewish rite of circumcision.14 During
the first centuries of Christianity, the differences between circumcision and
baptism were very pronounced, as circumcision remained an infant ritual,
whereas baptism was a ritual for adults who chose to convert to Christianity.15

The tradition of baptizing infants became prominent from the fourth century
onward. Consequently, the parallels between the two ceremonies, circumci-
sion and baptism, grew. A basic difference between the two rites remained,
however—while only boys are circumcised, both girls and boys are baptized.
Despite this central gender difference between the two rituals, a difference that
also has implications for the understanding of broader differences between Ju-
daism and Christianity, I will not address this issue, as its analysis transcends
the bounds of the historical period in question.16

Due to the importance of baptism, the ritual was often discussed during the
Middle Ages. During the early Middle Ages, the ceremony had a number of
variations, depending on the locality in which it was conducted. The ceremony
underwent reform during the Carolingian period, as part of an extensive at-
tempt to uproot the remnants of pagan customs remaining within Christian re-
ligious activities and to unify practice. Some scholars have argued that the im-
portance of baptism as a sacrament, in comparison to that of the Eucharist,
gradually diminished during the Middle Ages. Nevertheless, even if baptism
did lose some of its centrality, it remained an essential part of Christian prac-
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tice.17 The ritual underwent a number of changes during the Middle Ages.
After the Synod of Canterbury (1214), it became increasingly accepted for in-
fants to be baptized immediately after birth. In life-threatening situations, the
midwife or father of the baby could perform an emergency baptism.18 This act
did not take the place of the formal baptism ceremony. Babies who were bap-
tized immediately after birth, were not named right away, but in a church cer-
emony performed later.19

More central to our discussion is the reorganization of the institution of co-
parenthood during the Carolingian period. The co-parents (often known in
modern discourse as godparents) were adults not related to the infant who par-
ticipated in the baptism ceremony alongside the biological father of the baby.
They helped prepare the newborn for baptism and held him/her during the
ceremony.20 This role spread throughout the Byzantine Empire in the fourth
century, and gradually became accepted in the western part of the empire as
well, particularly under Charlemagne’s rule, during the Carolingian period.
Prior to this period, babies were prepared for baptism and escorted to the bap-
tism font by their parents and other relatives. No co-parents were chosen to per-
form this function.21

The co-parents had relationships with both the infant they sponsored, for
whom they were considered spiritually responsible, and the biological par-
ents. Research has shown that the relationship between the co-parents and
natural parents was considered the most binding. The most important role the
co-parent had was carrying the infant to the baptismal font and back and hold-
ing him/her during baptism. This action, suscipere or excipere in Latin, was un-
derstood as a symbolic rebirth, meant to remove the sin of carnal birth from the
child and turn him/her into a Christian. The co-parents answered the questions
posed by the bishop or priest who officiated over the ceremony. In addition, they
dressed and bathed the infant before baptism and often bought the newborn
clothes for the ceremony—a white gown and a small white cap. At times, they
also prepared a meal in honor of the baptism and gave the child additional gifts.
During the early Middle Ages, it was customary for the co-parent to be of the
same gender as the infant. Over time, more co-parents were added. In the four-
teenth century, for example, one can often find three co-parents attending a bap-
tism. The number of co-parents chosen varied by locality. In Italy for example,
there were often three or more co-parents, whereas in Germany, from the tenth
century onward, there seems to have been a concentrated effort to restrict the
number of co-parents.22 Relatives were not allowed to act as co-parents, and
marriage between the co-parent and the baptized child was prohibited and con-
sidered a form of incest.

A number of studies have examined co-parenting practices in medieval Eu-
rope. For example, Christiane Klapisch-Zuber noted that the men chosen as
co-fathers were usually of higher social status than the family who chose them.
Parents often chose patrons or potential benefactors in order to cement the
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connection between the two families.23 Women, on the other hand, chose
their co-mothers from among their close friends. This gendered difference is
certainly a statement on the roles of men and women in medieval society.
When parents had to choose co-parents for their children, they considered the
social benefits these connections would create and strengthen. While they did
not expect the co-parent to take charge of the newborn’s religious education
(although this was officially one of their duties), they did hope for an economic
agreement with their co-parents or at least for the promise of future prospects.
Alliances like co-parenting should be viewed as a strategy for building part-
nerships and associations between different strata of medieval society.24

These findings have been reinforced by the research of two anthropolo-
gists—Sidney Mintz and Eric Wolf—who studied co-parenting practices (com-
padrazgo) in Puerto Rico. Wolf studied people in rural, lower-class society and
discovered that they preferred to honor close friends and family members, feel-
ing that they could turn to each other for help and support. Mintz studied peo-
ple in urban, middle-class society and found that they, like medieval Christian
urbanites, preferred to honor people one step above them in social rank. I will
return to their findings at the end of the chapter.25

Before we compare medieval Jewish and Christian ceremonies, one more
word about the relative functions of baptism and circumcision is in order. Bap-
tism and circumcision were viewed as analogous in the medieval context. This
idea resonates in passages found in Sefer Niz·ah· on Vetus, where baptism and
its validity are discussed. The author argues that if Christian baptism is based
on Jesus’ baptism, then

they should have imitated that baptism in all its particulars. In fact, however, Jesus
and John were baptized in the Jordan, which consists of fresh water, while they
are baptized in drawn water to this day. Furthermore, just as they derive the re-
quirements of baptism from Jesus’ behavior, i.e., from the fact that he was bap-
tized himself, in the same manner they should derive the requirement of cir-
cumcision, for Jesus and John were both circumcised.26

The link between the two ceremonies is mentioned in Christian sources as
well. Wolfram von Eschenbach (1170–1217), the author of the thirteenth-
century novel Willelhalm, has one of his heroes say: “The baptism of Jews in-
cludes a peculiar custom: they perform it by cutting.”27 As both ceremonies
are birth rituals, the speaker presents them as essentially the same ceremony, in
spite of the different customs attached to them. The connection between both
rituals is also portrayed in medieval art. For example a drawing in a thirteenth-
century Bible moralisée from France (figure 1) depicts the circumcision of the
Jews by Joshua in Gilgal, after the crossing of the Jordan (Josh. 5), as a kind of
adult baptism.28

In medieval Christian Europe, the comparison between the two rites had
immediate implications. The two rituals identified and signified Jews and
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Figure 1. Circumcision and Baptism, Joshua in Gilgal. Bible moralisée, France 1220–
1229, Vienna Österreichische Nationalbibliothek cod. 1179, fol. 63c. Photo courtesy
of Vienna Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Austria.



Christians, Judaism and Christianity. As the paradigm of the unique features
of Jews and Christians, they served to mark the distinction between the two sis-
ter religions. Circumcision served the Jewish community as confirmation of
loyalty and religious devotion. Baptism, within the Jewish community, was the
ultimate symbol of betrayal and conversion during a period in which pressure
to convert was ever present.

Circumcision in Medieval Ashkenaz

The liturgy of the circumcision ceremony remained almost unaltered through-
out the medieval period with one exception—the omission of the Aramaic
prayer for the child and his mother.29 Yet despite this uninterrupted tradition,
the medieval Ashkenazic ceremony introduced a number of nonliturgical cus-
toms. The ritual is described at length in many prayer and custom books of the
time as well as in responsa and in a manual for circumcisers. While many of
the questions raised pertain to circumcisions that take place on exceptional
days such as Sabbath, the Day of Atonement, and the Ninth of Av, others de-
scribe the normal practice of the ritual.30 These sources enable us to better un-
derstand how this ritual was performed and who participated in it.

The first unique feature of the medieval Ashkenazic circumcision ceremony
is that it consistently took place in the synagogue. Evidence from the Second
Temple period as well as the period of the compilation of the Mishna and Tal-
mud indicates that the ceremony often took place in private homes.31 We do
not know when the ritual was first performed in the synagogue. Gaonic sources
report that the ceremony could take place either at home or in the syna-
gogue.32 Early modern European sources also indicate a shift back to home
ceremonies.33 During the High Middle Ages, however, Ashkenazic sources
consistently indicate that the ceremony always took place in the synagogue,
usually immediately after the completion of the morning prayers.

The circumcision of a newborn was a major event in Ashkenazic commu-
nities, second only to marriage.34 The relocation of the ceremony from the pri-
vate sphere, the home, to the public sphere, the synagogue, demonstrates the
importance of the ritual in the eyes of its performers and participants. The com-
munity at large participated in the ceremony, responding to verses recited by
the circumciser or the person leading the ritual. Although these responses had
become part of the liturgy earlier, I would suggest that the significance of hav-
ing the whole community participate cannot be underestimated. We might
note that one of the changes in the baptism ceremony during the Carolingian
period was the relocation of the ceremony to the church, where it was well at-
tended by the members of the parents’ community.35

The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, who discussed the way rituals, and espe-
cially institutional rituals, are performed, has defined rites like circumcision as
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rites of institution in which communities express their hierarchies and social
orders. While these rites symbolize the way the community wishes to present
itself, they may also express tensions existing within the social structure.36 He
notes that a useful way of understanding these rituals is by focusing on the par-
ticipants in the ritual. As we saw before when discussing baptism, recent re-
search has underlined the importance of the roles of the participants, and es-
pecially the co-parents. In light of this research and Bourdieu’s suggestion, I
now turn to examine the ritual of circumcision.

The Participants

Because of the unequal detail in the various extant descriptions of the cere-
mony, identifying the participants in the ceremony is no simple task. Later
sources from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries often provide more details
than earlier sources. It is impossible to know if the additional details in the later
sources are evidence of new customs, or simply details that were not previously
noted. The analysis that follows is based on the combined information, drawn
from all the sources. The examination of the circumcision ritual over time also
provides a better picture of both the changing and the fixed details of the
ceremony.37

The earliest detailed description we have of the circumcision ritual in Ash-
kenaz appears in Mah· zor Vitry, a late eleventh- through early twelfth-century
compilation of customs written by a number of Rashi’s students:38

On the eighth day of circumcision they rise early to the synagogue to pray . . . and
they light the candle . . . and they set up two chairs and they spread a mantle [prob-
ably a Torah mantle], or some thing of beauty to adorn it. One [chair] is for Eli-
jah who comes and sits there and sees the commandment being performed . . .
and one chair is for the ba’al brit who sits in it with the child on his knees. And
cloths are brought there for the circumciser to clean his hands with them . . . and
they wash the child in warm water. And they dress him in fine clothes. A cloth
gown and an overgarment and a beautiful hat for his head, as if he were a groom.
And they carry him with pomp to the synagogue after the prayers. And the [peo-
ple in the] congregation rise to their feet for him when the child enters. And they
say: “Blessed is he who comes,” and the bearer says: “In the name of God.” And
the father of the boy takes him and blesses [him] “to enter him into the covenant
of Abraham,” . . . and those standing there say, “As he has entered the covenant,
so shall he enter Torah and the wedding canopy (H· uppah) and good deeds.39 . . .
And the father gives him [the infant] to the ba’al brit. And he [the ba’al brit] sits
on a chair and takes him in his hands. And the circumciser recites: “Blessed art
thou who has commanded us to circumcise,” and he circumcises.40

The description of this ritual, as discussed in Mah· zor Vitry, demonstrates the
importance attributed to circumcision and the extensive preparation involved
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in it, as early as the late eleventh century. This description emphasizes the
beautiful cloths and clothes that adorned the newborn and the chairs on which
the ceremony took place. Other sources mention that many of the participants
wore holiday clothes and that the circumciser, as well as the father of the new-
born and the ba’al brit, immersed themselves in the mikve before the ritual.41

The text also contains many references to other participants—some men-
tioned by name and others who took part in the preparations, but are not men-
tioned in any source.

the newborn

The first and most important participant was, of course, the newborn. As he
had no recollection of the ceremony, however, it is difficult to speak of him as
a subject. He was prepared with great festivity and splendor. The ritual turned
him into a full-fledged member of the Jewish community, from an uncircum-
cised infant to a Jew who could now theoretically eat from the Paschal sacri-
fice.42 This change in the infant’s status is apparent in the comments made 
by R. Jacob the Circumciser in his thirteenth-century circumciser’s manual. 
R. Jacob says:

Why did they instruct us to call the boy by a name immediately after circumci-
sion? Because until the moment of circumcision, a name of impurity and shame
was his, an uncircumcised name. And now that he is circumcised and the com-
mandment of circumcision has been performed, his name must be changed to
praise him, a pure and holy name like the names of his fathers Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob.43

The circumcision ceremony represented more than just the ushering of a
new Jewish member into society. It was also the first formal recognition of the
baby by his father, the moment at which he was officially named as the son of
his father. Rashi comments that at the circumcision ceremony, the baby leaves
his mother’s realm for the first time and is acknowledged by his father. He ex-
plains the circumcision benediction “Kol shiv’a” (seven days) as follows: “Since
until then, his father does not yet acknowledge him [during these days], be-
cause he has not left his mother’s hands and entered into the covenant. Hence-
forth his father is obligated to recognize him.”44 This idea is also mentioned
in the fifteenth-century book of customs written by R. Jacob Mulin (often
called Mohar, Segal, or Maharil) (d. 1427). He discusses a case in which an
unmarried woman gave birth:

An unmarried woman gave birth to a son and she gave him to someone [ploni]
and said that he was his father. And he said “this is not my son.” And they wanted
to call him the son of ploni, to say ploni b. ploni. And R. Jacob [Mahar”i Segal]
warned them not to embarrass him with this, as he would not admit [his
paternity].45
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The act of recognition of the baby on the part of the father at the circumci-
sion ceremony corresponded to a similar process at baptism. Baptism was not
only a christening, but also a rite of acceptance into the immediate family and
the community at large. Babies born out of wedlock or whose paternity was un-
certain were also reminded of their status at the baptism ceremony. The ab-
sence of the infant’s mother from the baptism ceremony centered attention on
the paternal act of public recognition of the baby.46 The shared social aspects
of both rites of passage have frequently been overlooked because of the focus
on the male aspects of the circumcision ritual, which have no parallel in bap-
tism. I would suggest that in spite of the undeniably male aspects of circumci-
sion, it is, first and foremost, an initiation rite into a social and religious group.
Both circumcision and baptism can and should be studied as rites of passage.

One central difference does exist, however, in the transformation undergone
by the infant in the two rites. Whereas Christian children were not considered
members of the Christian religion before they were baptized, Jewish children
were considered Jewish, though uncircumcised. In other words, the difference
between being a Jew before and after circumcision was smaller than that be-
tween being unbaptized and Christian. Despite this apparent difference, how-
ever, uncircumcised Jews could not participate fully in Jewish rituals, and as
such, circumcision did change their religious status. Furthermore, Jewish boys
who died prior to being circumcised were circumcised before burial, albeit in
a manner different from their living brothers. It was believed that this would
expedite their entrance into the Garden of Eden, much as baptism was sup-
posed to pave the way to heaven.47

the father and the circumciser

The two other main participants in the ritual were the baby’s father and the
mohel (circumciser). Although legally, the father was obliged to circumcise his
son, this task was almost always assigned to the circumciser, who was under-
stood to act as the father’s emissary.48 It was considered a great occasion for a
father to circumcise his own son, as it rarely took place.

The father’s role in medieval Ashkenaz does not seem much different from
what we know of earlier periods. The main difference is that while in other di-
asporas the father held the baby on his lap during the circumcision ceremony
and was known, in some cases, as the av brit,49 in Ashkenaz the ba’al brit held
the baby during the ritual. The description of the ritual, as presented in
Mah· zor Vitry, above, has the father taking his son from the ba’al brit, reciting
the required blessings and then passing the infant back to the ba’al brit. The
father usually hosted a large feast after the ritual and sometimes sent gifts to all
his acquaintances present at the celebration.50

The circumciser’s role did not change much over time either. A central pre-
requisite for any circumciser was that he be well trained. One of the contexts
in which circumcisers are mentioned in the halakhic literature is in discussing
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how to choose a circumciser. The sources emphasize that expertise, rather than
social obligation, was paramount.51 They also discuss whether it was permissi-
ble for a circumciser in mourning to participate in the ritual.52

Recent research has indicated an interesting development concerning the
circumciser’s gender in medieval Ashkenaz. Sources from Antiquity that dis-
cuss circumcision often refer to women as mohalot (female circumcisers). The
Mishna and Talmud discuss the case of a woman who circumcised her sons,
who then died one after the other following the circumcision ceremony. The
law states that if she has lost her first sons after circumcision, she need not cir-
cumcise her third or fourth sons (depending on the opinion accepted).53 Two
passages in First and Second Maccabbees also refer to women who circum-
cised their sons,54 while the history of medicine provides ample evidence of
the very active role played by women in all the medical professions in antiq-
uity.55 Furthermore, the Talmud discusses the permissibility of women acting
as circumcisers (as opposed to non-Jews who are not allowed to perform the
act) and rules that women may act as circumcisers, basing this ruling on the
biblical precedent of Z· ipporah (figure 2).56

During the Gaonic period, we find little mention of women serving as cir-
cumcisers, although the Talmudic ruling is upheld in different contexts. Yaa-
cov S. Spiegel has shown that the attitude toward women’s ability to serve as
circumcisers changed in Ashkenaz, especially during the thirteenth century.
Spiegel described three different approaches to the issue of women acting as
circumcisers prior to this change. One opinion, prevalent among the rabbis
in Germany and northern France, permitted women to circumcise, without
reservation; a second opinion, which prevailed among some of the rabbis in
Spain and Provence and a small number of Ashkenazic rabbis, was that
women could circumcise only when no man could do the job; a third opin-
ion, which can be found in sources from the thirteenth century onward, stated
that women could not perform the act of circumcision.57 The latter two opin-
ions became more common during the thirteenth century, and, as Spiegel has
demonstrated, by the end of the thirteenth century, the third opinion pre-
vailed.58 It is possible that this change in legal opinion was of little conse-
quence, as women were rarely called upon to circumcise babies.59 However,
as I will argue later in this chapter, this change is a significant indicator of a
wider trend.

ba’alei habrit

Ba’al haBrit. In the description from Mah· zor Vitry cited earlier in this chap-
ter, a figure called the ba’al brit appears.60 The description assigns him a num-
ber of different functions. He passes the baby to the father and holds him dur-
ing circumcision. According to another manuscript of Mah· zor Vitry, the ba’al
brit also carried the infant from his home to the synagogue and brought him
into the sanctuary. The Mah· zor reports an additional custom:
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Figure 2. Z· ipporah As Circumciser. Second Nürnberg Haggada, South Germany
1450–1500, MS. 24087 fol. 13b, detail. Photo courtesy of Mr. Nathan Rome, Schocken
Institute, Jerusalem.



The tradition of our fathers is Torah and a righteous man should adhere to it. On
the eve of the eighth [day] the ba’al brit makes a feast in honor of the command-
ment. And after the circumcision, the father of the son rejoices with great drink-
ing, eating, and celebration.61

In this short description, the tasks assigned to the ba’al brit and the father are
nearly identical. Both host meals in honor of the circumcision, both hold the
baby at different points in the ceremony, and, according to additional sources,
both immersed themselves in the mikve before dressing in their finest cloth-
ing in honor of the occasion.62

The ba’al brit appears in many Ashkenazic medieval sources. In some cases,
the sources discuss whether someone in mourning may serve as a ba’al brit.
The halakhic answer reveals the importance attributed to this role. The rabbis
ruled that people in mourning could serve as ba’alei brit, because of the im-
portance of the task. The great significance assigned to the role becomes evi-
dent from the discussion in the fifteenth-century book of customs of the Ma-
haril (R. Jacob Mulin):

When R. Mahari Segal became a ba’al brit, that which is called sandek in the lan-
guage of the sages, he would wash himself and immerse himself so that the baby
should enter the covenant in holiness. And he said: “The task of the ba’al brit is
more important than that of the mohel, because his feet are like an altar and it is
as if he [the ba’al brit] is sacrificing incense before the circumciser.”63

This statement, that the ba’al brit is more important than the circumciser is
somewhat surprising. After all, without the circumciser, the ceremony could
not take place. On the other hand, without the ba’al brit the ceremony could
take place without any difficulty and the lack of a ba’al brit was no impediment
to the ritual.

The value assigned the role of the ba’al brit is prominent in an additional
group of sources. The responsa literature discusses parents who promised
friends and relatives that they would be honored as ba’alei brit.64 These
promises, made before birth and before the sex of the child was known, seem
to have been standard practice. Halakhic issues arose when more than one per-
son was promised the role of ba’al brit. The rabbis who responded to these cases
acknowledged the fact that this promise concerned an honor that might never
be performed—after all, many infants died at birth and there was at least a 50
percent chance that the infant would be a girl! However, they explain, that as
these promises are routinely made, it is an issue they must discuss.

For example, a responsum from the school of R. Meir of Rothenburg relates
a case in which the father promised someone the honor of ba’al brit. As the
baby was ill, the circumcision ceremony was postponed, and, in the meantime,
the father promised the honor to someone else. The query includes a plea for
help, and states: “Please reply for these deeds happen daily and send us your
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ruling in haste.”65 The halakhic ruling in such cases was that the first person
to whom the honor was promised should receive it.

Another issue that surfaced in these discussions concerns a case in which
the mother of the newborn promised someone the honor of ba’al brit. The
sources emphatically state that the task of choosing the ba’al brit is not hers.
Even in cases in which the father is absent, some sources suggest that the
mother should not make this choice. Rather, she should allow the people ap-
pointed in the father’s stead to decide.66 This issue, however, is raised only in
sources from the fourteenth century, and I would suggest that the objection to
women’s choosing of the ba’al brit was not prevalent during the Middle Ages,
and probably became more pronounced in the second half of the thirteenth
century. I will return to this point later.

The Origins of the Role. One of the biggest questions concerning the role of
the ba’al brit is when this role was first established and when it became im-
portant. While Ashkenazic sources from the twelfth century onward mention
the role, there is little reference to the ba’al brit in earlier literature. In tracing
the roots of the role, we must also take note of its additional name—sandek.
This name, which derives from the Greek (suvntekno~), is found in earlier
sources from the tenth and eleventh centuries.67 Although it was not used as
often as the term ba’al brit during the High Middle Ages, it became the ac-
cepted term in late medieval and early modern writings, and has remained so
in modern Judaism. The earliest source in which the term appears is the
Midrash Shoh· er Tov on the Book of Psalms. The author of the Midrash ex-
plains chapter 35 of Psalms in which David exclaims, “All my bones shall say:
Lord who is like you” (35:10). The author enumerates all of the different parts
of David’s body, which give praise to God, and when he speaks of the knees he
states: “With my knees, kneeling at prayer; with my knees I am a sandikenos
for children who are circumcised on my knees.”68

This Midrash is difficult to date, since it is compiled of sections belonging
to a variety of periods.69 It has been suggested that the Midrash can be dated
to the tenth century in Italy. The passage that mentions the sandek, however,
appears only in a thirteenth-century manuscript from Ashkenaz. In addition,
as Buber remarked, the author itemizes all the parts of the body that thank the
Lord and brings one example for each body part. Only in our case does he men-
tion two reasons for praising this specific part of the body, the knees. Buber sug-
gested that this is evidence that this passage concerning the sandek was a later
addition.70

The earliest source mentioning the sandek that we can date with certainty
is Sefer haArukh by R. Nathan b. Yeh· iel of Rome (1035–1110). He explains
the term by way of the example from Midrash Shoh·er Tov.71 The term sandek
appears in Midrash Shoh· er Tov and in R. Nathan b. Yeh· iel’s book, while we
find it in Ashkenaz along with the term ba’al brit, I would suggest that this prac-

68 CHAPTER TWO



tice can be traced back to the Byzantine tradition.72 This would explain why
the custom can be found in both Ashkenaz and Italy.73 For example, in the
thirteenth-century Italian book Sefer haTanya, the circumcision ritual de-
scription includes two ba’alei brit, the “big” and the “little” one.74 This seems
to be a variation on the Ashkenazic custom of having one ba’al brit. In con-
clusion, although we cannot pinpoint the exact time when this custom origi-
nated, it was clearly part of the Ashkenazic tradition. I would also suggest that
the frequent mention of ba’alei brit in twelfth- and thirteenth-century sources
points to a new and heightened importance of its role.

Although the terms sandek and ba’al brit do not appear in earlier sources,
we should perhaps look for people who might have filled the same role, even
if they were called by other names. Obviously, someone had to hold the baby
on his lap at the circumcision ceremony. Most sources from before the me-
dieval period, however, mention only the father in this capacity and do not as-
sign much importance to the holding of the baby. See, for example, a Gaonic
source attributed to R. Nissim Gaon:

The elders of the generation told me that on the day that [my] father, our teacher,
Abba Aluf, brought me into the covenant, when he came to the synagogue with
me on his arm, he sat for one moment on the prepared chair and then he stood
up and placed me on the other chair of circumcision. And after he went out, they
asked him what the reason for this was, for [they said that] they had never seen
anyone doing this. And he said, I have learned from the elders that this prepared
chair is for Elijah and he is the angel of circumcision and I sat on it with the child
so that perhaps he would bless the child for me, that he find wisdom in his
blessing.75

This story describes a different custom that does not include the ba’al brit. The
father brings the baby to synagogue and holds him. No additional figure, such
as the ba’al brit, is mentioned.

The thirteenth-century author R. Isaac b. Moses mentions the holding of the
baby by someone other than the father and attributes this custom to R. Sherira
Gaon (ca. 906–1006). He says: “Like R. Sherira Gaon said: It is a custom in
Israel to prepare a chair covered with a mantle next to the ba’al brit out of re-
spect for Elijah of blessed memory who is called the angel of circumcision.”76

R. Isaac’s quotation from R. Sherira is meant to explain the custom of Elijah’s
chair and not the role of ba’al brit. This custom with the chair is indeed one
that can be dated back to Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer (eighth century), where no
mention of a ba’al brit is made.77 It is unclear from this source whether this
role is performed by someone other than the father and if in fact the ba’al brit
is part of the same set of practices we are familiar with for Ashkenaz. Since this
reference to the ba’al brit appears only once, in an Ashkenazic source of the
thirteenth century, the claim that that this was a widespread Gaonic custom
seems far-fetched.
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In conclusion, the custom of ba’al brit was of great importance in medieval
Ashkenaz. It was often promised to friends and relatives before children were
born, and those who were promised the honor, but did not receive it, were of-
fended. The medieval sources reveal a complex set of tasks that the ba’al brit
was responsible for—carrying the newborn to the synagogue, passing him back
and forth to the father, and holding him during the ritual. The role seems to
have originated in the Byzantine tradition and gained growing importance in
medieval Italy, Germany, and northern France.

Ba’alat haBrit. Until this point in the discussion, we have focused on the
ba’al brit, as he appears in a number of texts. In one manuscript of Mah· zor
Vitry, dated to the first years of the thirteenth century, one extra line appears
that tells of another participant, the ba’alat brit, a female ba’al brit. The line
reads as follows:

They brought the baby into the synagogue. The father of the son takes him from
the ba’al brit and gives him to the ba’alat brit, and the people standing there say,
“Blessed is he who comes,” and the ba’al brit says, “In the name of God,” and goes
and sits in one of the chairs and takes the baby on his knees and they circumcise
him.78

This source reveals the existence of a female figure and locates her as part of a
synagogue ritual, in which the baby was passed from one person to another.

Additional sources provide further information about the ba’alat brit. One
group of sources mentions her washing the baby before the circumcision cer-
emony. These sources discuss restrictions applying to circumcision ceremonies
held on the Sabbath, particularly concerning the heating of water to wash the
baby before the ritual. Ordinarily, a woman washed the baby. On the Sabbath,
the task was sometimes performed by a Christian servant, supervised by a Jew-
ish woman. In Sefer H· asidim a story is told about a woman who is called a
ba’alat brit:

It happened that there was a woman who washed her two sons and one drowned
the other and their mother vowed never to wash during the day. Once she was a
ba’alat brit and she washed during the day and died.79

The details of this story are unclear. Who did the woman vow to not wash dur-
ing the day—herself? Her children? Any baby? Is she the mother of the baby
being circumcised? The source does not make a connection between the
woman and the infant. Additional sources indicate, however, that the ba’alat
brit, like the ba’al brit, was not the mother of the baby. In a response from a
fourteenth-century manuscript the following story is told:

Once there was a man who had a son born to him, and his mother commanded
him to make her the ba’al brit and his mother-in-law said, “I should merit it.” It
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seems that as it is the father who is commanded to circumcise him, he must ful-
fill his mother’s bidding.80

This source does not provide details on the role of the woman acting as the
ba’al brit, but it does speak of the honor connected to the task as well as what
might have been a common practice, the bestowal of the honor upon one of
the baby’s grandmothers. No mention is made in the source of the baby’s
mother, her role in the ritual or her opinion in this argument. In addition, no
men are mentioned in connection with either of the grandmothers.

R. Jacob the Circumciser’s book Klalei haMilah,81 as well as a number of
other later fourteenth- and fifteenth-century sources, also mention the ba’alat
brit. In these writings, however, she is the wife of the ba’al brit. Her role con-
sists of bringing the baby to the synagogue:

And the wife of the ba’al brit carries him with splendor to the synagogue. As soon
as the congregation has finished their prayers, her husband comes out of the syn-
agogue to meet her. He receives the infant from her and brings him into the syn-
agogue to be circumcised, and the congregation stands for him [when he enters]
and says, “Blessed is he who comes.”82

R. Jacob’s description differs from that which we saw in Mah· zor Vitry. Here,
the ba’alat brit brings the infant only as far as the synagogue door, whence the
ba’al brit takes him in his arms.

Three names for the woman participating in the circumcision ceremony
emerge from these sources: ba’alat brit; the wife of the ba’al brit (a term that
defines her relationship to the other participants in the ritual), and ba’al brit
(in the discussion of the two grandmothers who wanted to serve at their grand-
son’s circumcision ceremony). Although these three terms are almost identi-
cal, they are not exactly the same. One explanation for the variety of names
might be the fragmentary nature of our sources. One source (Mah· zor Vitry)
only mentions the presence of the ba’alat brit, but does not explain her role.
Another source discusses her washing of the infant; a third source talks about
bringing the infant to the synagogue, while a fourth only tells of the argument
between the grandmothers.

In my opinion, the paucity of information and the variety of details in each
source stem from the evolution of the role of the ba’alat brit. Before I trace the
development of this role, I must consider one group of sources that can be dated
with precision and that describe the diminution of her role. As these sources 
describe both her actual role and the intended changes, they are of great im-
portance. A central source appears in the book Sefer Tashbez· , written by R. Sam-
son b. Z· adok, a student of R. Meir b. Barukh of Rothenburg (d. 1293), who re-
ports his teacher’s opinion:

The custom that is practiced in most places does not seem to me permissible: A
woman sits in the synagogue with the men and they circumcise the baby in her
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lap. And even if her husband is the mohel [circumciser] or her father or her son,
it is not the way [of the world] that such an honored woman should enter among
men and in the presence of the Shekhinah . . . especially since she is not com-
manded to circumcise, not even her own son, as it says “which God commanded
him” (Gen. 17:23);83 “him” and not “her.” And if this is the case, why should they
circumcise in her lap? Thus, they [the women] snatch this commandment from
the men. And whoever can object should object, and whoever acts stringently in
this case may he be blessed. Meir son of Barukh . . . About this that my teacher
has written. And though I have cried out for many days, no one pays any atten-
tion. For it seems very ugly.84 And even though they are occupied [with the com-
mandment], their thoughts wander. . . . Is it for no reason that the women’s sec-
tion was separated off ? Hence, this seems to be a commandment performed in
sin . . . and every man who fears the Lord should leave the synagogue, lest it look
like he is an accomplice to sinners. Shalom. Meir son of Barukh.85

While R. Meir does not use the term ba’alat brit, it is clear that the woman he
refers to is performing the ba’al brit’s task as she holds the baby on her lap. This
source also explains the honor the grandmothers were fighting over. The
ba’alat brit was not necessarily the wife of a male participant; she was an inde-
pendent figure. The source points to possible relationships of the ba’alat brit
with the circumciser, who might be her father, husband, or son, but no male
figure is mentioned as assisting her. Some manuscripts change the wording of
the decision and suggest that perhaps her husband, father, or son was in the
audience. Yet, even so, the presence of the woman’s husband in the congre-
gation, does not tie the ba’alat brit to a male participant in the ritual.

R. Samson’s words reflect the period prior to the end of the thirteenth cen-
tury. Sefer H· asidim, R. Jacob the Circumciser’s manual, and the manuscript of
Mah· zor Vitry are all from the thirteenth century. The question concerning the
two grandmothers is in a fourteenth-century manuscript, but probably repre-
sents an earlier period, as other sources from the fourteenth century follow 
R. Meir of Rothenburg’s lead.86 In these sources, the ba’alat brit appears only
as the ba’al brit’s wife. Later sources from the fifteenth century emphasize that
R. Meir b. Barukh’s ruling won the day and that, despite a struggle against those
rulings, his instructions became standard procedure. The Maharil, R. Jacob
Mulin, for example, stresses the importance of his ruling.

A picture in the early fourteenth-century Regensburg Pentateuch, repre-
senting Isaac’s circumcision (Gen. 18:4), illustrates the changed procedure
(figure 3). The first part of the picture shows women bringing the infant to the
synagogue but stopping at the door of the men’s section. The women, dressed
in their finest clothing and jewelry, pass the baby into the male realm. The sec-
ond part of the illustration shows the circumcision ceremony and the infant
being circumcised by a male circumciser. This illustration attests to a custom
similar to the one R. Meir was advocating. In contrast, an earlier illustration of
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Isaac’s circumcision ceremony, designed by the famous twelfth-century artist
Nicholas of Verdun, portrays Isaac being held by a woman during the circum-
cision ceremony. Although it is hard to reach firm historical conclusions based
on this picture, it depicts the reality that emerges from the sources (figure 4).87

This survey of the sources suggests that before R. Meir of Rothenburg’s time,
women served as ba’alot brit, filling a number of different roles. Sometimes
they held the baby while he was being circumcised, sometimes they carried
him to the synagogue and/or bathed him. At times, the ba’alat brit had a male
partner (who may have been related to her), and in other cases she alone served
as ba’al brit. During the second half of the thirteenth century, objections to
women serving as independent ba’alot brit were voiced, especially to their
holding of the baby on their laps during the ceremony. The wording of the re-
sponse, however, seems to indicate that this change was not effected easily.
Samson ben Z· adok states: “Though I have cried out for many days, no one pays
any attention.” He also suggests that the women are performing an uncivilized
act and hints at the illicit sexual connotation of their deed by using the word
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Figure 3. Isaac’s Circumcision. Regensburg Pentateuch, Israel Museum, Jerusalem,
cod. 180/52, fol. 18b, detail, around 1300 Germany. Photo courtesy of Israel Museum,
Jerusalem.



Figure 4. Isaac’s Circumcision. Nicolas of Verdun, Verduner Altar, Stift Klosterneu-
burg, Klosterneuburg, Austria. Photo courtesy of Stift Klosterneuburg.



mekho’ar (ugly). His language is especially sharp, in that he advises anyone who
fears the Lord to leave the sanctuary. These statements suggest that the change
was not readily accepted, perhaps especially by women. After all, birth was an
exceptional arena dominated by women; perhaps some of them saw circum-
cision as an extension of their responsibilities toward the child.

In light of these sources and our discussion of the role of the male ba’al brit,
I would suggest that the role of the ba’alei brit became widespread in Ashke-
naz during the tenth and eleventh centuries. The task was allotted to men or
women and was called by the general term ba’al brit, regardless of the gender
of the person who held the baby. Sometimes the ba’al brit was a man and some-
times a woman, but both options were common. The task comprised many
roles and might be shared by several persons—washing and dressing the in-
fant, taking him to the synagogue and holding him during the ceremony. The
distinction between the ba’al brit and the ba’alat brit became more pro-
nounced as objections to women’s holding of infants in the synagogue grew.
Although it is impossible to pinpoint the first objections, as there might have
been an underlying dissatisfaction or discomfort with this custom throughout
the Middle Ages, these protests became more audible during the thirteenth
century, with the objections of R. Meir and others.

The changes in female involvement in the ritual may account for the wide
variety of roles linked with the ba’alei brit in the fragments that have reached
us. R. Jacob the Circumciser’s account of the ritual, in which the ba’alat brit
is the wife of the ba’al brit, marks the beginning of a period in which this be-
came her accepted role in the ceremony, once she was no longer allowed into
the male part of the sanctuary. In addition, the fourteenth-century sources’ in-
sistence that the prerogative of bestowing the honor of ba’al brit was that of the
men, testifies both to women’s desire to be part of the ritual process and the
struggle around the appointing of a ba’al brit.

This desire is hardly surprising if we remember that during this period of the
baby’s life he was in the sole care of women. Women took care of him from
birth to the circumcision ceremony and they resumed caring for him imme-
diately after the circumcision ritual. R. Meir of Rothenburg and others wanted
participants to be male, perhaps in order to emphasize the male character of
the ritual. In a comment made by R. Jacob Mulin, the separation of the male
circumcision space from the female birth space is conveyed very clearly:

Our teacher R. Jacob Segel said: Maharam [R. Meir of Rothenburg] declared that
the woman who is a ba’alat brit, and takes the infant from the parturient to carry
him to the synagogue to be circumcised, should bring him to the entrance of the
synagogue but should not enter to be a sandek and have the child circumcised on
her lap. For it is an act of immodesty for a woman to walk among men. And he
said that certain people who were chosen as sandikin, but whose wives were not
with them, go themselves to bring the child from the parturient. But he [Maharil]
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was careful. When he was once a sandek and his wife was not with him, he com-
manded that the child should be brought to him at the synagogue. For it is the
way of women to catch onto the cloth of the one entering the birthing chamber
to bring the child and escort him to the commandment [of circumcision]. And
he [Maharil] said: If Maharam was careful that a woman not enter the men’s sec-
tion, among the men, he [Maharam] also was [careful] that a man not enter among
the women, as the more one distances himself from women, the better it is.88

It is clear from this passage that the Maharam’s ruling forbidding women
to serve as ba’alot brit in the synagogue had become commonly accepted by
the late fourteenth century, although we might read the repetition of the pro-
hibition as a sign of continuing tension around this issue.89 This source iden-
tifies gendered spaces filled with tensions. The space of birth, the birthing
chamber, was women’s space. Maharil suggests (and attributes his suggestion
to Maharam’s [R. Meir’s] instructions) that men should avoid entering this
space; he also reports the difficulties encountered by men who do enter this
women’s space. The synagogue, or at least the men’s section in the synagogue,
is clearly men’s space, and women were not to be admitted. This idea of two
gendered spaces, the Kindbetterin’s room and the synagogue, and the tensions
linked with them in the context of the circumcision ceremony, is evident in
a passage from Sefer Leket Yosher, the fifteenth-century book by R. Joseph b.
Moses (1423–1490). He reports one incident in which these tensions became
unbearable:

Once there was a circumcision and the women were delayed in coming to the
synagogue and a prominent [rich] man was the ba’al brit . . . and he said to the
rich man: “Sit at my house.” And when the women arrived at the synagogue with
the infant he sent the shammes to the women [and said]: “Stand there and wait
for us for as long as we have been waiting for you.” And the women stood re-
proached until everyone knew of their foul deed, and the whole community
thanked him with the exception of one scholar who said that it was an insult to
the child, and that they [the women] should have been punished differently.90

In conclusion, while many scholars have pointed to R. Meir’s restriction of
women’s role in the circumcision ceremony, few have attempted to specify
what this role actually was and to follow the arguments conducted around it.
The study of the role of the ba’alat brit, utilizing the variety of sources that refer
to it, rather than merely the prohibition as it appears in Sefer Tashbez· , brings
to light a complex social setting and the tensions it contained. When examin-
ing the ba’alat brit in the context of the circumcision ritual as a whole, and not
just as an aspect of female religious activity, this change takes on a new mean-
ing. The role of the ba’alei brit was of great importance in the medieval cir-
cumcision ritual, as was that of co-parents in the baptism ritual. This change
in women’s roles evokes a context much wider than that of circumcision.91 We
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will now turn to examine one last figure, the mother of the infant, before ad-
dressing this more general context.

the mother

One figure is remarkable in her absence from all the sources examined to this
point—the mother of the newborn. Aside from a comment in a fourteenth-
century source regarding her ineligibility in deciding who would be the ba’al
brit,92 she has not been mentioned.93 We must ask where she was and what
part she took in the circumcision ceremony. The source that describes the
mother’s presence most explicitly is also one of the latest sources included in
our discussion. R. Jacob Mulin reports that the mother remained at home. He
discusses the ba’al/at brit, who “takes the infant from the parturient to bring
him to the synagogue.”94 The fact that the mother remained at home is also
noted in other fifteenth- and sixteenth-century sources, some of which will be
discussed in the next chapter.95

One must ask, however, whether the parturient stayed at home throughout
the Middle Ages or whether this was a late medieval change. The descriptions
of the circumcision ceremony that appear in the Gaonic sources as well as in
Mah· zor Vitry mention that it was customary to let the mother drink from the
wine that was blessed during the ceremony. This custom was often accompa-
nied by another custom—the sprinkling of wine on the infant. In Gaonic
times, these actions were preceded by two blessings in Aramaic for the health
of mother and child.96 The Ashkenazic sources report sprinkling the child with
wine, and some sources report letting the mother drink from the wine, but
these Aramaic prayers were no longer recited.97 Additional Ashkenazic sources
from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries also mention the mother drinking
from the wine. From the description of the ceremony proceedings, it seems
that the mother drank from the wine at more or less the same time as the baby
was sprinkled with it. The description of the ceremony does not differentiate
between her and the baby receiving the wine. This would seem to imply that
she was present at the ceremony and that a change occurred between the
twelfth century, when Mah· zor Vitry was compiled, and the fifteenth century,
when the Maharil spoke of the mother being at home.

An alternative solution might be that the wine was brought to the mother
at home. Many of the sources state that the wine was sent to the mother, using
the verb leshager.98 R. Jacob the Circumciser says the wine is sent to the
mother (lishloah· ).99 Both of these verbs could refer to the sending of the cup
to the women’s section or, alternatively, out of the synagogue. The Maharil’s
book of customs, for example, quotes R. Isaac Or Zaru’a and says that the 
cup is sent to the mother; we know that the custom in the period of the Ma-
haril was that the woman remain at home.100 This argument is strengthened
by another halakhic issue. There is a discussion in the sources of what to do
with wine used for circumcision ceremonies that took place on fast days.101

CIRCUMCISION AND BAPTISM 77



In such cases, the wine was saved until after the fast. This points to an accepted
practice of drinking the wine, even if not necessarily in conjunction with the
ceremony. It is hard to choose between this reconstruction of the situation
and the possibility that the mother was present and drank the wine in the
synagogue.102

Another issue related to the question of the mother’s presence at the cir-
cumcision ceremony is that of ritual purity. Parturient women were ritually im-
pure after birth. Some comments made in the literature that has reached us
from Rashi’s students mention that ritually impure women chose not to attend
synagogue. Rashi himself, however, emphasizes that women who act in this
way are especially pious and, moreover, that there is no reason for women who
are ritually impure to refrain from coming to the synagogue.102 In addition,
the impurity of birth is different from other ritual impurities. Certainly, until
the end of the thirteenth century, women who gave birth to a son were not con-
sidered ritually impure after a week. As Rashi explains, the circumcision cere-
mony was held on the eighth day because on that day the mother was no longer
impure and could rejoice with her husband.103 This custom changed at the
end of the thirteenth century, when women started observing a longer period
of impurity—forty days in the case of a boy.104 Thus, purity practices preva-
lent until the late thirteenth century would have posed no barrier to mothers’
attendance at synagogue circumcision ceremonies.

The evidence reviewed here is not conclusive, and it is impossible to deter-
mine the whereabouts of the mother with certainty. I would suggest that it is
probable that mothers were present at the ceremony in many cases, at least
until the end of the thirteenth century or the early fourteenth century. At that
time, a number of changes took place: The ba’alat brit lost her active role, and,
according to some of the sources, the giving of wine to the mother at the cer-
emony became a less integral part of the ritual; in some cases, it was not even
mentioned. These developments correspond to a growing observance of a
longer period of impurity after birth105 as well as to a medical trend that ad-
vocated lengthening the lying-in period.106

In conclusion, our search for the mother during the ceremony revealed that
the end of the thirteenth century was a time of change. Viewed together with
the change in the role of the ba’alat brit, as well as in the permissibility of
women acting as circumcisers that we saw earlier in this chapter, these issues
seem to point to larger changes occurring in medieval Ashkenazic society.

the community

The only participants in the ceremony that have not yet been discussed are the
members of the community, the kahal, who took part in the ritual. As scholars
have noted, the congregation was extremely important in the medieval ritual,
and the ceremony usually took place immediately after the morning prayers.
One can assume that the congregation was composed of the same group of peo-
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ple that participated in the morning prayers. The task of the participants was to
respond to the verses recited by the father and the circumciser and to serve as a
welcoming committee. These same people also participated in the two feasts—
one the night before, and the other on the afternoon following the ritual.

The blessing chanted by the community, “as he has entered the covenant,
so may he enter Torah, the wedding canopy and good deeds,” symbolizes both
the public aspects of the ritual and the connection between the circumcision
and the baby’s future life. If the blessing for a life of fulfillment of the com-
mandments or the performance of good deeds is not connected to any specific
stage of life, the other two blessings evoke two further status changes the boy
will undergo—first, when he begins studying Torah and becomes part of the
male world and, later, when he gets married. The community thus represents
the society the infant will belong to, and presents, through the blessing, the
stages of life the child will pass through in order to become a full member of
the congregation.

The community in the synagogue is certainly the male community. There
were probably a fair number of women at the ceremony as well—both because
some women attended daily services and because such a celebration certainly
drew others who did not attend daily. Sources from the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries suggest that some of the women remained at home with the parturi-
ent and that a celebration took place there while the men were in the syna-
gogue. If, however, we accept the logic suggested in the previous sections of
this chapter, it would follow that in periods when women had a larger role in
the ritual, more would have been present in the synagogue.

Circumcision and Baptism: A Comparative Analysis

At this point, we may assemble the different pieces of the previous discussion.
What similarities and differences can be revealed by comparing the Ashke-
nazic circumcision ceremony to the baptism rituals conducted by the Jews’
Christian neighbors? How do they help us understand medieval Jewish social
and ritual practices? There are many points of similarity between the circum-
cision ritual and the ritual of baptism: the white clothes worn by the infant; the
carrying of the baby to and from the ceremony by a figure/figures other than
the infant’s parents; the importance attributed to the role of co-parents/ba’alei
brit; the meals prepared before and after the circumcision ritual; and the wash-
ing of the infant and his preparation for the ritual. Even if, in some cases, these
actions are ancient components of the ceremony, they took on new meanings
in the medieval context, when a person was assigned especially to perform
them. In other cases, we find new functions arising in the medieval circumci-
sion ritual, such as that of the ba’alei brit. While we can expect any rite of ini-
tiation to involve persons who help and accompany the initiate, here we find
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shared features on many levels. For this reason, they require more detailed
explanation.

The most apparent parallel in the two rituals is that between the ba’alei brit
and the co-parents. This is also the most novel role within the medieval Ashke-
nazic community. Moreover, from a halakhic point of view, this role was not
an essential component of the ritual. The ba’al brit was far less integral to the
ritual than the baby, the circumciser, or the father who is commanded to cir-
cumcise his son. Hence, the roles of the ba’alei brit compared to those of the
co-parents will be at the core of our discussion.

This comparison is suggested by the medieval sources themselves, in their
choice of the term ba’al brit. As noted, this term is used in twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century sources, only to be replaced with the term sandek in late
medieval and early modern texts. There are two other terms used in con-
junction with these terms. R. Moses of Zurich explains that the sandek is the
ba’al brit who is the conpère.107 A different source, from fifteenth-century Ger-
many, explains: “the ba’al brit, who is called compère and in my country gevat-
ter.”108 These comments, using the vernacular term for the Latin compater as
alternative terms for ba’alei brit, recount the terms the Jews used daily for this
task.109 Joseph Lynch, who investigated medieval co-parenthood in great
depth, has commented on the vernacular and Latin forms of the terms. Ar-
guing that the social function of co-parenthood was the most important, he
has suggested that the terms compater, commater, and, compaternitas convey
the importance of the spiritual parents acting together with the biological par-
ents.110 The Hebrew term ba’al brit conveys a similar idea, as the ba’al brit
acts together with the person who is commanded to perform the circumci-
sion, the father of the infant.

Over the past two decades, medievalists have turned their attention to the
role of co-parents and especially to their social function. The work of anthro-
pologists such as Eric Wolf and Sidney Mintz, mentioned at the beginning of
this chapter, who studied contemporary co-parenthood practices in Latin
America forty years ago, has also been central in historians’ attempts at under-
standing medieval practices.111 We will now investigate to what extent these
explanations can be applied to medieval Jewish communities.

As mentioned at the outset of this chapter, one of the spiritual obligations
the co-parents took upon themselves when sponsoring a child at baptism was
the religious education of the godchildren. Despite the focus in ecclesiastical
writings on the importance of co-parents as spiritual counselors and guides,
this does not seem to have been the emphasis medieval Christians placed on
the role.112 In any event, this understanding of co-parenthood has almost no
parallel in Jewish sources. While the ba’al brit was supposed to be a “good Jew,”
as R. Isaac b. Moses states,113 there is no discussion of any future obligation of
the ba’alei brit toward the infant.

This accords with another central difference between Christian and Jewish
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practice. While incest laws restricted co-parents’ future relationships with the
child they sponsored and his or her descendants, no such laws existed in the
Jewish framework. From the Carolingian period onward, church authorities
emphasized time and again that co-parents could not be relatives and that they
could not be married in the future. As for Jewish society, we have no medieval
registrar to inform us whether, as a rule, this honor was accorded to relatives
or friends. From the rather sporadic accounts of circumcision ceremonies and
their participants, however, I would suggest that both possibilities existed in
Jewish reality. Although the parents of the baby were never ba’alei brit, grand-
parents and relatives were often ba’alei brit, as were friends. Since it was cus-
tomary not to honor the same people as ba’alei brit for two children of the same
parents, it is of course possible that any family with more than one son, or per-
haps more than two sons, could distribute the honors to both family and
friends.114

This difference between Jewish and Christian practices raises further ques-
tions. The first is why the Jewish institution of co-parenthood did not include
the marriage restrictions that were part of the corresponding Christian institu-
tion of co-parenthood. The answer seems to be both social and ideological.
From a practical point of view, in the medieval European world, Jews lived in
small communities, often founded by a handful of families. Imposing such a
restriction would have been nearly impossible. In addition, while medieval
Christianity in general was marked by the development and expansion of re-
strictions on incest and marriage, medieval Judaism was not.115 Thus, these
differences between Jewish ba’alei brit and Christian co-parenthood were
probably reflective of wider issues, which were only incidental to co-parenting
ba’alei brit and the significance of each in the two communities.116

Recently historians studying co-parenthood in medieval Christian society
have emphasized the social implications of sponsorship. They have suggested
two main ways of understanding the function of co-parents. John Bossy has sug-
gested that the role of co-parenthood was meant to mediate violence and ag-
gression within medieval society. The connection forged between the natural
parents of the baby and the co-parents neutralized tensions that might other-
wise have been displayed in ways harmful to society. Ties of co-parents, forged
between men and women of different social classes who were very unlikely to
intermarry, facilitated more amicable relationships.117 Bossy emphasized the
cordial gestures that accompanied the ritual—the giving of a gift to the infant
as well as the hosting of a meal by the co-parents. He also dwelt at length on
the prohibitions that accompanied the honor. He was especially interested in
the incest restrictions that such a connection introduced, and his analysis fo-
cused on the social-class differences between the co-parents and the natural
parents. Bossy’s approach is characteristic of a school of thought that sees rit-
ual as a means of neutralizing tensions and fostering greater harmony within
society.118 The biological parents and the co-parents reached a higher level of
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affinity than they would have otherwise, while the restrictions that applied to
this feeling of kinship helped supported the broader social hierarchy.

Over the past decade, another historian, Bernhard Jussen, has also dealt ex-
tensively with medieval sponsorship and baptism. Jussen has suggested that the
ties of co-parents were not meant to reduce violence so much as to promote
friendship. While his explanation is not very different from that of Bossy, he
concentrates on how co-parenthood served political and strategic needs. He
compares the understandings of co-parenthood and biological parenthood in
medieval sources, suggesting that co-parenthood was both an expression of
friendship and a means of gaining social status. As he says: “Sponsorship could
either provide an official framework for useful relationships that already existed
in practice or create such practically useful relationships in the first place.”119

The work of Bossy and of Jussen is based to a large extent on Wolf ’s and
Mintz’s work on co-parenthood (compadrazgo) in Puerto Rico. Wolf and Mintz
revealed different methods for distributing the honor of co-parenthood. Wolf,
who studied middle-class society, found that parents chose to honor others of
a higher social status. In this way, they hoped to protect themselves from fu-
ture mishaps with more powerful persons, while furthering their relationships
with people of higher social status. Mintz studied a poorer social group and dis-
covered that they tended to honor close friends and even relatives (despite the
religious restrictions), in order to strengthen their ties with their immediate sur-
roundings. This poorer group believed that, in times of difficulties, only im-
mediate family and friends could be trusted.120

Let us now apply these insights to the specific context of the medieval Jew-
ish communities. As other research has shown, the small communities Jews
lived in were often fraught with tensions. Honoring another member of the
community might have been a declaration of allegiance or an attempt to make
contact with a future partner. In a close-knit minority society, such as the me-
dieval Jewish communities, the pattern outlined by Mintz, in which the im-
mediate family and neighbors were most valued, seems to best explain the so-
cial practice.

Nevertheless, the differences between Jewish and Christian practices con-
cerning the honoring of family members do raise questions concerning the
function of ba’alei brit and problematize the borrowing of the anthropological
interpretations suggested for medieval Christian society. While one could per-
haps argue that the honoring of friends as ba’alei brit was part of the biological
parents’ networking and social-contact strategies, what was the social meaning
of the honoring of grandparents and especially grandfathers as ba’alei brit?
What function did honoring parents serve within the Jewish framework?

Bossy and Jussen pointed to the importance of co-parenthood in promoting
goodwill and friendship in the often tense and violent urban environment. If
we ignore the subject of violence within the Jewish community (which re-
quires further research) and concentrate on the locus of families within the
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Jewish community, we must ask: What tensions existed that the institution of
ba’alei brit could alleviate? How could honoring a member of the family help
in these situations?

Before answering these questions, we will compare the honor of serving as
a ba’al brit to other honors distributed at rituals. This will improve our under-
standing of the role of the ba’al brit within Jewish society. Furthermore, in
order to understand the tensions that were part of the workings of family dy-
namics, we cannot ignore the place of women in the circumcision ceremony.
The changes in this area certainly attest both to the importance of the role of
the ba’alei brit and to the social tensions surrounding it. By considering these
different factors, I will try to explicate the function of the ba’alei brit in a com-
parative context.

Marriage

Marriage, as an agreement arranged by the parents of the bride and groom, was
the ultimate attempt of families to coordinate alliances and cooperate finan-
cially in the premodern world. This was the case in both Jewish and Christian
society.121 Thus, an understanding of the workings of the marriage ceremony
can help us understand the function of the ba’alei brit in the circumcision cer-
emony as well.

As in the circumcision ceremony, we find descriptions of the marriage cer-
emony along with instructions for its proper procedure already in the Mishna
and the Talmud. As in the circumcision ritual, Jewish marriage rites underwent
change throughout the centuries.122 Unlike the role of the ba’al brit, which
was newly introduced in the medieval period, the role of the shushvin is well
known from the Mishna, the Talmud, and various Midrashim.123 The shush-
vin, a role that some scholars have compared with the ba’al brit or the co-par-
ents, provides a good example of some of these changes.124 The shushvin was
a figure whose task it was to help make the match between the bride’s and the
groom’s families. In ancient times he also contributed, to a certain extent, to
the financial standing of the young couple. In earlier sources, the shushvin
played a number of roles: He gave the couple a gift, was an authority on all
claims against the bride’s virginity, and took part in the ceremony as well as in
synagogue rituals on the Sabbath preceding the wedding.

The shushvinim are mentioned in twelfth- and thirteenth-century sources.
There were usually two shushvinim, one from each side. They escorted the
groom to the wedding ritual and were honored along with him on the Sabbath
before the wedding, when they were called to the Torah.125 The medieval
sources do not provide any reference to their involvement in virginity claims,
nor is there significant mention of financial involvement.126 I have not found
any evidence that might determine who the shushvin was—a relative or friend.
Moreover, unlike the case of the ba’alei brit, we find no mention of complaints
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that a promise to serve as shushvin was violated. In one Ashkenazic source,
however, we find the ba’al brit mentioned alongside the shushvin. The author
of Sefer H· asidim says:

Once a H· asid was asked to be a ba’al brit and to be a shushvin for a groom. He
said to those who asked him: You would be better off buying yourself friends. Ask
others and they will love you and I will consider it as if you had asked me.127

This source equates the two figures, as well as the honor of serving as a ba’al
brit or shushvin. In both cases, the bestowal of the honor was considered a way
to “buy friends.” This interpretation seems to support Bossy’s and Jussen’s sug-
gestions as to the function of the co-parents/ba’alei brit.128

We are still left with the difference between Jewish and Christian practice
in bestowing the honor of ba’alei brit /co-parents on relatives. Even if we ex-
plain this difference, as I did before, as the result of differing Jewish and Chris-
tian understandings of incest, we must still determine the social function of
having a grandparent serve as a ba’al brit. I would suggest that this may be
linked to developments in the medieval marriage ceremony.

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw the emergence of new strategies of
marriage negotiation in Ashkenazic society. One of the most noticeable
changes was related to the monetary payments made by the families of the
groom and the bride. Eleventh-century records show that marriage was an
arrangement in which money changed hands. Up until the mid-thirteenth
century, only the woman’s family advanced money before marriage, in the
form of a dowry, whereas the groom’s family committed itself to funding by way
of the sum promised in the ketubbah. A new ruling that originated in the
twelfth century enhanced the position of the bride’s family. Previously, once
the marriage was contracted, the money was transferred to the husband’s fam-
ily, and, even if the bride died the day after the wedding, the money was not
returned. In the twelfth century, a new ruling became accepted, whereby if the
bride passed away within the first two years of marriage and no children had
been born to the couple, the money was returned to the bride’s family.129

In the mid-thirteenth century, double marriage payments seem to have be-
come standard; thus, not only the bride’s family, but also the groom’s family,
contributed to the young couple’s economic position. Some scholars have sug-
gested that this double marriage payment became necessary because the Jew-
ish economy relied so heavily on moneylending. The new ruling was that if
the bride or the groom passed away either before the birth of offspring or be-
fore two years had passed, the monies were returned to the respective fami-
lies.130 Although we have little information on this process, some of the issues
regarding changes in marriage agreements are relevant to an understanding of
the forces at work in the circumcision ceremony.131

This change in the dowry system was a response to existing social tensions;
however, it also produced new frictions that the society had to cope with. I sug-
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gest that the role of ba’alei brit served to ease some of the tensions such nego-
tiations must have generated. When honoring a family member or a friend,
Jews were practicing what anthropologists have called “reproductive politics.”
As anthropologists such as Karen and Mark Paige have shown, ceremonies
such as circumcision and baptism are often extensions of marriage rituals and
can carry over tensions between the maternal and paternal families from the
time of marriage to a later stage in the life of a couple.132

In medieval Jewish reality, the birth of a baby was the awaited outcome of
all marriages. For young couples having their first children, the circumcision
ritual was the first ritual after the marriage ceremony, if the firstborn was the
coveted and hoped-for son. It was an opportunity for the hierarchy to proclaim
its position. It is in this light that I propose that one of the keys to the social
practice of having family members serve as ba’alei brit is linked to marriage
arrangements in medieval Jewish communities.133

Women’s Participation and Exclusion

In order to enhance this understanding, we must also examine the changes
concerning the place of women in the ritual, emphasized in the first part of
this chapter. In the response concerning the father whose mother and mother-
in-law argued over the right to serve as ba’alat habrit, the justification provided
for the choice of the paternal grandmother is the biblical commandment of
honoring one’s parent. As we have already seen, in all cases, the paternal choice
was considered the most important.134 Not only when deciding which parent
to honor, but also in the case where the mother designated a ba’al brit of her
choice who was not a relative, it was the father who decided, and the mother’s
appointment was invalid. The importance of the paternal family in this situa-
tion is striking. Although the patriarchal nature of Jewish society provides some
explanation, nonetheless, this point requires further investigation. Why is the
paternal family emphasized, and how does this connect to the ultimate exclu-
sion of women from participation?

In the circumcision ritual, the families of the infant saw the connection they
established in principle at the time of the marriage become actual. If the cou-
ple had a daughter, they of course would not conduct this ceremony, but in
the case of the birth of a son, the circumcision ritual bestowed honor on oth-
ers, and the paternal and maternal families once again asserted their relation-
ship and status. In Jewish society, where children married young, and mar-
riages were often arranged for them at an even younger age, circumcision was
an event in which the couple was recognized as an independent unit with chil-
dren of their own, and the connection between the families was reconfirmed
and restated.

It seems significant that changes in marriage agreements occurred during
the same period in which the role of the ba’al brit becomes significant. Dur-
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ing this period, the paternal family, in fact, lost some of its previous power with
respect to marriage agreements. I would suggest that we see here a symbolic
reaction to this loss of power. While the maternal family demanded more for
their daughters, some areas in which women had enjoyed relative freedom,
such as the ritual front, were becoming more restricted. The tensions around
the circumcision ceremony and the honor of ba’al brit reflect some of the
strains that existed between the paternal and maternal families. The ritual hon-
ors granted to the paternal family compensated somewhat for the loss of their
previous position.

The change in women’s ritual experience connects in an additional way to
“reproductive politics.” Paige and Paige have argued that in patriarchal soci-
eties, rituals convey not only the communities’ commitment to the infant, but
also serve to display the place of women in society and the rights granted her.135

If the function of the ba’al brit was to assert hierarchy, then the changes in
women’s roles reflect the struggles in this hierarchy. These struggles not only
define the place of women (and their offspring) but also provide us with a prism
of the society as a whole. As circumcision is an institutional practice, the social
statement made by the performance of the ritual serves to reinforce its social
message.136

Mary Douglas has also discussed rituals and change in similar contexts, plac-
ing special emphasis on the role of women. She suggested that conceptions of
purity and impurity often underlie gender relationships and attitudes toward
women within society.137 While the participation of women in the circumci-
sion ritual in the synagogue is not directly related to purity, their presence or
lack of presence in the synagogue reflects prevalent gender interactions.138

It is in the ba’alat brit’s function that the clearest change can be seen. While
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (and perhaps even earlier), she is espe-
cially active—washing the baby, bringing him to the synagogue, holding him
on her lap in the synagogue—after the thirteenth century, she was absent from
the men’s section during the ceremony. One must ask which part of this de-
scription represents the norm? Was it unusual for women to participate so ac-
tively in a ceremony at the synagogue or was the exclusion of women the ex-
ception to the rule?

When discussing the ba’alat brit earlier in the chapter, a central source dealt
with R. Meir of Rothenburg’s attempt to bar women from serving as ba’alot
brit.139 It is not surprising that this source, which tells us much about women’s
roles, is the source in which the practice was eliminated. By contrast, other ref-
erences to the ba’alat brit, from the period after the practice was abolished, sim-
ply mention the ba’alat brit as the wife of the ba’al brit and provide few details.
This is not extraordinary, since the role was no longer of great import. If the
husband was chosen to be the ba’al brit, his wife automatically became the
ba’alat brit.

I have argued that this change in women’s role in the circumcision ceremony
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reflects tensions between families. However, it reflects additional tensions in
society as well. The presence of women in the male section of the synagogue,
an unusual occurrence in medieval Ashkenaz, must be further explained.

One reason for the active participation of women in the circumcision cere-
mony could be the nature of this specific ceremony. While it is a male cere-
mony, it is one that takes place while the infant is completely in his mother’s
care. In this aspect, the ritual differs from other rituals in which the initiate
does not return to the same social space he left. In Ashkenaz, for example, Jew-
ish boys who underwent the Torah initiation ceremony became part of a new
social space, that of the male community. In the case of an infant, he was under
the supervision of his mother both before and after the circumcision ritual.
This factor, though it may account for female involvement in the ritual, does
not explain the objections to women’s participation or the changes in the rit-
ual through time.

It seems that the best way to assess the change in the role of women in the
ceremony is by examining R. Meir of Rothenburg’s objections to this role. He
mentions two main reasons: First, he says that it is inappropriate for women
who are dressed and adorned with jewels to enter the men’s section. Once
again, we must ask what made this particularly inappropriate at this time, as
we can assume that previously, female ba’alot brit entered the men’s section
adorned with jewels. In general, immodesty is an argument often marshaled
to restrict women’s activities in patriarchal societies. One has only to look at re-
ligious societies today to see living examples of this use of immodesty. It is im-
portant, however, to note the limits of this struggle. The objection is not to
women’s wearing of jewelry per se, but to their doing so in the men’s section,
where they could unintentionally cause men’s thoughts to wander.

Second, he explains that the commandment of circumcision is the father’s
obligation and not that of women, and that women should not “snatch” the
commandment from the men. The expression he uses “lah· tof miz·vah” (to
snatch the commandment) is one that is not common in the medieval sources.
It appears in the Talmud as well as in the Midrash in a completely different
context, one far more positive than the context here.140 The idea that a man,
rather than a woman, should hold the baby makes sense if we think of the rit-
ual as a male ceremony, a ceremony in which the baby becomes part of male
society, even if only for a few short minutes. This would explain the importance
of a man’s holding of the infant. But this kind of explanation only increases our
difficulties in understanding why women were allowed to be such active par-
ticipants for a limited period of time.

I suggest that the context of R. Meir of Rothenburg’s comment is far wider
than that of the role of the ba’alat brit. What does R. Meir of Rothenburg mean
when he accuses women of “snatching the commandment”? Clearly, one
meaning of his comment is that women are taking over an area that is not
meant for them. The barring of women from the circumcision ceremony alerts
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us to examine women’s participation in ritual more extensively. We find that
the case before us is not a unique one. In the eleventh, and especially in the
twelfth, centuries, there is evidence that some women took upon themselves
obligations that were traditionally male, such as time-bound commandments
(Miz·vot aseh shehazman grama) that only men are commanded to observe—
among them, the donning of tefillin (phylacteries) and z· iz· it (the ritual fringed
garment). This practice was not supported by all in Ashkenaz, but was gener-
ally approval by figures such as R. Tam. During the course of the thirteenth
century, the Hebrew sources begin to express discomfort with women’s adop-
tion of such practices, and the objections become more prevalent.141 R. Meir
of Rothenburg was one of the main figures objecting to women taking upon
themselves some of these obligations.142 The objections to women perform-
ing a variety of ritual activities—ba’alot brit, tefillin, and z· iz· it—as well as the
question of the kind of blessing they were allowed to make when performing
the rituals, were all widely discussed during the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies. While R. Tam allowed women to make the ritual blessing men made
when performing these activities, fifty years later the permission he had given
was being questioned.143 During the second half of the thirteenth century and
the fourteenth century, these objections became more forceful.144

Another example of an objection to women’s performance of ritual func-
tions was discussed above—the objection to women acting as circumcisers,
which became accepted in the fourteenth century. This change seems to fit
the development I am describing. In addition, as we discussed above, a more
stringent approach toward impurity after birth was adopted at this time. These
separate instances of objections to women’s ritual participation, specifically in
areas that are not traditionally female, seem to point to a broader social phe-
nomenon. Even if each issue has its own inner logic and halakhic reasoning,
the ensemble seems to be connected to a more general attitude toward women
and ritual participation.

The restrictions on women’s participation in public ritual as well as in their
private devotion are evidence of a gender struggle within medieval Jewish so-
ciety. These restrictions also accord with the struggle between the bride’s and
the groom’s families, as well as changes that seem to have been part and par-
cel of the marriage economy of the time. The reality in Jewish society fits in
with the European context as well. A similar development is evident in Chris-
tian society, where, following a period of relative religious freedom for women,
as is evident in the growth of lay piety and female orders in the twelfth century,
church authorities of the thirteenth century were determined to curb women’s
opportunities and especially their religious functions. Thus, for example,
women who tried to preach were gravely reproached. Many of their religious
practices, including fasting and other devotions, were criticized.145 Women
did continue to act as co-mothers, but as women had always played a more sig-
nificant role in the baptism rite, this fact is not related to the restriction of re-
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cently obtained freedoms. These restrictions on women’s ritual participation
have a distinct parallel in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century discussions of
children’s ritual obligations. The appendix to this chapter outlines these
changes as they deviate from the focus of chapter 2, but are central to a broader
understanding of this topic.

Let us now return to the opening discussion of the co-parents and the ba’alei
brit and summarize some of the issues raised in this chapter. The medieval Jew-
ish community adapted the role of the ba’alei brit from their Christian neigh-
bors. Like the Christians, they used it as a means of forming new relationships
and strengthening existing contacts. Within the family framework, they chose
to honor various members, in accordance with the status of the different mem-
bers of their families. Among those honored were women—friends and rela-
tives—just as women were honored as co-mothers in the baptism ceremony.

By examining these practices, we may obtain a better understanding of the
tensions at work within Jewish society. As an institutional ritual, circumcision
was a way for the community to strengthen and confirm its hierarchy. By fol-
lowing the development of this institutional rite during the medieval period,
we can see how it reflects changes and tensions within Jewish society. Jewish
women, like Christian women in the baptism ritual, took part in the circum-
cision ceremony. Their role is more surprising because, unlike baptism that
was for female and male infants alike, circumcision was seen by many as an ex-
clusively male rite.

By examining changes in the roles of women, we were able to point to a
wider change in their ritual participation in Jewish society, as well as the
broader transformations that were part of European society at large. The simi-
larities between Jewish society and Christian society with respect to these two
rites of passage are especially striking when one remembers that both cere-
monies were definitive religious ceremonies. Although they were the ultimate
symbol of difference, they reflect similar social strategies and changes.
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Appendix

RITUAL OBLIGATIONS OF CHILDREN: 
CHANGING CONCEPTIONS

As we have seen in this chapter, the thirteenth century was a period in which
women’s ritual participation underwent substantial change. Figures such as 
R. Meir of Rothenburg were central in promoting this change and many of his
recommendations were forcefully endorsed and gradually accepted. The chap-
ter has focused on explaining some of these changes, first and foremost those
concerning the circumcision ceremony. However, as we have seen, many of
these issues have broader implications and contexts. One such example of a
broader context that is central to this book’s topic, although to a later stage of
life, has to do with male children’s ritual obligations. The obligations were dis-
cussed in the context of boys who were on the verge of or already at the age of
education—ages five, six, or seven. Because these children have been studied
extensively over the past years and because they are not included in the cate-
gories defined for this project, they will not be discussed at length.146 However,
awareness of the changes young children’s ritual obligations were subject to
enhances the historical conclusions of this study as well. This appendix will
summarize conclusions of previous research.

In the medieval Jewish communities the question of how to educate chil-
dren and what religious responsibilities they were to take upon themselves was
a charged one. As a general trend one can see that during the course of the
thirteenth century certain responsibilities were emphasized more and more as
exclusively adult male responsibilities. During the thirteenth century, there are
a number of instances in which the scholars debate the age at which children
were obligated to perform certain duties. At this time, these obligations, re-
quired of all upon reaching age thirteen, were often taken on by children of
younger ages, according to their abilities. Most of the obligations in question
are traditionally male. During the second half of the thirteenth century and
during the fourteenth century, understandings of these obligations changed.

While a thorough examination of this development is beyond the scope of
this appendix, I will cite one example to illustrate this point. The precept of
phylacteries, tefillin, worn on the arm during morning prayers, was not one
that depended on the age of a child. Rather, tefillin were given to boys who
were able to take care of them and to control their bodily functions. While
eleventh- and twelfth-century scholars discuss boys not yet in school as don-
ning tefillin,147 thirteenth-century sources discuss tefillin in the context of boys



who have started formal education. Yet there is a new twist to this discussion
in the middle of the thirteenth century. R. Meir of Rothenburg emphasizes
that only boys who can control their bodily functions and their thoughts may
wear tefillin. These youngsters are defined as boys who have already received
a formal education and even reached age thirteen.148 This became standard
practice in Ashkenaz, and by the fifteenth century, some even went so far as to
say only married men should wear teffilin.149 It would seem that a reevalua-
tion of this religious obligation was taking place and that the age of taking on
this precept was being raised. This is true of other religious obligations as well,
such as having a child count as the tenth man needed for a minyan, a quorum,
to pray in public.150

A somewhat parallel process in medieval Christian society has been outlined
by scholars, most recently in the work of Kathryn Taglia. Taglia has discussed
the evolution of communion and confirmation in France from part of the
process of infant initiation to separate rites and has noted that during the thir-
teenth century communion was delayed to adolescence and was not held at
age seven as was previously accepted.151 Nicholas Orme has argued that this
process went on in England as well, especially in regard to practices concern-
ing confession and communion.152 While the nature of observance of Jewish
and Christian religious obligations was different, it would seem that a parallel
process was taking place in both societies.

Even more important, during this same period, a reevaluation of women’s
responsibilities and participation was taking place. As we saw in this chapter,
in the context of the same issue, tefillin, the same scholar R. Meir, and those
who followed him, had new things to say about women and the precept. This
case is different from that of male children since tefillin was not a female pre-
cept and women who wore tefillin were the exception, not the rule. However,
during the Middle Ages, specifically in Ashkenaz, some women took this pre-
cept upon themselves. During the second half of the thirteenth century, sharp
criticism of this practice was voiced and over time these objections became the
norm. We have seen additional examples of such changes as well.153 This at-
titude toward women’s religious roles also has some parallel in medieval Chris-
tian society. I would suggest that this change of attitude toward both child and
female participation in observances should perhaps be seen not as two sepa-
rate issues, but rather as part of a whole. In Jewish society the religious re-
sponsibilities that had previously been those of young males and of some
women came to be reserved for adult male society. I will return to this issue in
the conclusions.
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Chapter Three

ADDITIONAL BIRTH RITUALS

R. Judah said: Three persons require guarding, namely a sick
person, a bride groom, and a bride.

Rashi: “A sick person: For his luck has turned bad and as a
result the demons torment him. And also a woman who gives
birth.”

—Berakhot 54b and Rashi

Although the circumcision ritual was the central birth rite celebrated in
medieval Jewish society, it was not the only one. Circumcision was part of a
ritual sequence that was designed both to usher the newborn into the com-
munity and to protect the baby from harm. This chapter will examine three
birth ceremonies customary in the medieval Ashkenazic world: the Holle-
kreisch, the Wachnacht, and the Sabbath when the parturient first left her
house (Shabbat Yez· iat haYoledet). The exact details of these three ceremonies
are not well known, as they are not treated as extensively as the circumcision
ceremony. Indeed, they are only hinted at in sources from the High Middle
Ages and are described in greater detail only in fifteenth-century documents.
Moreover, unlike the previous discussion of the circumcision ritual and bap-
tism, the Jewish rituals and their Christian parallels examined in this chapter
were not an ancient or essential part of Jewish or Christian practice, nor did
they determine Jewish and Christian identity. The differences between cir-
cumcision and baptism, on the one hand, and the rituals examined in this
chapter, on the other, will enrich our analysis of the comparable elements in
the ceremonies and provide a fuller understanding of the attitudes and beliefs
about birth.

The Hollekreisch and Wachnacht rituals were ceremonies for the infant,
and they will be discussed in the first part of the chapter. The Sabbath ritual
was a ceremony for the mother after birth. However, since this ceremony is
linked to the Hollekreisch, and since the analysis of this ritual increases our
understanding of the ritual process of birth, I have included it in the discus-
sion in the second part of this chapter. All three rituals will be compared to par-
allel Christian practices. The chapter will conclude with a summary discus-
sion of the ritual birth process as a whole, as described in this chapter and in
the preceding one.



Hollekreisch

This ritual, in which the infant was given a non-Jewish name, was customary
for both boys and girls. In the case of boys, this name was in addition to the one
given the baby at the circumcision ceremony. In the case of girls, no other nam-
ing ritual is mentioned in the sources. A ceremony called Hollekreisch is re-
ferred to in sources from the fifteenth century, such as the writings of R. Moses
Mintz (1415–1483).1 According to his description, the ceremony took place
on the Sabbath on which the parturient first left the house. During the
Hollekreisch ceremony, a number of children—girls for a girl, boys for a boy—
gathered around the infant’s cradle. The baby was lifted up and the participants
recited a number of verses from the liturgy and the scriptures, especially the
verses of Isaac’s blessing of Jacob (Gen. 27), and then called out “Holle, Holle,
what will this baby be named?” This was recited three times and, finally, the
baby was given his/her name. Then cakes were served (figures 5a and 5b).2

Despite the fact that this ceremony, known by the name of Hollekreisch, ap-
pears only in sources from the fifteenth century and later, some earlier sources
describe a custom that shares many aspects of the Hollekreisch. The earliest
reference to such a ceremony can be found in Mah· zor Vitry :

It is a custom that at a convenient time, shortly after the circumcision ceremony,
ten [men] gather. And they take a Pentateuch. And the little one is in the cradle
dressed like on the day of his circumcision ceremony in grandeur. And they place
a book on him and say “let this one [the boy] keep what is written in this [the Pen-
tateuch].” And he says: “May God give you of the dew of heaven” [Gen. 27:28–
29] and all the verses of blessings until “and only then you will be successful”
[Josh. 1:8].3 And they put a quill and ink in his hand so that he will be a scribe,
adept in the Torah of God.4

While this custom is not identical with the Hollekreisch custom, it does con-
tain some similar elements. This ceremony, like the Hollekreisch ceremony,
took place around the baby’s cradle and the verses recited during this ritual
were the same as those recited during the Hollekreisch ceremony. However,
in contrast to the Hollekreisch ritual, there is no mention of children partici-
pating in the ceremony or of any name-giving procedure. This custom, as it
appears in Mah· zor Vitry, is reminiscent of a custom practiced in Christian Eu-
rope. In order to protect children from demons and harmful elements, it was
customary to place a New Testament in the baby’s cradle under his head. The
belief was that the Holy Scriptures could both chase away any evil spirits and
ensure a bright future for the newborn.5

The custom of gathering around the cradle that appears in Mah· zor Vitry has
parallels in other contemporary sources. The author of Sefer H· asidim tells of a
similar practice: “‘This is the record of Adam’s line’ [Gen. 5:1]: From this we
learn that they put the boy in a cradle and give him a name and place the book
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Figure 5. Hollekreisch. Minhagbuch, Nürnberg cod. 7058, fol. 43b–44b, from 1589.
Photo courtesy of Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nürnberg





of Leviticus under his head.”6 As this description includes the element lacking
in Mah· zor Vitry, the naming of the child, it can serve to fill the lacunae in the
other sources.7

Both the source in Sefer H· asidim and the source in Mah· zor Vitry do not call
the ceremony by the name Hollekreisch or by any other name. The timing of
the ritual is also not clear. Mah· zor Vitry mentions that this ritual took place
around the time of the circumcision ceremony, while Sefer H· asidim does not
mention a specific time for the ceremony, although we can assume that a nam-
ing ceremony took place earlier rather than later. Only in fifteenth-century
sources do we find a specific name and time assigned to the ritual. They speak
of a naming ceremony in which an additional name was given to boys and a
name was given to girls. This name, at least in the case of boys was a shem h· ol,
a name that was not holy (kodesh).8 R. Moses Mintz explains that the
Hollekreisch took place on the Sabbath that the parturient left her house—in
other words, approximately four to five weeks after birth. The name given at
the Hollekreisch is also sometimes called a shem Harisa—cradle name.9

Some scholars have suggested that the act of naming the baby in the cradle
gave the ritual its name. They explained that the word Hollekreisch was com-
posed of two parts: Kreisch, meaning cradle or, in French, crèche, and hol from
the Hebrew word h· ol.10 This explanation, however, has no linguistic credibil-
ity. The medieval French word for cradle was not the modern crèche, but rather
brez or briç, a word that became the modern French berceau. This word ap-
pears a number of times in Rashi’s commentary on the Talmud.11

Another explanation commonly given for the name Hollekreisch is based on
the comments of the fifteenth-century R. Moses Mintz. He said:

For after the parturient who gave birth to a girl leaves her house, it is a custom to
name the baby, and that naming is called Hallekreisch. I heard a reason from my
father, may his memory be blessed, who heard from his mentors, that the mean-
ing of Hallekreisch is that they cry out at that time to the [female] baby a not holy
name and the same for a baby boy. For example if the “holy” name is Samuel and
the h· ol name is Zanvil, they call him Zanvil at that time, etc. . . . And Hallekreisch

is made up of two words, Halle from h· ol and kreisch, meaning “to cry out.” In other
words, the shem h· ol that is cried out and announced, for in the language of Lower
Ashkenaz, they call a cry kreisch.12

This same explanation appears in the writings of other early modern authori-
ties. One of them, R. Israel b. Shalom Shakhna of Lublin (d. 1558), explains
that this custom is not the custom of the rabbis: “It is not the custom of Rab-
bis to give names to infants. Only children gather and lift up the baby and cry
out his not-holy name. And all this is called Hallekreisch.”13 The same expla-
nation also appears at length in R. Joseph Neurlingen’s (1570–1637) book
Yosef Omez· .

14

This suggestion, however, does not fit the ritual performance. If the mean-
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ing of the name Hollekreisch is the calling of the baby by a shem h· ol, why did
the participants yell out “Holle, Holle”? How did yelling “Holle, Holle” help
give the infant a name? At the end of the nineteenth century, two Jewish schol-
ars hinted at what they saw as a solution to this question, and I will follow in
their footsteps. Moritz Güdemann and Joseph Perles suggested in passing, that
the cry “Holle, Holle” did not derive from the word h· ol, but rather from the
name of a Germanic goddesslike figure by the name of Frau Holle.15 This sug-
gestion was greeted with dismay by some traditional Jewish scholars.16

In fact, folkloristic studies concerning the figure of Frau Holle strengthen
the assumption that the Holle who is called upon is in fact this Germanic fig-
ure. Frau Holle was well known throughout northern Europe and was called
by a number of different names such as Freyja, Stampa, Frau Rose, Perchta,
and Befania, but principally as Frau Holle or Holda.17 All these figures shared
a number of common features and were closely associated with women. They
were goddesses of the house and were held responsible for burnt baked goods
as well as for improperly woven garments.18 Most important, Frau Holle and
her cohorts were closely connected with babies and fertility. Frau Holle was
believed to wander the forests leading a group of babies whom she had
snatched, especially during the winter months.19 These kidnapped babies were
susceptible to Frau Holle’s machinations because they were as yet unbaptised.
The children in her entourage were all tied to one another, and the last one,
according to the legends, held a jug filled with tears, the tears belonging to his
mother. One of the ways in which children could allegedly be released from
Frau Holle’s clutches or protected from her was by giving them a Christian
name, as she did not kidnap baptized children.20

Frau Holle is mentioned in a number of medieval sources as part of a female
religious practice that the church sought to abolish. The first source in which
Frau Holle is mentioned is Burchard of Worms’s Decretum. In the nineteenth
chapter of this book, entitled Corrector et medicus, Burchard discusses the
penance for women who followed Frau Holle. He warns of women who, “with
a throng of demons transformed into the likenesses of women (she whom com-
mon folly calls the witch Hulda) ride on certain beasts on special nights and
be numbered among their company.”21

References to Frau Holle can be found in later sources as well. One 
thirteenth-century author laments the fact that some women pray to her daily,
more than they do to the Virgin Mary herself.22 As the folklorist Waschnitius
demonstrated in the sources he collected on Frau Holle, her nightly travels
were common knowledge. As mentioned, the principal strategy used to protect
children from Frau Holle was baptism. However, in cases in which children
had not yet been baptized, they were taken to church by women and picked
up three times, while those present called out “Holle, Holle, Holle,” and gave
the child a name.23 Of course, once midwives and laypeople were given the
authority to baptize babies in case of emergency (as was declared in a variety
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of synods from the thirteenth century onward), the need to trick Frau Holle
into thinking a baby had been baptized was no longer as pressing.

In light of this discussion of Frau Holle and her position in medieval Chris-
tian culture, let us return to the Jewish Hollekreisch ritual. Is there any addi-
tional evidence that Jews were aware of and believed in figures like Frau Holle?
It is well known that Jews in Germany and northern France believed in a wide
range of demons and witches, as did their Christian neighbors. Sefer H· asidim
contains many examples of discussions concerning werewolves and streyas
(witches), and these figures were often associated with women.24 In addition,
there is a reference to Frau Holle herself in Sefer Or Zaru’a, in a discussion of
a witch who has harmed a certain woman.25 These shared beliefs should not
surprise us, if we consider that the earliest Jewish and Christian authors con-
cerning Frau Holle lived in close proximity. Buchard of Worms, the author of
the first source mentioning Frau Holle, lived near a large Jewish community,
and the Jews of Worms could certainly have been aware of Frau Holle, if be-
lief in her was commonplace at the time. I would suggest that this ceremony
is most likely one of a number of customs practiced by Jews that were designed
to deal with these demonic figures, who were also feared by Jews.

Some common features are remarkable in both the Jewish ritual and the
Christian practices concerning Frau Holle. In both cases, great importance
is attached to giving the infant a name so as to protect the child. In both cases,
the baby is lifted up and the participants call out “Holle, Holle.” Even more
important, in both cultures, the practices surrounding Frau Holle are not part
of any official religious practice.26 Rather, they accompany or precede an 
official birth ritual, such as baptism or circumcision. It is significant that 
the participants are women in the Christian case, and children in the Jewish
case, as this seems to highlight the unofficial nature of the practice. This 
phenomenon serves as a fascinating example of how members of two reli-
gious groups can nonetheless adopt the same practice, each to serve its own
purposes.

In the context of our discussion of birth rituals, the Jewish Hollekreisch rit-
ual is yet another indication of the shared worlds and mentalities of Jews and
Christians, particularly as they relate to the world of women. Members of each
religious group chose to express their fear of Frau Holle in different ways.
Christian children who were baptized at birth had no need for this ritual. Only
children whose baptism was postponed for some reason needed protection
from her.27 On the other hand, it seems that every Jewish child, boys and girls
alike, had a Hollekreisch. As they never received Christian names, Jews may
have feared the consequences of lacking such. It should be noted that Frau
Holle also had a Jewish equivalent, Lilith. According to traditions known cen-
turies before the period under discussion, Lilith was a she-demon, extremely
dangerous for newborns. Like Frau Holle, she would snatch them from their
mothers and carry them off. Many Jewish amulets and incantations from the
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medieval period were designed to ward off Lilith, whom I will discuss later in
this chapter.28 We should note, however, that Jews chose to call out to Holle,
rather than Lilith, when performing this ritual.

Wachnacht

The custom of holding a meal at the home of the newborn the night before
circumcision, known as Wachnacht in early modern sources,29 is frequently
mentioned in medieval sources, where it is often called Leili brit milah—the
eve of circumcision. I will begin my discussion of the Wachnacht by outlining
its customs as described in these sources.

Our earliest description appears in Mah· zor Vitry, which discusses the meal
on the eve of circumcision. As we saw in the previous chapter, this meal was
the responsibility of the ba’al brit. The Mah· zor says:

For the five kinds of grain like oublies and cantelles,30 in cases in which these are
the main foods at the meal, as is our custom on the eve of circumcision ceremony,
recite the blessing “HaMoz· i Leh· em min ha’Arez· .”

31

The Mah· zor goes on to describe the evening’s events:

The tradition of our fathers is Torah and a righteous man should adhere to it. 
On the eve of the eighth [day] the ba’al brit makes a feast in honor of the
commandment.32

This meal on the eve of the circumcision ceremony was sponsored by the ba’al
brit; special foods were eaten on the occasion.

Some scholars have suggested that this meal was a medieval development
of the meal referred to in the Tosefta (Megilla 3:15) as Shavu’a haBen (lit., the
week of the son). This ancient event is mentioned along with Shavu’a haBat
(lit., the week of the daughter). We should not, however, connect the ancient
Shavu’a haBen to the meal held in medieval times the night before the cir-
cumcision ceremony, as the ancient text seems to refer to the circumcision cer-
emony and the meal held after it.33 Moreover, while medieval commentators
also discussed the practice of Shavu’a haBen, they did not connect it to the
meal held on the eve of circumcision. Rather, they thought this was the feast
the father held after the circumcision ritual took place.34

The gathering on the eve of circumcision is mentioned for the first time in
Mah· zor Vitry, and no explanation is given for it. The description in Mah· zor
Vitry does not tell us where the meal took place, but, based on later sources,
we may surmise that it was held in the house of the parturient, at her bedside.
During medieval times, there is little mention of what went on during the
course of the evening, other than the mention of the food served. Later sources,
however, discuss card playing as well as the study of Torah.35 They explain that
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the purpose of the meal was to ward off Lilith.36 If this is so, then the Wach-
nacht fulfilled a purpose similar to that of the Hollekreisch.

The custom of holding a meal on the eve of circumcision is not unique to
Ashkenazi Jews. It may be found in other communities in Provence and Spain
as well as more distant diasporas. The fear of Lilith was widespread through-
out the Jewish diasporas.37 In medieval Germany and France, the existing be-
liefs and fears were connected to the common belief concerning Frau Holle.
The holding of a vigil on the night before circumcision can be seen as a mea-
sure to protect the child, before circumcision, from lurking evil spirits as well
as from other risks. Viewed in this manner, the Wachnacht is similar to the
practice of leaving food out for Frau Holle on the nights after birth or to the
vigil held to protect the infant on the night preceding the baptism ceremony.
This vigil, which also included a meal, was meant to protect the infant from
various evil spirits, such as Frau Holle, though she is not singled out. The vigil,
like the Wachnacht, was hosted by the co-parents.38

One last detail mentioned in the sources merits further inquiry—the food
consumed at the Wachnacht. Mah· zor Vitry mentions oublies and cantilles as
the foods eaten during these festivities.39 Oublies are wafers and canesteles or
cantilles are little cakes. These baked goods were not made by the Jews, but
were bought from their Christian neighbors, who ate them at their own feasts
and celebrations.40 They were considered festive foods, and Jews ate them not
only at circumcision meals, but also on Purim. This fact comes up several
times in halakhic discussions on the permissibility of eating pat akum (bread
made by non-Jews).41 It would seem that, at their birth ceremonies, Jews ate
the same foods as were customary for Christian birth ceremonies!

As in the case of the Hollekreisch ritual, the information we have concern-
ing the Wachnacht is not as extensive as that concerning circumcision. Both
customs supported the birth and ritual process in Jewish society and dealt with
the ever present fear of demons in the medieval world. As this fear was com-
mon to both Jews and the surrounding Christians, we find that parallel Jewish
and Christian customs developed to overcome it; in the case of the Holle-
kreisch, we see how the Jews even adapted Christian customs.

The Sabbath of the Parturient

Like the Hollekreisch, the ritual for the parturient took place a month after
birth. Unlike the customs discussed earlier, there is no mention of this or sim-
ilar practices preceding the fifteenth-century source found in R. Moses Mintz’s
responsa, in which the Hollekreisch is mentioned as well.42 R. Moses does not
describe the ritual in detail, as his comment comes in the context of a discus-
sion of divorce procedures. He mentions that the Hollekreisch took place on
the Sabbath that the parturient left her house after birth to go to the synagogue.
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If so, two birth rituals—one for the baby and one for the mother—took place
on the same day.

The parturient’s ritual has received scant attention in research over the years.
Leopold Löw is one of the few scholars who devoted attention to this custom
in his book Die Lebensalter in der jüdischen Literatur published in 1875. He
suggested that this ritual was connected to both the biblical custom (Lev. 12)
of bringing a sacrifice to the temple after birth and to the medieval Christian
ritual known as churching (in German: Aussegnung or Kirchengang), in which
the parturient went to church for the first time after birth. Löw argued that the
late medieval Jewish ritual was an adaptation of the Christian churching rit-
ual, which, in turn, was an adaptation of the biblical rite.43

My analysis will investigate Löw’s suggestion concerning the connection be-
tween the Jewish parturient ritual and the Christian ritual of churching. After
comparing the two, and the different interpretations attributed to the church-
ing ritual by a variety of scholars, I will suggest an interpretation of both the
Jewish and the Christian customs in a comparative perspective.

The Jewish Ritual

While the parturient ritual is mentioned in fifteenth-century sources only in pass-
ing, it is described in greater detail in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
sources. The only Jewish source that includes a long description of the custom
is the seventeenth-century book of customs written by Juspa the Shammes of
Worms (1604–1678).44 R. Juspa outlines the different stages of the lying-in pe-
riod. He describes a ritual process, in which the Sabbath ritual was the last of
three stages. For the first two and a half to three weeks after birth, the parturient
lay in bed and was tended by her friends. Some of the information we have about
this stage comes from descriptions of the circumcision ceremony. Although the
mother did not attend this ritual, she helped prepare for it. Juspa reports:

Three days before the circumcision, just before minh· a [afternoon prayers], the
shammes calls: Zu der jüdisch Kerze [to the Jewish candles] up and down the street.
And the women come to the parturient’s house, and they wash the child and they
throw coins into the bathing water, which are for the servant who is helping the
parturient.45 And they make the jüdischen Kerzen and twelve small wax candles
that are lit during morning prayers on the day of circumcision in the synagogue.46

And every time the baby is being bathed they call some women to come to the
commandment [miz·vah] of washing the baby and they throw money into the bath-
ing water for the maid.47

The preparation of candles mentioned here is not an early modern innovation.
As we saw in the previous chapter, other sources discuss the preparation of
twelve candles for circumcision but do not provide details on who prepared
them or where they were prepared.
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During this first stage, the parturient is attended to by friends and, in some
cases, a maid. On the Sabbath about three weeks after birth, the parturient got
out of bed, changed her sheets and clothing and hosted her friends who came
to visit. This stage was called the Pfühl (lit. pillow). She then spent an addi-
tional week in bed. The third stage began a week later, on Friday. The par-
turient changed her clothes and put white sheets on her bed. She cleaned and
dressed the baby. This was called die weisse Pfühle. That Sabbath morning, she
proceeded to the synagogue, accompanied by her female friends and neigh-
bors. She wore her Sabbath clothes covered with shrouds and on her head she
wore a hat covered with a veil or scarf. The scarf and the shrouds were meant
to trick any lurking evil spirits by suggesting that this woman was mourning
rather than celebrating.48 The woman’s arrival in the synagogue was timed to
coincide with the beginning of the morning blessings that preceded the recital
of the Shema, and special tunes were sung in her honor.

If the baby was a boy, the woman gave the synagogue the embroidered wim-
pel. The wimpel was the cloth diaper from the circumcision ceremony that was
embroidered by the mother and her friends. These wimpels were used to wrap
the Torah scrolls in the synagogue (see figure 6). The father of the baby was
called to the Torah and said a blessing for his wife. The parturient herself did
not play any active role in the synagogue ritual. After services, she took off the
scarf she had covered her head with and the shrouds she had worn and returned
to her home accompanied by her friends. She prepared a meal for them and
gave them small gifts of baked goods and fruit. That same afternoon, the Holle-
kreisch ritual took place. Aspects of this ritual process are illustrated in two il-
lustrations from eighteenth-century books (see figures 6 and 7).

A different seventeenth-century source emphasizes the fact that every par-
turient, even those whose babies died immediately after birth, underwent this
ritual. R. Yuda Levy Kirkhum’s (d. 1632) book Sefer Minhagot Wormeisa states:
“If the infant died within the first thirty days, the h· azan (cantor) nevertheless
says Kaddish in a special tune on the Sabbath that the women lead the par-
turient to the synagogue.”49 The parturient is such a central focus of this rit-
ual, that even if the baby died she was still expected to undergo this ceremony.
R. Yuda Kirkhum emphasizes that despite the death of the infant, services are
to be held in a joyous manner. A different custom book from the sixteenth cen-
tury supplies an alternative explanation for the ritual:

It says in the Torah concerning a parturient: “On the completion of her period of
purification, for either son or daughter, she shall bring to the priest, at the entrance
of the Tent of Meeting, a lamb in its first year for a burnt offering, and a pigeon
or a turtledove for a sin offering.” R. Simeon b. Yoh· ai was asked by his disciples:
“Why did the Torah ordain that a woman after childbirth should bring a sacri-
fice?” He replied: “When she kneels in bearing she swears impetuously that she
will have no more intercourse with her husband. The Torah therefore ordained
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that she should bring a sacrifice” [BT Niddah 31b]. This is a valid reason in the
time that the Temple existed. But in our times, when the Temple does not exist,
how is she atoned for? And I think that this is the basis for the custom in our gen-
erations, that on the thirtieth day when the parturient goes out and the baby is no
longer in danger, the woman makes a festive meal and donates something to char-
ity or her husband donates for her.50
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Figure 6. “Von der Geburt.” Johann Christoph Georg Bodenschatz, Kirchliche Verfas-
sung der heutigen Juden, Frankfurt-Leipzig, 1748–49). Photo courtesy of Hebrew Na-
tional and University Library, Jerusalem.



These two texts raise questions as to the purpose of the ritual—was it an atone-
ment for sin at the time of birth? This would explain why a woman whose child
died must undergo the ritual nonetheless. The festive elements of the ritual,
however, are not related to the need for atonement. Thus, we must ask, why
were they observed in cases in which the baby died at birth? Hamburger sug-
gested that perhaps they were an expression of thanks for the mother’s survival
of childbirth.51 This accords with what Glückel of Hamel wrote about going to
the synagogue on the fifth week after birth. She comments that after she went
to the synagogue and expressed her thanks to God for having survived child-
birth, she dismissed her hired help and resumed her household chores.52 Soreh
bas Toyvim, in her tekhine (prayer) for women going to synagogue after birth,
says that the purpose of this activity is both atonement and thanksgiving.53

If we accept that going to the synagogue on the Sabbath four to five weeks post-
partum is an expression of the need for atonement after birth, then the 
synagogue ritual was an atonement for the vow the woman made during labor,
when she vowed that her husband would never approach her again.54 In the
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Bible, the sacrifice was brought to the Temple forty days after the birth of 
a male and eighty days after birth of a female, and the ritual surrounding 
this event included atonement through sacrifice, and purification through ritual
immersion.55 In early modern Germany, this was not the case. Women went to
the synagogue four to five weeks after birth, whether they had given birth to a
son or a daughter. The immersion in the mikve, which allowed the parturient to
resume conjugal relations with her husband, took place forty or eighty days post-
partum (in some cases even later), depending on the sex of the newborn.

As discussed in the previous chapter, the practice of going to the mikve only
forty or eighty days postpartum was relatively new. In medieval Ashkenaz, ac-
cording to twelfth- and thirteenth-century sources, women immersed them-
selves twice, following Lev. 12—once shortly after birth and a second time forty
or eighty days after birth. Eric Zimmer has shown that, despite differing prac-
tices prior to the fifteenth century, after the fifteenth century, it became widely
accepted for women to immerse only after forty or eighty days and, at times,
even later.56 For the purpose of this discussion, it is important to note that the
ritual immersion was not timed to correspond with the Sabbath ritual and
seems to have taken place at some later date.

The early modern sources thus distinguish between two separate processes.
During the month or so after birth, the parturient refrained from her house-
hold chores, and her friends and neighbors took care of her. This period ended
with her going to the synagogue, after which she resumed her duties. What-
ever the reason for this practice, once this process was complete, the woman
was still pending ritual immersion in the mikve. This immersion purified her
from the impurity of birth and enabled her to return to her conjugal duties. In
other words, two different timetables operate here. One timetable structured
the return to the household and social roles, while the other shaped the return
to the conjugal bed. If the timetable concerning the immersion in the mikve
may be understood in light of the instructions in Leviticus, there is no clear ex-
planation for the Sabbath ritual and its timing. This is so in spite of the attempt,
in sixteenth-century ritual books, to connect the Sabbath ritual with Lev. 12.

The postpartum ritual of the communities in Germany is also attested to in
early modern Polish sources. We can assume that German immigrants to
Poland brought the custom with them.57 In Italy, a similar custom was also
common.58

Churching

The Christian ceremony known in modern times as churching, was known in
Latin as “Ordo intrandi mulieres in ecclesiam post partum,” and in German as
Kirchengang or Aussegnung.59 This ritual is known from the fourth century in
Eastern Christianity, and became widespread in Western Europe from the sev-
enth century on. Paula Rieder has argued that in Western Europe the church-
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ing ritual was reshaped during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when Mar-
ian devotion became prominent.60 The Christian ceremony, like the Jewish
one, was based on the biblical commandment of the purification in the Tem-
ple and on the description of Mary’s purification after the birth of Jesus:61

And when the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they
brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord [as it is written in the law
of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord] and
they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair
of turtledoves or two young pigeons.” Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose
name was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout. . . . Guided by the Spirit,
Simeon came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus,
to do for him what was customary under the law, Simeon took him in his arms
and praised God, saying, Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace,
according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have pre-
pared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for
glory to your people Israel.62

The medieval ritual was one aspect of the veneration of Mary and of the at-
tempt to emulate her deeds (imitatio Mariae).63

The individual churching women experienced after childbirth was com-
plemented by a public celebration of the Feast of the Purification of Mary that
was commemorated every February in public ceremonies and processions. Re-
cent research has emphasized the connections between these two rituals.64

The Feast of Purification was celebrated in the Byzantine Empire from the
third century onward and is well known in western Europe from the Carolin-
gian period. It is called by a number of different names such as Purificatio,
Hypopanti, and Candalaria as well as by the German Lichtmess.65 The Jews liv-
ing in Germany were familiar with this ceremony and were aware of its signif-
icance. A thirteenth-century source, Sefer Niz·ah· on Vetus, mentions the Licht-
mess celebration that commemorated the purification.66

The Feast of Purification was a day of great celebration for women in late
medieval times. They wore white and walked in a procession carrying can-
dles.67 In the context of our discussion, we might note that Jacobus de Voragine
in his famous Legenda Aurea (Golden Legend) suggested that these expres-
sions were also modeled after an ancient pagan rite dedicated to Februa, the
mother of Mars. He explains that:

The Christians, converted from paganism, had difficulty giving them [the rites] up.
Pope Sergius transmuted them, decreeing that the faithful should honor the holy
mother of the Lord on this day by lighting up the whole world with lamps and can-
dles. Thus the Roman celebration survived but with an altered meaning.68

The churching ceremony was the individual purification, the way in which
Christian women imitated Mary and purified themselves from the impurity of
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birth. Christian women stayed at home for several weeks after birth. The du-
ration of the lying-in period depended on custom and on the financial abili-
ties of the family in question, and was usually one month long. Women usu-
ally did not wait the forty or eighty days mentioned in Leviticus 12 after birth.
Rather, they went to church four or five weeks post partum.69

During the lying-in period, friends and relatives took care of the new mother
and her infant. The lying-in period can be divided into three distinct stages:
The first stage was about two or two and a half weeks long and began with birth.
At the time of birth, the father called the midwives and the other women who
had been asked in advance to attend the birth. Together, they prepared the
room for birth, hanging amulets to protect the mother and the newborn. After
birth, the new mother lay in bed and was washed and cared for by her care-
takers. She did not change her sheets or get out of bed. Only close friends came
to visit her during this period. In addition, women who could afford the ex-
pense hired a servant to take care of all the household needs. The lying-in
chamber and the Kindbett in this chamber were surrounded by amulets meant
to protect the mother and child from evil spirits. One of the main spirits from
whom the mother and child were being protected, at least in Germany, was
Frau Holle, who was known to harm unbaptized babies.70 The infant was often
baptized during this period, but the mother did not attend the baptism.

During the second stage after birth, one that lasted ten days to two weeks,
the parturient was allowed to get out of bed, and her bedding was changed, but
she did not leave her room. Groups of female friends came to visit her during
this period, and, at times, a festive meal took place in her room. Following this
period, the parturient remained in her home for an additional period of a week
or ten days. During this period, she was allowed to leave her room, but not her
house. At the end of this period, she left her home accompanied by her mid-
wife and friends, wearing a veil and her best clothing. In Germany, women
often brought the infant to church with them, while in England the custom
varied. In some places, she then passed the child’s christening cloth on to the
priest. The parturient knelt in church, and the officiating priest or pastor read
Psalm 121 (“By day the night will not strike you, nor the moon by night. The
Lord will guard you from harm; He will guard your life. The Lord will guard
your going and your coming now and forever” [121:6–8] as well as the post-
partum blessing for women. All the women carried candles, a symbol of their
devotion to Mary. After the ceremony, the parturient went back to her home
and enjoyed a celebratory meal with her companions. This ritual was a rite of
purification from childbirth and from the pollution of intercourse. After it, the
women returned to their roles as wives and members of their communities.
Until their churching, they did not return to the conjugal bed, nor did they re-
sume their household responsibilities.71

Gail McMurray Gibson has recently studied the relationship between the
churching ritual and the Feast of Purification of the Virgin Mary. She argues
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that they were both female rituals in which women played the central roles. In
both instances, women wore white and paraded in the streets. She sees the two
rites as instances in which women were able to express their femininity and
their place in society as mothers.72 Gibson also points to one of the issues that
has troubled Christian scholars with respect to both the individual churching
ceremony and the Marian ritual:73 If Mary was a virgin at the time of the con-
ception, why was she in need of purification? Some of the answers offered to
this question in the medieval period enlighten the individual churching cere-
mony. Some theologians explained that if Mary, who was a virgin, needed to
be purified, then all other women who give birth are unquestionably in need
of purification.74 Paula Reider has suggested that the way in which the me-
dieval churching rite was conducted, displayed and emphasized the belief that
the parturient had to be removed from society and purified before she could
return to the normal social order. Women who gave birth in socially question-
able circumstances often remained unchurched; this emphasized the breach
of the social order.75

Other scholars have reminded us that medieval theologians often provided
other reasons for the churching of women. Gregory the Great (540–604) and
his followers objected to seeing churching as a rite of purification from birth.
Instead, he and others argued that if the parturient was being purified, it was
an act of purification from intercourse and the pleasures of the flesh.76 They
also suggested that churching was a rite of thanksgiving, expressing gratitude
for the fact that the woman had survived childbirth. Still others argued that the
purification of women after birth was a “folk custom,” and that while the gen-
eral public thought women had to be purified after birth, medieval scholars
and clergy did not.77

These disagreements over the purpose of churching are clearly conveyed in
the liturgy of the churching ritual. Most versions of the ritual from the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries address the issue of purification and refer to the im-
pure blood of childbirth, as well as to Mary as the inspiration for the rite. In
the fifteenth century, a new version of the prayer for the service appeared,
which presented a new blessing, omitting the New Testament references. The
common name of the ritual then became the more neutral Ordo ad intro-
ducendam mulierem. Only in one case is the ritual referred to as Ordo ad pu-
rificandum mulierem.78

It is not clear if the churching of women was universal throughout the Mid-
dle Ages. Rieder has argued that, while in the early Middle Ages all women
were churched, this was not the case in the High Middle Ages.79 Other schol-
ars have assumed that the churching of women was routine practice for most
women and have suggested that this practice became especially important in
the thirteenth century as part of the growing devotion to the Virgin Mary.80 In
fifteenth-century Germany, churching was common practice, though not con-
sidered an obligation; rather, it was a consuetude (custom).81
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The ritual not only provided a benediction for the parturient, but was also
considered a way of freeing the woman after birth from any lurking evil spir-
its.82 Some considered this ritual so important that families requested that
women who had died during childbirth be churched before burial.83 At the
same time, others, especially after the Reformation, saw the ritual, and purifi-
cation in general, as unnecessary. The meaning of the rite, as well as its valid-
ity, was the topic of heated debates in England, as well as in Protestant Ger-
many. While the Lutherans continued to allocate a divine place to Mary as the
mother of God, they were not completely comfortable with a rite of purifica-
tion. Part of their objection was that it was a Jewish ritual and that those who
observed it were Judaizers. In spite of the objections of the clergy in Germany,
however, the rite continued to be practiced at the insistence of women.84

While important differences exist between the rituals, especially in their in-
stitutional aspects, the similarities between them are striking. Among the dif-
ferences between the two ceremonies, one element central to the Christian
rite, the bearing of candles symbolizing the Virgin Mary, was obviously lack-
ing from the Jewish custom. Not only did the Jewish ritual clearly distance it-
self from Mary, but candles could not have been carried at a ritual held on the
Sabbath. An additional distinction is the place of the parturient in the ritual.
The Jewish woman went to synagogue but stood in the separate women’s sec-
tion, while her husband and other men were active in the sanctuary—her hus-
band recited a blessing for her during the reading of the Torah and the cantor
sang special tunes in her honor. The only thing the woman did, in the case of
the celebration of the birth of a son, was to pass the wimpel to her husband. By
contrast, Christian women were more active. They answered questions posed
by the priest and received the postpartum benediction (benedictio post par-
tum); they knelt on a special churching stool and were the center of attention
during the ritual.85 It is possible that these differences are not all that signifi-
cant, since we find similar distinctions between Jews and Christians in other
instances. Jews lacked priests, and the husband and cantor seem to be filling
in for them in this case.

The similarities between the churching ritual and the Sabbath ritual for the
parturient are more obvious. The two rituals not only share the same underly-
ing concept; they also possess many common features marking the entire post-
partum period, from birth until the performance of the institutional rite. Both
rituals were performed for the mother and not for the infant, and both shared
a similar timetable for the process of her return to regular social functions. An-
other feature common to both rituals is women’s involvement in the ritual
process—watching the woman during and after birth, providing festive meals
and accompanying her to church/synagogue. Although the men, at least in
Jewish society, often helped draw and mount the amulets around the Kindbett,
this was done before birth. After the onset of labor, they no longer entered the
birthing chamber. In both Christian and Jewish society, the women remained
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in their houses, cared for by others, and did not resume their housework or
leave their homes. In addition, this period after birth was characterized by a
shared fear of demons who could harm the newborn.

There were similarities in the institutional part of this process as well. In both
societies, the woman went to the place of worship on the day of rest. She wore
her best clothes and a special veil on her head, which was removed only after
the ritual. She brought the christening cloth or the wimpel with her to the cer-
emony and passed it on to her husband or to the priest. Furthermore, both Jew-
ish and Christian mothers appeared in public for the first time since birth. In
the case of boys in Judaism, and for both boys and girls in Christianity, the
women had already missed their children’s initiation ceremonies. Both rituals
were explained in similar ways. Jewish sources explain the Sabbath ritual as
providing a means of atonement for the vows the parturient took upon herself
during birth and as an expression of thanks. Christian sources mention atone-
ment, thanksgiving, and purification as reasons for the churching ceremony.

Birth Rituals and Their Social Context

The Sabbath ritual for the parturient, and the similarities between it and the
Christian churching ritual, strengthen both the conclusions of the previous
chapter, as well as our reflections on the cross-cultural influences of customs
of the Hollekreisch and the Wachnacht. While the rituals discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, baptism and circumcision, like the synagogue and the church,
remained separate and contrasting symbols, the social functions and the cul-
tural values that were transmitted by these rituals are very much shared. The
less “official” rituals discussed in this chapter emphasize the shared nature of
these common social functions and cultural values. One of the key issues that
came up when discussing the circumcision ritual was that of women’s place in
medieval Jewish society. The Sabbath ritual for women after birth furthers our
possibilities for a better understanding of the construction of gender relations
in medieval and early modern Jewish society. In the following interpretation,
I have profited greatly from scholars who have employed the churching ritual
as a key for understanding Christian society. The adaptation and discussion of
these scholars’ understandings of the churching process in the context of the
Jewish ritual supports some of these explanations.

Some scholars, such as Keith Thomas and others, have argued that church-
ing and the entire process undergone by women were deeply connected to be-
liefs in the impurity of women after giving birth. He believes that churching
demonstrates the strength of these beliefs and that the objections to churching
voiced in the early modern period are evidence of a gradual decline of the be-
lief in magic.86 The importance attributed to Lilith and other demons in the
postpartum ritual, however, seems to belie this tendency.
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Other scholars have focused more on the social significance of the church-
ing process. Following Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner, they have sug-
gested viewing the churching process as a classic threefold rite of passage. First,
the woman gives birth and is removed from her regular social order; subse-
quently, she remains in a liminal status during the period she spends at home;
and, finally, she is reincorporated into society through the churching ritual.87

This view of the ritual, however, has been criticized as male centered. In fact,
the woman herself is not marginalized at this period; rather, she is enveloped
by her female friends. While processional theory and liminality can perhaps
outline the structure of the process, explaining this practice as a rite of passage
does not do justice to its particularly female nature.88 In addition, if this was a
rite of passage—why did women undergo it with every birth and not just the
first time they became mothers?

In the early 1990s, studies on churching, first and foremost by Adrian Wil-
son, suggested that churching was an expression of women’s power in society.
Following a suggestion made in passing by Natalie Zemon Davis in her article
“Women on Top,”89 Wilson suggested that the period from childbirth until
churching was one in which the social order was temporarily suspended.
While this moment served to strengthen the existing social order, during this
period women were, according to Wilson, “on top.” Wilson suggested that the
rite should be understood mainly as a female collective ritual. During the
weeks after birth, women did not perform their two most basic functions—con-
jugal and household duties. The involvement of other women in the house
during these weeks was a form of “policing” meant to ensure this state of af-
fairs. Women did not see themselves as impure, but rather as resisting patriar-
chal society.90

The weakest point of Wilson’s argument concerns his understanding of the
ritual of churching. He suggests that this ritual was a “woman’s popular ritual”
and that its practice exemplifies a logic that enhances women’s position in so-
ciety.91 This idea seems questionable, however, if the churching ritual was
commonly understood as a ritual of purification. If women were resisting pa-
triarchy, why were they at the same time succumbing to it?

Susan Karant-Nunn has addressed this question in her work on churching.
She has argued that while there was an element of extraordinary freedom from
regular duties during the lying-in period for women, the churching ritual sym-
bolized a return to the regular social order. While men perceived it as the end
to this exceptional period, women saw it as an expressive rite in which they ex-
pressed their femininity and their identification with the Virgin Mary.92 This
approach has been suggested by others as well. Recently, Paula Rieder has dis-
cussed churching as a woman’s rite, and has examined the social significance
of this rite for women of different social strata. While the meaning of the rit-
ual varied with its performer, there is no doubt that most women found great
personal meaning in its performance. Furthermore, Rieder argues, the signif-
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icance women attached to the ritual led the rest of medieval society to view it
as important. The churching ceremony and the process that preceded it were
a period in which women expressed themselves as women and identified with
other mothers. Through this process, these women expressed their awareness
of their bodies and their ability to give birth.93

These approaches, alone or in combination, expose the complexity of a so-
ciety with many competing forces. The participants in the ritual process, the
women who were so central to it, as well as the men, each understood it differ-
ently. From a male perspective, the period after birth was one in which the par-
turient was removed from society, while for the women this was a phase in
which their female social experience was greatly enhanced. The arguments in
early modern Europe over whether or not to do away with the churching rit-
ual express these different perspectives and needs.

This suggestion, for an understanding of the postpartum process that in-
cludes the different needs and perspectives of men and women in the society,
accords with our discussion of birth in chapter 1. We saw before how an at-
tempt to explain churching as an expression of female power was complicated
by the regulative aspects of churching. So, too, an attempt to explain birth as
an exclusively female domain proved difficult. In both cases, we witnessed
practices that created a unique niche for women, enabling them to express
themselves in spite of the constraints of patriarchal societies. At the same time,
we saw how male society regulated and supervised these processes.

The Jewish ritual can be better understood through many of our observa-
tions of the Christian ritual. If for the women this period was characterized by
a different social order, while the churching ritual represented a return to the
quotidian social order, the ritual in the synagogue also symbolized the return
to mundane household and community responsibilities. As we have seen, the
Jewish and Christian rituals share many features. The common interpretation
of both the Jewish and the Christian rite strengthens the social explanations of
the Christian rite proposed by scholars. Our insights into the Jewish rite can
also explain why Christian women attributed such importance to this ritual.
They help us understand why this was a ritual that women thought was worth
fighting for. Our analysis also points to a social structure and framework of ideas
common to both Jews and Christians. Because gender differentiations played
such a crucial role in the functioning of the two societies, the common Jew-
ish-Christian understanding implied by the temporary change in social order
during the lying-in period is of even greater importance. The fact that the rit-
ual was explained primarily in terms of impurity seems to correlate with other
moments of breach in social order in which ritual impurity or the threat of rit-
ual impurity leads to certain changes in the ordinary social hierarchy.

While I would not go so far as to suggest seeing the postpartum rituals mainly
as a form of resistance to patriarchal authority, some aspects of this are hinted
at in the sources. We saw a reference to this in the previous chapter, when 
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R. Jacob Mulin spoke of the custom of women pestering men who came to
pick the baby up for a circumcision. We also saw an element of resistance in
the story of the men who became upset as they waited for women who did not
show up for a circumcision ceremony.94 The women were busy celebrating
with the mother of the infant and neglected to come to the synagogue on time.

Certain authors seem to hint at the idea that the postpartum period was one
in which women saw themselves in a position different than their usual one,
and took advantage of this atypical status. For example, R. Joseph Juspa Hahn
Neurlingen of Frankfurt (d. 1637), author of the compilation Sefer Yosef Omez· ,
comments on the practices observed during the lying-in period—such as the
amulets that surrounded the Kindbetterin’s room and the knife she held in her
hand to ward off Lilith at all times. He says that these practices were observed
until the women went to the synagogue. But he also reprimands the women,
reminding them that although they are not following their routine, they are
still obligated by some aspects of it. He reminds them that they are to wash their
hands and recite their prayers, even though they are at home.95 It seems that
some women argued actively or believed that they could not perform mundane
religious observances until they were ritually pure, and this was indeed an issue
in question in the early modern period. Other books, such as Sifrei H· annah, a
genre of instructional manuals for women, also scold women for not praying
during this period.96 R. Juspa Hahn Kashman suggests the opposite, that some
of these women ignore these restrictions and try to perform certain com-
mandments too early.97 It would seem that some women, as well as some legal
authorities, saw this period as beyond the normal restrictions of society.

We have demonstrated that the lying-in period was a unique time for
women, and that the institutional rite terminating it was a forum for women’s
self expression, as well as a symbolic return to the social order. The explana-
tion in social terms that we have advanced for both the Jewish and the Chris-
tian ritual facilitates a better understanding of both societies. Without the com-
parison with Christian ritual, making sense of the usually terse references to
the ritual, as they appear in the varied Jewish sources, would be a difficult task
indeed. This comparison, however, not only provides us with a better under-
standing of the parallel rituals, it also raises central questions as to the place of
theology and religious institutions in ritual development and practice.

In the context of churching and the Sabbath ritual, one can see clear con-
nections between practices, and Jewish and Christian religious ideologies.
One possible reading could lead us to conclude that the Jewish ritual was
adapted from surrounding Christian society. In the spirit of what Ivan Marcus
has called “inward acculturation,”98 I suggest that Jews adapted these postpar-
tum customs and birth rituals to fit their social and ritual needs, and that even-
tually, they became an integral part of Jewish practice. In the case of the
Hollekreisch and the Wachtnacht, the rite provided protection against a
demon that was neither part of mainstream Judaism nor of officially approved
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Christianity. In the case of the postpartum ritual, we must learn how Jews re-
lated to the Marian elements so central to Christian practice, even after the
Reformation. Were the Jews aware of these Marian elements and, if so, how
did they contend with them?

The Virgin Mary was a central figure both in medieval devotion as a whole
and in female devotion in particular. Recent research has emphasized how
central the Jews were in Marian piety. William Jordan has argued for the cen-
trality of Marian elements in the Talmud trials against the Jews, and scholars
who study medieval and early modern England have discussed the anti-Jewish
elements in Marian devotion even, or perhaps especially, after the expulsion
of the Jews from England.99 Finally, scholars of medieval Germany such as
Mary Minty and Heidi Röcklein have noted the interesting phenomenon of
synagogues turned into churches dedicated to the Virgin in certain locations
after their Jewish communities were exiled.100 This seems to point to a little-
examined topic that requires further investigation.

Here, I wish to discuss another aspect of this same issue. Rather than ex-
amine how Marian piety related to the Jews, this discussion focuses on the
Jews’ awareness of Mary and of practices related to her. Polemical comments
show that Jews were well aware of Marian devotion and of some of its prac-
tices. It is not improbable that Jewish women became aware of the details of
the churching ritual, including the Marian elements at its core, through their
frequent daily contacts with Christian women. The contact between Jewish
and Christian women was especially common around birth. They may have
shared medical information and practitioners, and non-Jewish servants fre-
quently attended Jewish households, especially after birth.101 Jewish women
were probably well aware of the belief in Mary’s role as a protector at birth,
and they most certainly were familiar with statues of her in the cities, which
were often shrines of pilgrimage and devotion.

In fact, a legend from the early modern period accredits Jewish women with
a certain belief in the Virgin. This legend has a Christian hero exclaiming that
he, unlike Jewish women, really believes in the Virgin. The accusation against
Jewish women is directly related to birth and practices surrounding it:

Do not banish me from your presence, for I am not like those Jewesses who in-
voke the Virgin’s aid in giving birth and then go through their homes with white
napkins crying: “Be gone Oh Mary from this Jewish home.”102

I do not wish to question the historical veracity of the charge made in this tale
against Jewish women who called on the Virgin Mary for help during birth
and/or chased her out of their homes afterward. I would like to suggest, how-
ever, that the Jewish ritual suggests an awareness of Marian elements.

Earlier, we noted that the Jewish ritual designated two separate timetables.
The synagogue ritual structured the return to household and social roles, while
the immersion in the mikve shaped the return to the conjugal bed. I also noted
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the difference between Jewish and Christian explanations of the postpartum rit-
ual. While the Jews explained their ritual as an act of atonement and thanksgiv-
ing, Christians explained churching as a ceremony of purification, atonement,
and thanksgiving. In my opinion, the difference here is telling. Purification, an
element clearly related to Mary, and devotion to her, was unconsciously sepa-
rated from the atonement and thanksgiving of the Jewish ritual.103 The timing
of the ritual immersion was, of course, based on biblical instructions in Leviti-
cus, but the break between the Sabbath ritual and the immersion created a dis-
tance between the Jewish and Christian ritual. The most visible difference be-
tween the two was the absence of a candle-bearing procession in the Jewish
ritual. Of course, Jews could not have included candles in a ritual conducted on
the Sabbath, but the exclusion of candles contributed to the distinction.

An alternative argument might be that, as our earliest information on the
developed Jewish Sabbath ritual dates only from the fifteenth century, this cus-
tom might have gained popularity in Jewish society mainly after the Reforma-
tion and after Marian devotion lost some (though far from all) of its impor-
tance. This argument is for the moment inconclusive. Although we have no
sources concerning the Jewish Sabbath ritual before the fifteenth century, it is
impossible to determine when the ritual began. It may well have had ante-
cedents in medieval times. The first descriptions of the ritual appear before the
Reformation and at about the same time as the texts on changes in the obser-
vance of the laws of impurity after birth and the discussions on the question of
the presence of the mother at the circumcision ritual. When they are first men-
tioned in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century documents, all three issues—the
appearance of the postpartum ritual in the sources, the change in postpartum
purity laws, and the clear evidence that the mother of the infant was not at the
circumcision ritual—seem to have been fairly new. The evidence, however, is
far from conclusive. In addition, although historians have pointed to changes
in the view of Mary after the Reformation, Mary was still central in Protestant
theology. As Susan Karant-Nunn, who studied churching in Germany, has ar-
gued, this component cannot be easily dismissed.104 Further study of medieval
Jewish attitudes toward Marian devotion, as well as components of Jewish prac-
tice related to Marian devotions are fascinating subject that that remain, how-
ever, beyond the scope of this study.

Chapters 2 and 3 have demonstrated how a careful analysis of birth rites can
facilitate a better understanding of the social context in which they were per-
formed. Furthermore, our study demonstrates the benefits of studying Jewish
and Christian rituals together. The Sabbath ritual, as well as the Hollekreisch
and the Wachnacht, were part of a complex of rituals that demonstrate the im-
portance attributed to birth and the social process undergone by the family of
the newborn. They also attest to the practices of the community in accepting
a new member into their midst and in receiving the mothers back into the reg-
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ular social order. Unlike studies of customs that have focused only on the Jew-
ish tradition, the comparative approach employed here reveals the shared
mentalities of Jews and their Christian neighbors. This comparison has great
potential for social interpretation. Whereas the theological and religious dif-
ferences were most prominent and all encompassing in theological writings, a
comparison of these rites reveals the gender codes of a common society in
which both Jews and Christians lived. Whether studying the co-parents/ba’alei
brit, the rituals to protect the baby from demons, or the customs of the par-
turient, these shared codes and beliefs demonstrate the joint social structures
of Jews and Christians in medieval and early modern Europe.

At the same time, religious and theological tensions were ever present.
Whether in the case of baptism and circumcision, each ritual symbolizing the
separate identities of Jews and Christians, or in the case of Marian devotion,
these same rituals symbolized the difference between Jews and Christians.
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Appendix

THE DESCRIPTION OF THE PARTURIENT’S RITUAL
ACCORDING TO R. JUSPA SHAMMES OF WORMS

—R. Jousep (Juspa) Schammes (1604–1678), Minhagim

deKehilat Kodesh Wormeisa (Wormser Minhagbuch), no. 288

The Custom of Parturients Who Give Birth to Males or Females

Immediately after birth they make a circle with a neter [chalk] in the room of
the parturients and write on it “barring Lilith” and underneath this: “Adam and
Eve.” In this way, they write all around that circle, as is the custom everywhere.
And some write on the entrance of the room like this: “Adam, and Eve, barring
Lilith, Sanoi, and Sansoi and Samengloff,”105 and this is a fitting custom. . . .

From the jüdische Windel [cloth diaper], after the third day after circumci-
sion [shlish hamilah], they make the wimpel,106 and they write on it the sig-
natures of the child—when he will be called to the Torah, and also the day of
his birth, the month of birth, as well as the year of his birth—and they draw on
it the horoscope of that month. And the parturient does not go out of her house
of birth until the fourth Sabbath after the birth and sometimes the fifth Sab-
bath.107 How? First, I will inform you that each woman who gives birth needs
to be in her house until the end of der Kreis aus ist. In other words, each night
beginning with the day of birth, the woman who waits by her bedside to serve
her takes a drawn sword108 and turns the parturient with it several times and
recites some chants that the women know. And so they do every evening, for
four weeks from the day of the birth. . . .

The Sabbath preceding the Sabbath that she goes out of her [house of] birth
[that is, the Sabbath that is called sie geht aus der Kindbett],109 on that Sab-
bath, during the morning prayers, she wears fine clothing and beautifies her
bed and beautifies the child and his bed and cleans the room she is in very,
very well and beautifies it. And the women come to visit her and they see her
clothing and her bed and the child’s bed, and this is called Pfühl [pillow or
bed]. And the Sabbath afterward, that is the same Sabbath on which she leaves
her house of birth to go to the synagogue, on that Friday night, as the Sabbath
arrives, she beautifies her bed with white sheets and pillows and the women
come and visit her, and this they call die weisse Pfühle. It is also customary for
neighbors and relatives to send food to the parturient. And most of them send



cookies that are called Brezel and some send Zucker Konfekt [sugar candies]
and some send whatever they wish and they honor the parturient with them.
And she wears a pretty scarf and a Sturz on the Schleier110 and she wears a
Röckli [skirt or dress], a garment of shrouds underneath her outfit, when she
goes from her house of birth to the synagogue on Sabbath morning. And after
she goes out of the synagogue she wears a beautiful Schleier and she takes off
the Sturz and the Röckli.111 . . .

During the morning prayers on that Sabbath, it is obligatory to call the hus-
band of the parturient to the Torah and they make two blessings for him, one
for his promise to donate one liter of wax. And while he is still standing in front
of the Torah scroll, his wife sends him the wimpel, because here they put the
wimpel in the synagogue immediately on the Sabbath on which the parturi-
ent leaves her house for the synagogue.112 . . .

On that Sabbath, each parturient, whether she had a boy or a girl, sends
small bowls filled with fruit and sugar to her relatives and neighbors and espe-
cially to those who honored her with the portions that are regularly sent to a
parturient, as described above. For the three meals [of the Sabbath], the par-
turients invite female neighbors and relatives, whomever they want, and they
eat, drink, and rejoice with the parturients.
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Chapter Four

MATERNAL NURSING AND WET NURSES:
FEEDING AND CARING FOR INFANTS

Most women have compassion for their children and nurse
them.

—Jacob Mulin, Shut Maharil

In medieval Jewish society, as in all premodern societies, infancy was fraught
with danger. Disease and malnutrition resulted in a high rate of infant mor-
tality; many children did not survive the first year of their lives.1 This chapter
will focus on the care given children during infancy, and especially on breast-
feeding, a practice crucial for children’s survival.2

At the outset, a word about the sources is in order. The available sources pro-
vide only brief glimpses of the way infants were fed, bathed, and clothed. As a
result of our lack of information, it is impossible to document many aspects of
their care. Furthermore, Jewish sources are very limited in comparison with
those available on medieval Christian society. In thirteenth-century Christian
sources, we find descriptions of appropriate methods of caring for infants. 
Encyclopedists such as Bartholemæus Anglicus described how wet nurses and 
parents were to attend to their offspring.3 Another source, used extensively in
studying the lives of Christians in medieval Europe, is art—illuminations and
sculptures that depict child care.4 By contrast, few such descriptions and de-
pictions have survived from medieval Ashkenaz, and most of our knowledge is
gleaned from details mentioned in passing in various texts.5

There is one exception: The discussion of breast-feeding practices in me-
dieval Ashkenaz had many halakhic implications. This chapter will use the in-
formation provided in halakhic sources on breast-feeding and wet-nursing
practices to present the social context in which infants and young children
were cared for. As a result of this wealth of sources, this chapter (unlike others
in this book), is based primarily on halakhic material and is framed around a
number of important halakhic issues. As we shall see, although these sources
are abundant, their legal nature imposes its own limitations.

The theme of breast-feeding, although more pronounced in the Jewish ha-
lakhic sources, is also prominent in medieval sources that discuss Christian
children. Since children who were not breast-fed had almost no chance of sur-
vival during the Middle Ages, feeding an infant was the most central issue per-



taining to his/her care; all other questions pertaining to an infant’s well-being
were marginal compared with this cardinal concern.6 A mother who chose not
to nurse her children did not have adequate milk substitutes, especially since,
in the period before the pasteurization of animal’s milk, the child’s chances of
surviving substitutes were slight.7 Consequently, most families had two op-
tions: either the mother herself nursed the infant or a wet nurse was hired.8

Nursing was understood as a “natural” task and an obligation of women.
This understanding had implications both for daily life and for women’s and
children’s place in the social order.9 As anthropologists studying a wide range
of societies and historical periods have demonstrated, patterns of breast-feed-
ing and wet nursing differ from place to place and among different historical
periods.10 For example, studies of eighteenth-century Iceland have demon-
strated how a negative understanding of breast-feeding caused many parents to
avoid nourishing their children with breast milk, preferring to feed their chil-
dren animal milk. Although this approach resulted in the death of many chil-
dren, it was continued as a result of deep cultural beliefs.11 Other, less radical
cases, prove this point as well. For example, in medieval Spain, women were
instructed not to breast-feed their children during the first eight days, a belief
that harmed children who did not receive the nutritious milk that character-
izes the first days after birth.12 This aptly demonstrates how specific cultures
shaped and reshaped attitudes toward the biological female ability to nurse. As
in the discussion of birth in the first chapter of this book, this chapter will seek
to expose some of the cultural codes and understandings that existed in the
Jewish communities of medieval Europe.

Examining breast-feeding practices illuminates women’s roles as mothers
and wives as well as attitudes toward children. The picture that emerges from
discussions concerning breast-feeding is one of competing interests. For ex-
ample, the interests of the mother and of others concerned with the baby’s wel-
fare were not always identical. The father of the infant and, given the nature
of Jewish society, Jewish communal institutions, were relevant third parties in
this matter. Hence, the interpretations assigned to the various interests and
practices surrounding breast-feeding often expose the gender hierarchies of the
society. Furthermore, the employment of Christian wet nurses was common
practice in medieval Jewish Europe. Thus, discussions of wet nursing reveal
not only the hierarchies within the nuclear family and community, but also the
relations between Jews and Christians within the household and the relation-
ships between Jewish employers and their employees.

Nursing practices also provide a unique opportunity for comparison be-
tween Jewish and Christian practices in medieval society. As described in the
introduction, breast-feeding was treated by some scholars of medieval child-
hood as an issue of utmost importance, and even as a marker of the extent of
parental love for their children.13 One approach to this question is demo-
graphic. David Herlihy and Christiane Klapisch-Zuber examined the castato
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of Florence and analyzed the records concerning the employment of wet
nurses, the duration of children’s stays with wet nurses, and the statistics con-
cerning infant death.14 Others, who objected to Ariès’s suggestion concerning
the emotional attachment between mothers and children, surveyed a wide
range of literary evidence, from belles lettres to canon law, for evidence of the
concern for children’s welfare.15 These issues and debates have brought to
light many details concerning the care of infants and the nature of the rela-
tionships between parents and children in medieval society.

These questions have received little attention in Jewish studies. Only a
handful of articles have discussed the relationships between parents and chil-
dren, and breast-feeding practices in medieval times have received little no-
tice. A preliminary article was written by Ephraim E. Urbach investigating a
very specific topic—crib death. This topic is one that illuminates nursing
practices, as discussions of cases of infant death often provide details on child
care. In addition, the halakhic sources that discuss crib death convey the rab-
bis’ understandings of motherhood and of mothers’ interactions with their
children. Urbach’s article analyzes numerous halakhic responsa concerning
this topic, but only one of his sources is dated to the medieval period.16 Other
articles that discuss nursing practices do so only in passing, as their main focus
is on attitudes toward children and childhood.17 A basic premise of these stud-
ies is that Jewish families, unlike Christian families, did not send their chil-
dren out of their homes to wet nurses’ homes. Consequently, scholars have ar-
gued that Jews were more preoccupied than Christians with their children’s
welfare.

My discussion will posit the existence of childhood and infancy as distinct
stages in medieval society, and will examine the strong emotional ties between
parents, particularly mothers, and their children.18 I will outline the social and
cultural aspects of breast-feeding practices in the Jewish communities of Ger-
many and northern France. The central part of the chapter will examine the
social practices connected to breast-feeding and wet nursing: How long were
infants nursed? If the mother did not nurse her children, did the wet nurse
come to the house or were Jewish children sent out to live in other homes?
Were wet nurses characteristic of a certain social class and how was their em-
ployment viewed? Was the wet nurse Jewish or Christian, and what were the
concerns when hiring a wet nurse? In light of this discussion, I will examine
the implications of these practices on the medieval Jewish communities and
their relationships with their Christian neighbors.

In contrast to the first parts of the chapter that focus on the household at
large—the Jewish family and its employees—the final part of the chapter will
discuss the social consequences of a topic of major concern in the responsa lit-
erature: women’s commitment to feed their own children. Most of the cases
discussed in the medieval literature concern instances in which the nuclear
family has fallen apart. What was a woman’s commitment to nurse her child
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in cases where she was widowed or divorced during the period she was nurs-
ing her child? As we shall see, these events were of central importance to me-
dieval Jewish society, and a topic of heated debate and change during the High
Middle Ages. The conclusions point to the wider implications of breast-feed-
ing for our understanding of Jewish-Christian relations and the construction
of gender in medieval society.

Ancient Foundations

Jewish Legal Rulings

We cannot approach this topic without a brief survey of the literature from pre–
medieval times. Most of the medieval Jewish sources that discuss breast-feed-
ing are legal sources that assume familiarity with the ancient discussions that
served as the basis for the medieval halakhic rulings. In addition, the Mishnaic
and talmudic rulings concerning nursing were not merely legal precedents that
served as the basis for the decisions of medieval rabbis; these sources also in-
struct us on medical theories about nursing as well as cultural understandings
of the obligations of wives and husbands toward each other.19

Most of the ancient sources discuss the mother’s obligation to nurse her chil-
dren. The ancient sources see breast-feeding as a natural attribute of women:
“Whatsoever gives birth, gives suck.”20. The general assumption was that all
women nurse and that women, naturally, want to breast-feed their children.21

According to tradition, Hannah is presented as praying for a child as follows:

Sovereign of the Universe, among all the things that Thou hast created in a
woman, Thou hast not created one without a purpose: eyes to see, ears to hear, a
nose to smell, a mouth to speak, hands to do work, legs to walk with, breasts to
give suck. These breasts that Thou hast put on my heart, are they not to give suck?
Give me a son so that I may suckle with them.22

Nevertheless, despite the natural inclination to nurse that, it was assumed, all
women possessed, nursing was neither dependent solely on the desire of the
mother to nurse, nor was it understood as a mother’s obligation toward her
child. Breast-feeding is mentioned in the Mishna and the Tosefta as one of the
obligations women have toward their husbands:

These are the tasks that a wife must carry out for her husband: she must grind corn
and bake and do washing, cook and suckle her child. . . . If she brought him one
bondswoman, she need not grind nor bake nor wash; if two, she need not cook
nor give suck to her child.

Furthermore, if she nursed her child herself, her other tasks were reduced.23

This connection between biological attributes and social expectations was
part and parcel of all halakhic discussions of nursing. We can see how breast-
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feeding is, legally, a responsibility a woman owed to her husband (rather than
to her child). This legal construction is indeed telling, since breast-feeding
could well have been constructed as an obligation of mothers to their children,
just as education, according to Jewish law, is an obligation that fathers owe their
sons. This ancient formulation, which remained integral to medieval Jewish
society, prescribes a Jewish family in which men, as the heads of their house-
holds and of the community, were those who determined the orders of nursing.

The obligation to breast-feed, as well as the benefits that women who nursed
were entitled to, were part of the marriage agreement. A defined period of nurs-
ing, twenty-four months, was the legal time period discussed in the sources,
and a nursing mother was assigned unique legal status as a meniqa. Due to her
special circumstances, a mother nursing a child under twenty-four months of
age was exempt from fasting on fast days, and special laws of purity and impu-
rity related to menstruation applied to her.24 In addition, as nursing was part
of the matrimonial agreement, and out of concern with the welfare of infants,
a nursing mother who was widowed was not allowed to remarry until the baby
was over twenty-four months of age:

“A nursing mother whose husband died—she should not be betrothed nor should
she wed until twenty-four months have been completed,” the words of R. Meir.
And R. Judah says: “Eighteen months.” And R. Jonathan b. Joseph says: “The
House of Shammai says twenty-four months and the House of Hillel says eighteen
months.” Said R. Simeon b. Gamliel: “In accord with the opinion of the one who
says twenty-four months, she is permitted to be wed in twenty-one months. In ac-
cord with the opinion of the one who says eighteen months, she may be wed in
fifteen months, for the milk deteriorates only after three months of conception.”25

These categories are repeated in the Talmud, and the House of Shammai’s
opinion became the accepted one.

The Talmud also discusses cases in which the child was given to a wet nurse,
or was weaned or died before age two and his/her widowed mother wished to
remarry. According to the Babylonian Talmud, if the child died, the mother
could remarry. If, however, a mother had weaned her child after nursing him/
her herself, or had hired a wet nurse after nursing for a while, she still could
not remarry before the end of the allotted period.26 One of the explanations
for this law, an explanation offered by the Palestinian Talmud and suggested
and rejected in the Babylonian Talmud, is that the widowed mother who
wishes to remarry is suspect of having caused the death of her own child in
order to improve her value in the marriage market.27

Most discussions concerning remarriage and nursing mothers in the Mishna
and Talmud distinguished between widows and divorcées. Since breast-
feeding was an obligation women owed their husbands, it was not the duty of
divorcées to nurse their children. Divorced women were to be paid by their ex-
husbands for nursing their children, but if they chose not to nurse, they had no
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obligation toward their child or toward their ex-husband.28 By contrast, wid-
ows were viewed as obligated to their deceased husbands; in that capacity they
had to nurse their children until they reached the age of twenty-four months
and were not allowed to remarry earlier. As we shall see, these laws were cen-
tral to medieval discussions.

Cases concerning the remarriage of nursing widows and divorcées are dis-
cussed with great frequency throughout ancient and medieval times. The con-
cern for the welfare of children and women in these situations is a central fac-
tor in these discussions. The crucial question was how to treat marriages
contracted during the period of nursing. The standard opinion was that these
couples must be divorced.29 While most discussions distinguished between
widows and divorcées, some opinions equated both situations and ruled that
divorcées, like widows, could not remarry during the twenty-four months of
nursing.30 As we will see, this opinion was very influential during the Middle
Ages in Ashkenaz.

An additional problem concerned the law if a woman (divorced or married)
refused to nurse her child. This case is of great importance, since it demon-
strates the awareness that, even if breast-feeding was considered the natural
role of mothers, not all women wanted to nurse their children. In such cases,
the determining factor was whether the baby had already nursed from his/her
mother and recognized her. In cases in which the baby recognized the
mother, she was obliged to continue nursing and was not allowed to hire a wet
nurse. The reason for this ruling was the fear for the infant’s life if the mother
stopped nursing. These laws pertained to both boys and girls.31 An additional
measure, designed to help protect the life of the infant, was birth control. Ac-
cording to Jewish law, a nursing mother was permitted to use a mokh, a cervi-
cal sponge, throughout the twenty-four months of nursing, so as to prevent the
conception of a new child who would endanger the existing infant’s milk
supply.32

A central figure in these discussions is the wet nurse. Since she was hired to
take the mother’s place, she was also bound by the same obligations. At least
in theory, she was responsible for the child for the full twenty-four months and
was not supposed to get married or become pregnant during this period.33 Her
obligations are not outlined at length in the ancient sources, as she was not the
focus of the legal rulings; they are implicit, however, in many of the discus-
sions. The lack of discussion on wet nurses is also a consequence of the fact
that they were, in many cases, non-Jewish. Although we find no negative as-
sessment of the practice of employing non-Jewish women, some precautions
were applied. The Mishna states: “The daughter of an Israelite may not give
suck to the daughter of an idolatress, but an idolatress may suckle the child of
an Israelite woman in her [the Israelite woman’s] own domain.”34 The rea-
soning for this ruling was that a non-Jewish woman must be supervised when
caring for a Jewish child, in order to protect his life. At the same time, a Jew-
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ish woman should not, according to this understanding, aid in providing sus-
tenance for a non-Jewish child.

Jews, Christians, and Muslims

The Jewish approaches to breast-feeding were based on Greek medicine and
on foundations the Jews shared with their neighbors, Christian and Muslim.
From a medical perspective, breast milk was seen as part of the blood system.35

When women nursed, they often did not menstruate. Therefore, according to
ancient medicine, breast milk was menstrual blood that turned into milk, and
when a woman became pregnant again, the milk turned back into blood.36

This idea, as well as the belief that pregnant women could not nurse, were at
the foundation of the legal principles concerning breast-feeding.

On the whole, the baby’s father and his power are at the center of these dis-
cussions. By law, only in exceptional circumstances could someone other than
the father decide how his child would be fed and cared for. In Roman society,
for example, the father was responsible for employing a wet nurse.37 As we saw
above, according to Jewish law, the father was responsible for the nursing of his
son or daughter. The halakhic principles were meant to protect the life of the
infant as well as provide a clear-cut division of labor between both parents.

Early Christian law does not contain any discussions of nursing or of who is
obligated to nurse. In what some see as one of the great accomplishments of
early Christianity,38 infanticide was strictly forbidden. There were, however,
no guidelines concerning nursing such as those found in Jewish sources. Re-
search on the first centuries of Christianity has suggested that many Roman
women breast-fed their own children, although women of the highest social
and economic status hired wet nurses. Despite the evidence of this social re-
ality in which wet nurses were frequently employed, it seems there was no leg-
islation concerning the social arrangements made, nor was there legislation
concerning the remarriage of nursing mothers.39

Medieval families shared similar characteristics. In some cases, the mothers
nursed their infants themselves, while in other households, especially in the
wealthier ones, wet nurses were hired. The medieval compilers of canon law
were concerned with nursing mothers in a number of instances, but were
mainly interested in the implications of nursing on correct marital relations;
hence, they do not discuss the welfare of children or the remarriage of moth-
ers. Rather, they forbid nursing women to have sexual intercourse with their
husbands. The reason for this prohibition, however, was not to prevent an ad-
ditional pregnancy, but rather, because they realized that a nursing woman’s
chances of conceiving were not good, and they did not want good Christians
to have sexual relations for nonreproductive purposes.40 Despite this differ-
ence, the social circumstances of breast-feeding in Jewish and Christian soci-
eties contained many similarities, as I will demonstrate later in this chapter.
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The Koran, on the other hand, presents a legal system that is much closer
to the Jewish legal principles outlined above. As in Judaism, Islamic law de-
fined twenty-four months as the period of breast-feeding. A woman who was di-
vorced during this period and continued to nurse her child received full sup-
port from the infant’s father for the duration. In contrast to Jewish law, however,
a widow was not forbidden to remarry during this time. Moreover, Islamic leg-
islation was far more flexible with respect to the sending of an infant to a new
wet nurse, even after it was used to its own mother or wet nurse. Islamic law
differs substantially from Jewish and Christian legislation with respect to the
implications of breast-feeding. Islamic legislation developed a system of com-
plicated kinship connections defined through wet nursing, that were expressed
through marriage prohibitions. Children who were not biologically related but
who were the “milk children” of the same woman were not allowed to marry
each other. This complex system shows how one of the medical beliefs out-
lined above was interpreted by Muslim lawmakers. Since milk was understood
to be blood that had turned into milk, two children who nursed from the same
woman shared this milk-blood. Consequently, marriage between them was un-
derstood as a form of incest.41

This short survey of the different laws related to nursing and of the rela-
tionships between the three monotheistic traditions exposes a complex struc-
ture embracing many possible conflicts. Mothers and fathers could differ on
the manner of feeding the child, whether the child nursed from a wet nurse
or the mother herself. Concern for the child’s welfare was sometimes at odds
with the mother’s own wishes to remarry. In addition, the employment of wet
nurses brought an additional element into the family. As we turn to the Mid-
dle Ages, I will seek to describe how medieval Jewish families functioned
within this framework.

Medieval Nursing Practices

Medieval Jewish society, which saw itself as adhering to ancient talmudic prin-
ciples, manifested continuity with the ancient world while reinterpreting some
of the ancient rulings. The two most important principles continued to be the
duration of breast-feeding and women’s obligation toward their husbands to
breast-feed their children. I will briefly examine the first principle and demon-
strate the second principle throughout the rest of the chapter.

As noted above, the ancient recommendation was that infants should be
nursed for a period of twenty-four months, and medieval legal decisions man-
ifest the attempt to enforce this rule. Nevertheless, contemporary sources con-
tain little information about the length of the period of breast-feeding in me-
dieval Jewish society. A variety of sources refer to women’s nursing of their
children for a period that ranged from two to four or five years. For example,
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the author of Mah· zor Vitry discusses the Mishna, “at the age of five one is ripe
for Bible” (Avot 5:21), and explains why it is appropriate to wait until age five
to start schooling. He explains that a child is like a tree.42 According to Jewish
Law, the fruits of a tree growing in Israel may not be eaten during the first three
years of the tree’s growth. The fruit of a tree of this sort is known as orlah (lit.,
uncircumcised). He explains:

And so a child should be weaned in his third year, after two years have passed by,
as it is the way of infants to nurse twenty-four months. . . . And in the fourth year
he will place a book before him or teach him a little by heart like “Moses com-
manded the Torah to us” (Deut. 33:4), so that he will grow accustomed to it. And
in the fifth year, he will teach him Bible.43

In a different source, one of the Tosafists comments that a healthy child nurses
for four years and an unhealthy child for five years.44 This idea is repeated in
a fourteenth-century treatise from Christian Spain as well.45 Other sources
suggest that some women did not breast-feed their children even for the dura-
tion of the required two-year period. R. Judah b. Nathan (Riban, twelfth cen-
tury) mentions the Talmudic passage in Tractate Yevamot, which discusses sit-
uations in which a nursing mother discovers she is pregnant during the
twenty-four-month nursing period. It is clear from his discussion that, in such
a case, the woman had weaned her child before the age of two.46 In a discus-
sion of women who were widowed or divorced and wished to stop nursing, eigh-
teen months is mentioned as an acceptable age.47

It seems that the age of formal education is a terminus ad quem for the du-
ration of nursing. It is likely that most children nursed until age two (and at
times even less); this also accords with the use of nursing as a method of birth
control in premodern times. While breast-feeding was not considered a reli-
able form of birth control (as we see from the permission given to nursing
mothers to use birth control), it often delayed additional pregnancies. Hence,
women who wanted to give birth to additional children as quickly as possible
often gave their children to wet nurses.48

A comparison of the material that emerges from the Jewish sources with
what we know of Christian society reveals similar recommendations and prac-
tices. Among Christians, two years was also the prescribed period of breast-
feeding, but there is little information as to how closely this recommendation
was followed. A study of wet-nurse contracts, mainly from fifteenth-century
Italy, has revealed that officially wet nurses were hired for a period of thirty
months; in practice, however, most infants were weaned at the age of eighteen
months; following this period, the wet nurse remained with the infant as a
nanny.49 Evidence from Christian society demonstrates that many infants ex-
perienced frequent change of wet nurses. The frequent death of infants fol-
lowing such changes is evidence that this practice posed a serious threat to in-
fants’ welfare.50
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Manuals written for parents in Christian society suggested weaning girls
about six months before boys, and this seems to have been the practice.51 In
contrast, almost none of the Jewish sources mentions discrepancies between
the duration of nursing for boys and for girls, whereas some sources emphasize
that both girls and boys should be nursed until age two.52 It may be, though,
that the souces’ emphasis hints at the more favorable treatment of boys in
practice.

In summary, it seems that the Talmudic directive to breast-feed infants for
twenty-four months was observed in medieval Ashkenaz, at least when moth-
ers nursed their own children. In some cases, children were nursed for even
longer, until age four or five. This duration fits Jewish guidelines and was com-
mon practice in medieval Christian society as well. This practice varied, how-
ever, since often the mothers did not nurse their children themselves and 
wet nurses were hired for them. Wet-nursing practices created a new set of 
circumstances, since the wet nurse was not a member of the infant’s family,
and her circumstances could change and influence the duration of her em-
ployment. We shall now turn to examine the wet nurse and the details of her
job.

Wet Nurses

Although the care of infants was the responsibility of their mothers, in many
cases, especially in the cities, the mother was assisted by a wet nurse. The wet
nurse’s position in the house varied from place to place and among the differ-
ent social classes, but she was always an employee bound by contract to her
employers. In medieval Jewish society, as in Christian society and according to
the Mishna, the wealthier a woman was, the more likely she was to employ a
wet nurse.53

Studies of Christian households have outlined the terms by which wet
nurses were contracted. They demonstrate that, although the wet nurse was
usually supervised by the infant’s mother, she was hired by its father. In cases
in which the wet nurse was married, the contract was made between the in-
fant’s father and the wet nurse’s husband.54 The fact that the responsibility of
hiring the wet nurse was the father’s, despite the female nature of the job, is an
important feature of medieval life and of the control patriarchy exercised over
women in society. This was also the case in Jewish and in Muslim society. This
arrangement accords with the halakhic understanding of the duty of breast-
feeding, as described above. These cultural understandings created social cir-
cumstances in which the infant’s mother worked with the wet nurse on a daily
basis, but usually played little or no role in the formal agreement between the
infant’s family and the wet nurse.55 From a legal point of view, there were only
two instances in which a woman was responsible for hiring a wet nurse her-
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self—if she gave birth to an infant out of wedlock, or if she was a widow. Oth-
erwise, the father of the infant—whether husband or ex-husband—was sup-
posed to take care of these issues.56

Research on wet-nursing practices in medieval Christian society has identi-
fied a number of guidelines regulating the terms of employment of wet nurses.
First of all, wet nurses were hired for a defined period of time and were ex-
pected to remain for the full allotted period. In addition, they were expected
not to become pregnant until the end of this time. To this end, part of the wet
nurse’s salary was withheld until the agreement had been fulfilled. The Jewish
sources prescribe the same set of terms when employing Jewish and Christian
wet nurses. For example, Ra’avan (R. Eliezer b. Nathan, c. 1090–c. 1170) re-
ports the excuses a Jewish woman could offer to object to her employment in
a Christian home as a wet nurse, because of the implications of the promise
not to become pregnant.57 Some of the monetary terms of employment are
specified in a case from medieval Germany:

Leah who lives in Ashkenaz hired [a wet nurse] to nurse her son for twenty dinar
plus expenses for half a year. After she had nursed the boy for four or five weeks,
she decided to go to France and demanded four dinars from Leah according to
the terms of her employment, which were twenty dinars plus expenses [for the full
period]. And Leah responded, “I hired you for half a year, and I won’t give you
anything [unless you serve] until the end of the period.”

Now, Rav said [in the Talmud] that a laborer is entitled to withdraw even in the
middle of the day.58 So, if Leah can find another wet-nurse [who will work] until
the end of the period for sixteen dinars, she should give Rachel the four dinars.
But if she cannot find anyone who will work for the remaining time period for less
than twenty dinars, then she should not give her anything, since the employer has
the advantage.59

In this case, “Leah” has the advantage over “Rachel” and she must be satisfied
with the new wet nurse before “Rachel” can be released from her contract. It
is possible that “Rachel” was hired after a different wet nurse backed out of her
contract, as wet nurses were usually hired for twenty-four months or more, and
according to this source, she was hired for only six months.60

Further illustration of the terms of employment can be found in a question
that appears in the responsa of R. Asher b. Yeh· iel:

“Rachel” was pregnant by “Reuven” and he married her and she gave birth to a
son [Baby A] and he gave the son to a wet nurse and left her and went to another
city and married another woman. And she [“Rachel”] hired herself out as a wet
nurse to a different master in order to support herself in the house of the infant
[Baby B] and she agreed to nurse him for a set time with a great forfeit [if she rup-
tured the contract], and eight or nine months have passed by, and the baby [B]
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recognizes her and refuses to nurse from anyone else. But now, the wet nurse who
nurses her [“Rachel’s”] son [Baby A] refuses to nurse him, as the father of the child
left for to a different city and no one is paying her salary. And the courts tell her
[“Rachel”] that she should nurse her son. But she says that she can’t, because she
is obligated to nurse the son of her master. And her master says he will not allow
her [to leave] because he has already paid her salary, and also because his son will
not nurse from anyone else, and one soul may not take precedence over another.

Answer: The law sides with the father of the infant [Baby B], because she com-
mitted herself to nurse him. Thus, she is obligated to nurse him [Baby B], so as
not to kill the infant. She is not commanded, however, to nurse her own son, even
if she was married. And since the father of the infant [Baby A] does not provide
her maintenance, [we] cannot [let her] die of starvation, especially in this case, as
she isn’t married and isn’t obligated to nurse his son. Moreover, her son [Baby A]
is already accustomed to nursing from another woman, whereas this infant [baby
B] is used to her milk and won’t nurse from anyone else, and one soul does not
take precedence over another. Rather, let the court hire a wet nurse for him [Baby
A] and force the infant’s father to pay. And if the court cannot force him, let the
court pay the salary [of the wet nurse].61

This responsum, like most written by R. Asher, is in answer to a question he
was asked during the period he lived in Spain. In this case, despite the differ-
ences that existed between the Jews of Spain and the Jews in Ashkenaz, I would
argue that the practices concerning the employment of wet nursing were sim-
ilar. R. Asher himself uses precedents from Ashkenaz and points to similarities
between Ashkenazic and Spanish practice.62

These two sources, the case of “Leah” and “Rachel” in Germany and of
“Rachel” in Spain, illuminate the extent of a wet nurse’s obligations and the
absolute importance of breast milk to children’s survival. The Spanish case em-
phasizes the importance attributed to having the wet nurse feed only one in-
fant. The wet nurse must deny even her own child’s well-being and prefer the
baby she was hired to nurse over her own child. Incidentally, this responsum
also shows the extent to which the law exempting a mother from the obliga-
tion of nursing her own child could be applied. In addition, both cases illus-
trate the desire of the infant’s parents to avoid switching wet nurses. R. Asher’s
response highlights the importance he saw in ensuring that the child would
not be harmed by replacing a wet nurse he was familiar with. The many cases
in the literature that discuss wet nurses who broke their contracts are an indi-
cation of the frequency and severity of the difficulties faced by parents.

Scholars who have studied wet-nursing practices in Christian society have
discussed the contracts wet nurses or their husbands signed when taking on
new employment. In many cases the agreement was that the wet nurse would
lose part of her salary if she left her job before her contract allowed her to do
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so. Many of the women who left their jobs early did so because of an additional
pregnancy that prevented them from continuing to work. One of the ways em-
ployers tried to ensure that wet nurses would not leave their employment was
by obtaining securities that would guarantee their stay. In other cases, they had
the wet nurse, or her husband, swear that she would not break her contract.63

We find some mention of this practice in Jewish sources as well, although
no contracts from the medieval period have been found. The Mordekhai men-
tions three different ways of ensuring that a wet nurse would remain with an
infant throughout the entire period she was needed or, at least, minimizing the
potential damage of her leaving. He mentions vows/oaths, guarantees, and the
option of hiring two wet nurses so that at least one of the two will stay on.64

Other sources provide further details of these practices. Oaths seemed to have
been common. Women who swore not to leave their position usually com-
mitted themselves not to marry if they were single, and not to conceive, if they
were married.65 In the case of married women, this promise came under the
category of vows by which a woman denies herself something. Since (accord-
ing to Num. 31:10) such vows may be annulled by the husband, some legal 
authorities saw this oath as not sufficiently binding.66 However, it should be
noted that in the case of a Christian wet nurse, the Jewish legal authorities were
not willing to accept her oaths as valid. The rabbis argued that because Jews
feared that gentiles would harm their children, no Jew would risk his child’s
life and continue to employ a Christian wet nurse who wished to terminate her
contract.

Monetary guarantees or securities were another matter. As in Christian so-
ciety, the wet nurses ( Jewish and Christian) often agreed to forfeit a part of their
promised wage if they left early.67 As for employing two wet nurses, this was a
costly as well as a risky business. After all, both wet nurses could decide to leave,
and then the infant would be no better off. This point does come up, however,
in another Spanish responsum, written by R. Solomon Ibn Aderet (Rashba,
thirteenth century). He discusses a case in which two wet nurses were hired,
and the question addressed to him is whether one of them may be allowed to
get married, as the child is used to nursing from two women, and if one of them
cannot continue she may be replaced.68

In addition to their wages, the wet nurses received clothing and food.69

Moreover, it seems that it eventually became customary to provide wet nurses
with gifts at certain times of the year. The Jewish sources discuss this custom
in connection with non-Jewish wet nurses, but it is likely that this was the pre-
vailing custom when employing Jewish wet nurses too, as it was between Chris-
tian employers and their wet nurses.70 The practice that raised the most con-
cern was that of giving Christian wet nurses gifts on the holiday of Purim. This
custom is mentioned in the literature written by Rashi and his students, as well
as in later literature.
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One of the traditional obligations of Purim is the giving of gifts to the poor.71

But the intent of the commandment was the giving of gifts to the Jewish poor,
and rabbis raised objections to giving Christian wet nurses money intended for
Jewish purposes. Examining the sources that discuss this practice, one notes a
change that took place over time. Rashi states:

We have seen people who distribute [gifts] on Purim to servants and maids in Jew-
ish homes. And this infuriated my rabbi, as it says “and presents to the poor” (Es-
ther 9:22)—[gifts] to Jews and not to non-Jews. . . . As at first, those poor who were
ashamed [to beg] sent their children with their gentile wet nurses to make the
rounds of the Jewish homes, the [people] grew accustomed to giving [money] to
the maids and wet nurses72 for their own benefit as well, and not only for the needs
of the children.73

Rashi and his contemporaries seem to have regarded this practice as flawed and
forbidden. By contrast, thirteenth-century literature takes a very different ap-
proach. R. Samson b. Z· adok, the student of R. Meir of Rothenburg says:

The monies that we are accustomed to give to the maids on Purim—they [the
maids] should not become accustomed to this in a city where it is not the prac-
tice. And R. Ephraim [probably R. Ephraim of Regensburg, in the second half of
the twelfth century]: “I who lavished silver on her and gold—which they used for
Baal” (Hos. 2:10). But in a place where they have already become accustomed,
one should not cancel this practice in the interests of peace [darkhei shalom], as
it says, “We support the poor of the heathen along with the poor of Israel in the
interests of peace, and heathens may be assisted in the sabbatical year and greet-
ings may be addressed to them, in the interests of peace (Gittin 61a).”74

Another thirteenth-century source states that wet nurses stipulate this money
as part of their conditions of employment. R. Menahem b. Jacob of Worms
(turn of thirteenth century) explains that one should put aside special money
for the Christian servants before Purim since “they work for us all year for
Purim and make clear conditions about the money they receive on Purim;
therefore, it is [considered part of ] their salary.”75 His comment indicates that
terminating this custom would have caused great anger and resentment.

This custom raises some questions concerning the social class of the wet
nurses in general, and those who came to work for Jews, in particular.76 While
no wet nurse came from a high social standing, and all the wet nurses un-
doubtedly belonged to the lower class, we may wonder to what extent Chris-
tian women who worked for Jews differed from other women employed by
Christian families. Perhaps these extra presents, given, not by the employer,
but by the employer’s community on days such as Purim, are evidence of the
low wages these wet nurses received. Another detail in this source reinforces
this impression: These wet nurses are said to have gone with the children of
poor Jews to collect presents for the poor on Purim. If poor Jews, who were
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themselves in need of charity, had wet nurses, then these wet nurses surely
could not have earned much.

Mother or Wet Nurse?

We have examined some of the terms that regulated the employment of wet
nurses in medieval society. These detailed terms, as well as the frequency with
which wet nurses are mentioned in the sources, demonstrate that wet nursing
was a widespread practice. It is impossible to assess to what extent Jewish fami-
lies hired wet nurses, especially since halakhic responsa are our main source for
examining this issue. These sources discuss cases in which there were problems;
it is impossible to evaluate to what extent they represent the quotidian reality.
Nevertheless, the many discussions of difficulties that arose when employing
wet nurses demonstrate that hiring a wet nurse was a widespread practice.

Other than the general guidelines described above, many of which are based
on talmudic principles, there is little discussion in the Ashkenazic sources of
whether or not the practice of hiring wet nurses was a good or desired one. Ex-
plicit instructions that maternal breast-feeding is superior to hired help appear
only in Jewish sources from Spain and Italy. This is not surprising, as this ad-
vice is found in medical tractates written in Italy and Spain; such tracts were
almost nonexistent in medieval Ashkenaz.77 Although we have little unequiv-
ocal evidence in the sources, I would suggest that the Jews in Ashkenaz, like
their counterparts in Spain and Italy, and like their Christian neighbors, be-
lieved that maternal breast-feeding was preferable.78 The importance attrib-
uted to maternal nursing derived from the common belief that breast milk not
only gave nourishment, but also passed on personality traits. Therefore, in the-
ory, when hiring a wet nurse, it was important not only to ensure that she was
healthy and that her milk was plentiful, but also that she was of solid charac-
ter. Nevertheless, wet nursing was quite common, and, in reality, more atten-
tion was paid to the nutrition of wet nurses than to their personalities. R. Isaac
b. Moses, for example, quotes the Talmud, which emphasizes the importance
of proper nutrition and provides a list of foods considered unhealthy for wet
nurses. These include pumpkins, quince, unripe dates, small fish, lichen, and
earth.79

Another way to learn about the importance attributed to maternal breast-
feeding is by examining stories popular among Jews and Christians that dis-
cussed the employment of wet nurses, as well as cases in which infants refused
to nurse from them. Many of these stories discuss the births and lives of heroes
and saints. For example, the Jewish sources discuss the infancy of Moses. Ac-
cording to the Talmud and the Midrash, Moses refused to nurse from Egypt-
ian women: “Then his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter: Shall I go and get you
a Hebrew nurse to suckle the child for you?” (Exod. 2:7). The medieval Jew-
ish commentators explain: “Why did Miriam say ‘a Hebrew nurse’? Couldn’t
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Moses have nursed from a non-Jewish wet nurse?” Their argument is that since
according to Jewish law a non-Jewish woman is permitted to nurse a Jewish
child, Pharoah’s daughter could have hired an Egyptian wet nurse. Why, then,
did Miriam search specifically for a Jewish wet nurse? The answer given by the
commentators is as follows:

She suggested [hiring] a Jewish wet nurse because Moses had already been
brought to Egyptian wet nurses and had refused to nurse from all of them. And
why did he refuse? God said: “A mouth that will converse with me, shall it nurse
from an impure woman?”80

This literary topos of a child who refuses to nurse from a foreign woman is
also well known in medieval Christian literature. Narratives of the Virgin
Mary’s infancy also discuss her refusal to nurse from anyone except her mother,
as do tales of Jesus’ infancy.81 Nicholas Orme relates one such story that re-
flects national pride, rather than sanctity. In it, an English child, the son of roy-
alty, refuses to nurse from a French wet nurse. Stories of saints also emphasize
the fact that their mothers nursed them, and that they were not given to wet
nurses. For example, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) and Catherine of Si-
enna (1347–1380) are both mentioned as having been nursed by their moth-
ers.82 Some medieval stories emphasize the importance mothers accorded to
nursing their children themselves. The Duchess of Bourlon, who lived during
the eleventh century, is said to have been especially careful that her children
not be nursed by anyone other than herself. One day, when she was at church,
her son cried until a wet nurse was brought to pacify him. When she discov-
ered this, she tried to force him to throw up what he had nursed, but did not
succeed in doing so. The legend held that, as a result of this incident, this son
was not as successful as his brothers.83 This story and others helped promote
maternal nursing. The beliefs promoted did not, however, restrict the practice
of hiring wet nurses; in many cases, the mother herself nursed along with a wet
nurse.84

While one could generalize from this topos and view it as a directive for
motherly nursing, at least in the case of Moses, the commentary focuses more
on the fact that he refused to nurse from an Egyptian woman than on his in-
sistence on his mother. This focus on the consequences of nursing from a non-
Jewish woman seems to be relevant for medieval Ashkenaz, where Jews fre-
quently employed Christian wet nurses.

Jews and Christians

As noted above, there was no legal prohibition against Moses’ nursing from an
Egyptian woman. The Midrash’s author’s concern was for his own purity.
While this concern could, theoretically, have influenced Jewish practices re-
lated to employing non-Jewish wet nurses, in reality, the employment of non-
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Jewish wet nurses was widespread, and medieval Jewish sources express no dis-
comfort with the practice of hiring them.

In medieval Christian society, wet nurses were employed in one of two ways:
Either the wet nurse lived in the infant’s house or the infant was sent to the wet
nurse’s home. Families that could afford to employ a wet nurse in their home
opted to do so, whereas poorer families resorted to sending their infants to the
wet nurse’s home. According to Jewish law, the first option was the preferred
one, if the wet nurse was not Jewish. The Mishna in Avodah Zara states clearly
that a gentile woman may nurse a Jewish child only when she is on the Jewish
woman’s premises.85 While it seems that most of the women employed by Jews
as wet nurses were Christian, there were some Jewish wet nurses as well.

It is impossible to generalize about the patterns of employment of Jewish
wet nurses. Most of the sources that discuss their employment, like many of
the sources that discuss the employment of Christian wet nurses, talk about
Jewish women who worked in the homes of their employers. It seems that
many of these Jewish wet nurses were single women who had given birth, poor
women, and/or women who were widowed or abandoned by their spouses.86

R. Isaac b. Moses quotes the case of such a woman in his compendium Sefer
Or Zaru’a. This woman began her career as a wet nurse as a divorcée after the
birth of a child. It is unclear what the fate of her child was. Perhaps it died 
at birth and perhaps she gave him/her to a wet nurse. In another case, that 
of “Rachel” and “Leah” from Germany, examined above, we saw another ex-
ample of a Jewish wet nurse whose marital status was unclear, but who, I 
suggested, was widowed, as she was conducting her own business negotia-
tions.87 It is interesting to note that the patriarchal responsibility over choos-
ing a wet nurse can be found throughout the Middle Ages in medieval Ashke-
naz, despite the tremendous freedom Jewish women enjoyed in business
negotiations.

The sources do not allow us to determine whether there were more Jewish
or Christian wet nurses employed in Jewish homes. However, the extensive dis-
cussion of the employment of Christian wet nurses demonstrates that Chris-
tian wet nurses were commonplace in Jewish households. The little known to
us on the demographics of the Jewish community also supports this conclu-
sion: There were more Jewish women in need of wet nurses than Jewish
women who could provide this service. Consequently, the Jews had to look out-
side their communities for women who could fill this need.

Our knowledge of the employment of Christian wet nurses in Jewish homes
stems from a variety of sources, written by both Jews and Christians. One im-
portant source of information is the papal documents that address the em-
ployment of Christians by Jews, which make it clear that Christian wet nurses
lived in Jewish homes.88 Warnings against this practice were issued repeatedly
during the Middle Ages, especially from the end of the twelfth century on.89

Based on the frequent reissuing of this prohibition, it seems that the employ-
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ment of Christian wet nurses by Jews was widespread. This practice is also at-
tested to in charters given to the Jews, in which it is clearly stated that Jews may
employ non-Jewish wet nurses.90 The practice was clearly forbidden in the
edicts issued by Alexander III in 1179, which stated that Jews and Muslims
could not own (Christian) slaves or servants in their homes in order to nurse
their children, serve them, or for any other purpose. The bull stated that any
Christian living in a Jewish home would be excommunicated.91 The reason
for forbidding Christians to live in Jewish homes is clearly stated:

And we command . . . and forbid the tending of Jewish children by [Christian]
midwives and wet nurses in their [the Jews] homes. For the customs of the Jews
and ours are completely dissimilar, and [motivated by their hatred for the human
race], they may easily influence the simple souls to come to their faith and heresy
through extended contact and familiarity.92

Jewish sources also point to the common practice of employing Christian
wet nurses in Jewish homes.93 Most authors do not feel the need to justify the
presence of a Christian woman in the house, and she is simply mentioned
when relevant. These references manifest a major difference between the
Christian sources that discuss Christian wet nurses who work for Jews and the
Jewish sources on this issue. While the Christian sources forbid this practice
completely,94 the Jewish sources are more matter-of-fact about the practice,
and only a small number of sources voice any opposition to it.

A source from Sefer H· asidim that discusses this practice illustrates the gen-
eral approach to employing Christian wet nurses and the fears Jews had in this
context:

A man had two non-Jewish wet nurses in his home and they were at strife.95 Peo-
ple said to him, “Why are you creating arguments in your home?” He said: “If
they live in harmony, perhaps they will steal from me. But now each one fears the
other.” They said to him, “About you it is said: ‘So that you do not bring blood-
guilt on your house’ (Deut. 22:8), and it is written: ‘And do not rely on your own
understanding’ (Prov. 3:5), since your [actions] cause that one might kill the in-
fant that the other wet nurse is nursing or the other the child of the first wet
nurse.”96

This story documents the presence of non-Jewish wet nurses in Jewish homes.
Although the sources mention the fear that the wet nurses would kill their
charges, this fear stems from the animosity between the two wet nurses, rather
than from hostility related to Jewish-Christian relations. The advice to the pro-
tagonist of the story is that the H· asid should not cause disharmony in his own
household, not that he should not employ non-Jewish wet nurses.

Other cautions against employing Christian wet nurses discuss specific is-
sues, but do not forbid or censure the actual practice of their employment.
Sefer H· asidim mentions the possible dangers of having a Jewish child hear a
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Christian lullaby sung by his or her wet nurse. R. Judah the Pious does not 
recommend, however, firing the wet nurse, but rather that the wet nurse not
sing.97 The same tendency is illustrated in discussions of the danger of wet
nurses teaching children improper behavior.98

An additional problem mentioned in the sources was the nonkosher food
wet nurses introduced into Jewish households:

Non-Jewish wet nurses and servants ate impure things in the house, and the young
children would eat them too. Also, the adults could not guard [the kashrut] of the
dishes. Therefore one should not remain in the same city.99

The context of this comment is a discussion in Sefer H· asidim of cases in which
a H· asid who fears for his soul and for his Judaism should leave the city, rather
than live in a state of danger (of conversion). The advice given to the H· asid in
this case, leaving the city, is unrelated to the employment of wet nurses. This
practice was an aspect of medieval Jewish life: The specific circumstances in
this city, including the practices of wet nurses, endangered the H· asid and his
devotion.

Other sources discuss the nonkosher food that was part of a non-Jewish wet
nurse’s presence in the house. Since it was her responsibility to feed the infant,
the fear was that she would feed the infant improperly. One approach was that
the young children’s eating of the wet nurse’s food posed no problem, since a
minor is allowed to eat nonkosher food. There is ample evidence that, in cer-
tain cases, for example, if the child’s health required it, parents fed their chil-
dren foods that adults did not eat because of dietary restrictions. At times, this
violated both the laws of kashrut and the laws of the Sabbath.100 Moreover,
nonkosher substances could be found regularly in Jewish homes, even if they
were not meant to be eaten. For example, sores and boils were often treated
with lard and the fat of other animals; these substances were used, not only for
children, but also as cures for adults. Children are said to have eaten lard both
for medicinal purposes and at the table, even when adults were sitting at the
same table eating.101 As such, it would seem that, although modern practice
instinctively rejects this notion, medieval Jews often had these nonkosher sub-
stances in their homes and on their tables.102

As opposed to those who sanctioned bringing the food of non-Jewish wet
nurses into the Jewish homes and, in some cases, even permitted the mother
of the child to feed her child this food herself, there was a second approach
hinted at in the source from Sefer H· asidim examined above. This source dis-
cussed elements that could induce Jews to convert and mentioned the wet
nurses’ impure food as one such temptation. While the text does not explain
how moving to a different city would solve the problem, it does demonstrate
that contact with impure food can serve as an impetus for conversion.

This fear is mentioned in other sources as well. For example: R. Isaac b.
Moses, the author of the compendium Sefer Or Zaru’a, discusses this concern.
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He explains that one can give young children nonkosher food. Yet he stipu-
lates some precautions:

Despite this, one should warn the wet nurse not to eat impure meat or pork and
certainly not to feed them [the infants] impure substances, as it is written: “What
caused [Ah· er to apostasize]. . . “ And some commentaries on the passage explain,
that some say that when she [his mother] was pregnant with him, she would pass
in front of idolatry, and she smelled something of that min103 and they gave it to
her and she ate and that min bubbled in her body. . . . For everything that a woman
eats, the infant eats. And this caused him to turn to evil ways in his old age.104

R. Isaac’s comment expresses the belief, discussed above, that the food a wet
nurse eats influences the infant she nurses, just as any food a person eats influ-
ences who they are. His objection is not commonly found in the sources and,
on the whole, the halakha does not discuss this issue.

Another objection to children’s eating of nonkosher food from wet nurses is
provided in one of R. Meir b. Barukh’s responsa. R. Meir discusses the educa-
tional effect of this practice. His concern is that children will learn to obey their
wet nurses rather than their fathers. After all, their fathers forbid them to eat
nonkosher food, so if they eat the food their wet nurses provide, they are act-
ing against his will. Despite this concern, Maharam allows children to eat the
food of their wet nurses.105

It is noteworthy that despite their objections—whether they be fear for the
soul and future Jewish character of the child, or concern for the parent’s edu-
cational authority, none of the sources state outright that Jews should not em-
ploy Christian wet nurses. It is also of note that those who raise oppositions to
Christian wet nurses and their practices are German, whereas northern French
authorities seem to find less to criticize in these practices.

In contrast to the attitudes voiced in the Jewish sources, I have already noted
the fierce objections expressed by church authorities to Christian women
working in Jewish homes. The church authorities objected to this practice for
ideological and practical reasons related to the social context of hired Chris-
tian wet nurses. How could Christian women be under the authority of people
who are inferior to them? In addition, the church feared that these Christian
women would be exploited sexually, harassed and humiliated, and, even worse,
convinced to convert and adopt a Jewish way of life.106

One example of such humiliation appears in accusations raised by both
Pope Innocent III (d. 1216) and Henricus Segusio (1200–1270). Both accuse
the Jews of forcing the wet nurses who worked in their homes to spill out their
milk for three days after receiving communion. There is no hint or mention of
this practice in any of the medieval Jewish sources.107 However, this belief is
further evidence of medieval understandings of the influence of the food eaten
by a nursing woman on the feeding child. Since this accusation appears only
in these two sources, it is hard to determine whether or not this was common,
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or even occasional, Jewish practice. In any case, its appearance in Christian
sources is further evidence of Christian sensitivity to possible insults to their re-
ligion by Jews. In addition, frequently reissued edicts regularly mention the fear
that Christian women working in Jewish households would learn the Jewish
ways of life and ultimately convert. It would seem, though, that these protes-
tations were overcome by the needs of everyday life that compelled Christian
women to seek such employment and Jewish families to hire them.

in and out of the house

Both Christian and Jewish sources discuss at length cases in which Christian
women nurse Jewish children in Jewish homes. This discussion confirms that
the instructions in the Mishna and Talmud in tractate Avodah Zara, which
state that gentile women should only be employed on Jewish premises, were
applied in practice. Scholars have assumed that, because Jews followed the
laws prohibiting idolatry (concentrated in tractate Avodah Zara), Christian wet
nurses who nursed Jewish children always did so in the home. Most medieval
sources seem to confirm this. Rashi, for example, explains the Talmudic in-
junction that a non-Jewish woman nurses Jewish children bir’shuta —in her
own domain—in the following way: “In her own domain—the domain of the
Jewess, but she should not give [the baby] to be taken to her [the non-Jewish
wet nurse’s] home, so that she [the wet nurse] will not kill him.”108 His com-
ment echoes the talmudic explanation for this ruling. The fear of infants dying
at the hands of their non-Jewish caretakers outside the home features through-
out the discussions of this practice, although it is not considered a reason to
stop the practice. It would seem that while Jews felt they could supervise the
Christian wet nurses sufficiently within their own homes, they felt they could
not do so outside them. While most scholars have attributed this fear to the dis-
trust that existed between Jews and Christians in medieval society, it should be
noted that this concern is not solely an expression of religious tension. As
Klapisch-Zuber and Herlihy have shown, in fourteenth-century Italy, Chris-
tian children sent to the homes of wet nurses (as opposed to having live-in wet
nurses) suffered from higher mortality.

The argument that Christian women were employed only within Jewish
homes ignores one well-known source that suggests otherwise. In the Paris dis-
putation of 1240, R. Yeh· iel of Paris comments on the practice of sending Jew-
ish children to Christian wet nurses in Christian homes. As part of his argu-
ment for the good relations and trust that existed between Jews and Christians,
he states: “Go to the streets of the Jews and see . . . and they place our children
in their homes to be nursed.”109 Some scholars have dismissed this comment
as an apologetic attempt of R. Yeh· iel’s to depict a more trusting relationship
between Jews and Christians than existed in reality. I would suggest, however,
that we accept his comment as testimony of a regular practice, since a number
of other sources from France corroborate it.
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An investigation concerning whether Jewish children were sent to the
homes of Christian wet nurses requires an excursus into the legal literature of
the period. The Tosafist commentary on Tractate Avodah Zara discusses the
same passage that Rashi discussed, regarding nursing infants on Jewish prem-
ises. Unlike Rashi, who explains that the fear that the gentile nurse will kill the
child determines the location in which the wet nurse cares for her charge, the
Tosafist says:

If so, one must be careful not to let a Jewess who is going out of town leave her
son alone at home in the hands of a non-Jewish wet nurse, if there are no other
Jewesses in the city who come in and go out at all times. And even in such cases,
from the time the baby is put to sleep, he should not be left alone. As for a young
boy or girl left alone at the home of an idol worshiper to be cured, R. Isaac said
this is not allowed for a number of reasons since they [the idol worshipers] are sus-
pected of spilling blood. And even if they [the children] are grown, they may be
lured to minut [Christianity].110

This source describes a situation in which the mother of the infant goes out of
town and leaves her child alone with the Christian wet nurse, who is clearly
responsible for the child’s care. The discussion, as presented, does not clearly
indicate where the wet nurse is physically taking care of the child—in her own
home or in the child’s home. Permission is given only if a Jewish friend of the
mother checks on the wet nurse frequently; there seems to be a special con-
cern for the baby’s welfare during the night.111 The second part of the Tosafist’s
comment discusses a different issue raised in the Talmud, concerning leaving
sick children in the homes of non-Jewish healers to be nursed back to health.
In this case, it is clear that the children are in the non-Jewish home. R. Isaac
(R”i haZaken of Dampierre, d. end of twelfth century) forbids this practice,
but it clearly does take place in spite of his objections.

The mention of the practice of sending sick children to Christian healers’
homes, makes it likely that the Jewish infants referred to in the previous lines
of the same text were those who stayed in Christian wet nurses’ homes. The
Tosafist’s comments are further explained in an additional source. Comment-
ing on the same passage in tractate Avodah Zara, R. Elh· anan, the son of R.
Isaac of Dampierre (who objected to the practice) explains:

“Not if she is on her own.” Therefore one should be careful not to place a Jewish
infant in the home of a non-Jew to be nursed. And even in a Jewish home, one
cannot leave them [the infants] if they do not come and go, which is like having
others standing by her. . . . And this applies to nursing and also to children who
need to be cured. It seems from this that they should not be left alone in the house
of the non-Jew without any Jews present for a month or two months. And even
though we are not afraid that she will apply poison to her breast [one of the fears
in the case of nursing], they [the non-Jews] are suspect of spilling blood.112
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R. Elh· anan’s warning against sending an infant to the wet nurse’s home or even
leaving him/her in a Jewish home alone with the wet nurse at night manifests
a fierce objection to this practice. We see from this source, that the rabbis were
not discussing a mere overnight stay, but a much lengthier one. It follows from
this that some Jewish children were sent to the homes of wet nurses for ex-
tended periods, at least during the day. In summary, these sources seem to in-
dicate differing attitudes toward these issues. The more lenient approach al-
lowed Jewish children to be cared for in Christian homes, certainly during the
day, and, in some cases, at night as well. The more stringent approach required
them to remain at home and under constant Jewish supervision.

Other sources that discuss the employment of Christian wet nurses also re-
late to the presence of Jewish children in Christian wet nurses’ homes. The
basis for these discussions is the thirteenth-century composition Sefer haTeru-
mah written by R. Barukh b. Isaac of Paris (d. 1211).113 As Simh· a Emanuel
has demonstrated, R. Barukh was a French scholar, and not of German origin
as thought in previous research.114 R. Barukh says:

“A gentile woman may nurse an Israelite child if others are standing by, but not if
she is on her own.” This ruling implies that one may not give the son of an Is-
raelite to a non-Jewish woman unless others are standing by her or, at the very
least, if there are Jews coming and going. But it does not seem that having an Is-
raelite woman standing by her is a requirement. This applies to the domain of the
heathens. But in the domain of Israel, it is allowed in any case. . . . And if the Is-
raelite woman goes out of town, she should not leave her son alone with a hea-
then woman. But if there are Israelite women in the city, it is permissible, since
they are used to coming there and making sure that the Israelite’s son is not alone.
And at the very least, at night it is forbidden to leave him with the heathen alone
after bed time.115

This source seems to point quite clearly to the practice of sending children to
Christian wet nurses’ homes, as R. Yeh· iel of Paris himself suggested. R. Barukh
suggests that these children stayed at the wet nurse’s home during the day. He
did not permit the child to stay in the Christian home without supervision, and
it is clear that he expects Jewish women to drop by and check on the child’s
welfare. The reality he describes is, in any case, not that of a live-in wet nurse.
His attitude toward the question of whether the infants could stay at the Chris-
tian wet nurse’s home at night is less clear. May a child never sleep in a Chris-
tian home, or is this the case only when his mother is out of town? This ques-
tion remains unresolved, but, in any case, the passage clearly documents the
practice, mentioned by R. Yeh· iel of Paris, of sending Jewish children to Chris-
tian homes.

R. Barukh’s opinion is quoted by other halakhic authorities in the thirteenth
century. For example, R. Moses of Couçy, who was the youngest of the partic-
ipants in the Paris disputation, mentions this issue in his Sefer Miz·vot Gadol:
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But a gentile nurses the son of Israel while others are standing by her. And R.
Barukh wrote that it seems that even if there is no Jew at home, it is allowed if the
Jews in the city come and go; but if all the Jews left the city and the wet nurse re-
mained, it is prohibited.116

R. Moses’ quote of R. Barukh is again unclear as to whose house is being su-
pervised. A possible explanation can be found in the comments of a third ha-
lakhic figure, R. Jacob H· azan of London. He explains that R. Barukh said that
“even if there is no Jew in the house, if there is a Jewish home in the city or
someone coming in and checking, it is allowed. If all the Jews have left the city,
then it is prohibited.”117 It seems he is saying that as long as there was another
Jewish household in the city, the child would be considered adequately su-
pervised in the Christian home.

On the basis of these texts, I would suggest that there were parents who left
their children in Christian homes to be cared for during the day and, at times,
even overnight. Some objected quite fiercely to this practice, and called for
more stringent behavior. Among the reasons they gave for their objection was
their fear that the Christian women might kill the children while working in
the house, and their fear that the children themselves might be influenced by
the Christian family with whom they were living.118 The sources examined
above, however, reflect mainly the practice of the Jews living in Paris and
northern France. They demonstrate that, in spite of their fears, Jews sent their
children to Christian wet nurses’ homes.119

R. Barukh’s opinion featured prominently in much of the literature of the
subsequent generations.120 Yet one caveat is in order. While R. Barukh’s rul-
ing was accepted in France, it is not often quoted in the German sources and
seems to meet with objections on the part of German rabbis. While northern
France and Germany shared a common heritage, as we have seen previously,
this would seem to be one of the issues on which they differed. Some twelfth-
century German authorities state clearly that Christian wet nurses worked only
in Jewish households.121 One thirteenth-century source, however, discusses
this issue in a vein similar to R. Barukh’s ruling, and declares that during the
day children could be left in the home of the Christian wet nurse.122 This
source is R. Eleazar b. Judah (Rokeah· l’s Sefer Rokeah· l. As this is perhaps a later
addition to the Rokeah· , we cannot be sure to what extent this quotation reflects
the reality in R. Eleazar b. Judah’s place and time. His opinion is definitely not
the only one in thirteenth-century Germany, and other sources fiercely object
to the practice. For example, R. Isaac b. Moses, the author of the Or Zaru’a re-
peats Rashi’s assertion that Christian wet nurses are to be feared, and states
specifically that even if a Jew comes in and out to supervise the infant’s care,
this must take place in the home of the Jew and that children cannot be left in
Christian homes.123

This long discussion of the legal texts points to a dimension of Jewish-Chris-
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tian relations that has not yet been taken into consideration. If Jews in north-
ern France and perhaps, in a more limited fashion, in Germany, were sending
their children to non-Jewish homes to be nursed, we should see this as an im-
portant component in the daily contacts between Jews and Christians. If Jew-
ish infants spent time every day in Christian homes, then their parents, or at
the very least their mothers, were in these Christian homes on a daily basis and
were exposed, even if unconsciously, to elements of Christian daily routine. It
is not surprising that given the choice, Jews—like their Christian neighbors—
preferred employing wet nurses in their own homes. As discussed above, em-
ployment in the home ensured lower mortality rates and better supervision.124

This was, however, also more costly, and I would suggest that economics played
a crucial role when families decided how and where to employ a wet nurse.125

The sources examined reveal the creative interpretations the medieval ha-
lakhic authorities provided for the instructions given in tractate Avodah Zara.
The purpose of this reinterpretation was to construct a framework that fit the
medieval reality and its constraints. We should note, however, that tractate Avo-
dah Zara contains instructions regarding another relevant set of circumstances:
Jewish women were forbidden to serve as wet nurses for non-Jewish children
under any circumstances. The reason for their absolute and complete denial
of permission was theological—a Jewish woman who nursed the son of a gen-
tile idol worshiper was helping to raise a future idol worshiper, a practice no
Jew should abet.

Finding such cases in medieval sources is difficult. Considering all the prac-
tical problems that might arise from such a situation, it is hard to imagine a sit-
uation in which Jewish women would work in Christian homes. One can as-
sume that such women, if they existed, were on the margins of Jewish society.
Some Jewish women did work as wet nurses in the homes of other Jews126 and,
given the legal guidelines discussed above, might have been preferred over
Christian wet nurses. An examination of the medieval sources, however, does
not reveal a single case of Jewish women who nursed Christian children. In
addition, the canonical sources that discuss the employment of Christian
women in Jewish homes do not make much mention of this possibility.127 The
medieval Jewish sources that discuss wet nursing devote little attention to this
situation, and, with one exception, they quote the talmudic discussion without
any further comments or additions.128

We do find one interesting exception to this rule, although it pertains less to
contracted wet nursing than to neighborly relations. Some medieval Jewish
sources discuss a problem that occurred on Sabbath. In some cases, Jewish
women suffered from a surplus of milk on Sabbath. The ruling in such a case
was to allow this woman to nurse as much as possible until the pain subsided.
On weekdays, these women often expressed the excess milk. But on the 
Sabbath, expressing milk was forbidden. The halakhic ruling was that Jewish
women could nurse Christian children if such a necessity arose, in order to
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ease their pain. R. Mordekhai b. Hillel, in his comments on tractate Avodah
Zara states: “And on the Sabbath, if the Jewish woman has too much milk and
she is in pain, she is allowed to nurse the child of a non-Jewish woman.”129

This ruling, in combination with those considered above, concerning the
sending of Jewish children to Christian homes, provides evidence of the inti-
macy of the daily contacts between Jews and Christians. If Jewish children
were cared for on a daily basis in Christian homes, then Jewish women must
have been somewhat familiar with the way these homes functioned.130 If a Jew-
ish woman could nurse her Christian neighbor’s child when she had a surplus
of milk, then their relationship must have been a familiar one.131

These relationships between Jewish and Christian women, even if they were
tinged at times with hostility and suspicion, cannot be dismissed as inconse-
quential. Recent work on the anthropology of breast-feeding has demonstrated
that giving a child to a wet nurse of a different religious or ethnic group has im-
portant social significance. In some cases, when the practice is reciprocal, this
is a way of furthering the relationship between the two groups.132 While it is
not a formal connection between the groups, it is an informal link that en-
hances the contacts between them.133 This idea was certainly not foreign to
Jews or Christians in the Middle Ages. It is the basis for medieval (and ancient)
Jewish laws governing employment of Christian wet nurses, as well as Chris-
tian objections to this practice. Jewish and Christian women who conversed
daily, whether as employers and employees or as neighbors helping each other
out in a bind, had ample opportunity to exchange opinions and information.
This shared knowledge was probably connected to child care, a topic of mu-
tual interest and concern. Although this kind of connection certainly did not
eliminate the fears we noted above of Jewish children being hurt or even killed
by Christian wet nurses, it does point to a relationship between Jewish and
Christian women that has received little attention to date. These opportunities
for contact illustrate the constant communication that existed between Jewish
and Christian women, as we saw in the case of the birth practices examined in
chapter 1.134 The close quarters of the home certainly allowed Jewish and
Christian women many intimate moments for the exchange of opinions and
information.

Nursing Mothers, Small Children: Regulating Interests

Our discussion so far has dealt at length with wet nurses, their responsibilities
and lives. Investigating the world of wet nurses has also directed our attention
to the fathers of the infants, who were legally responsible for ensuring their
well-being. However, except for a brief discussion regarding the superiority of
maternal breast-feeding over hired wet nursing, we have only touched on the
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mothers of the children who gave their offspring to be nursed. The remainder
of this chapter will be devoted to these women and their dilemmas.

Note that the emphases of my discussion reflect those of the medieval
sources. As such, this case is a superb example of the difficulties the extant
sources pose to learning more about medieval women and their lives. I began
this chapter by stating that at times mothers and their children had conflicting
interests. These conflicts are at the crux of the legal literature. Consequently,
we have no information about routine practices. The legal assumption was that
if the family unit was harmonious and complete, any problems that arose
would and could be worked out within its framework. The sources that discuss
wet-nursing practices allow only a very partial glimpse into the lives of these
families, at the instances when problems with wet nurses required outside
intervention.

As the authorities assumed that families could usually solve whatever prob-
lems arose in connection to breast-feeding within the framework of the family,
there are few discussions of married women who chose to breast-feed or to not
breast-feed their children. Discussions of this subject come up in one context
only—contraception. Subsequent pregnancies, especially when a woman was
breast-feeding, endangered the life of the nursing infant.135 While modern
medical research has suggested that, due to poor nutrition in the past, fewer
women were able to conceive while breast-feeding, apparently, conception dur-
ing this period was not an uncommon experience,136 and medieval Jewish
sources discuss the issue at length. Permission to prevent conception, men-
tioned already in the Talmud, was also discussed in medieval texts.137 Unlike
Christian society, in which church directives indicated abstention from sexual
relations during the entire period of nursing, as mentioned above, some Jewish
legal authorities allowed nursing women to use a form of contraception known
as a mokh—a cervical sponge; no legal authority recommended abstention.138

While the legal sources discussing these issues cannot shed much light on
the daily lives of mothers whose lives were not fraught with difficulties (such
as wet nurses who quit and husbands who did not want them to breast-feed),
the medieval attitudes toward contraception can enhance our understanding
of family planning, as well as the circumstances surrounding the employment
of wet nurses. If contraception was forbidden, then the need for a wet nurse
was greater. In families where, for religious reason (such as fulfilling the com-
mandment of procreation),139 the couple wished to have more children as
quickly as possible, women would surely hire wet nurses. In other cases, how-
ever, whether because of poverty or out of a need or desire to space children,
the permissibility of contraception was important, and Jewish women regularly
employed this method of birth control. Indeed, some authorities argued that
nursing women must use some form of contraception to prevent an additional
pregnancy in order to protect the life of the existing infant.140
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One such discussion about the spacing of children and the use of breast-
feeding as a method of family planning can be found in Sefer H· asidim:

It is said: “After weaning Lo-Ruhama” (Hos. 1:8). Once she had given birth to a
son and a daughter, she weaned her. For his wife had already given birth to a son
and a daughter and there was a waiting period. But after the birth of the first son,
there was no delay, because he had not fulfilled the obligation of procreation. And
if a man has one son or one daughter and the mother nurses that son or that daugh-
ter, as long as she nurses, she cannot conceive. Furthermore, she is too poor to
hire a wet nurse141 or she is concerned that the child will not nurse [from a wet
nurse] because he already recognizes his mother. In such a case, she should not
refrain from nursing the infant because of this danger. For the claim is that one
existing life does not supersede that of another possible life (Ohalot 7:6) that may
come into being if she conceives. But if the woman, the mother of the child,
nurses, and another woman nurses the child with her, since the other wet nurse,
who is not the mother of the child, provides for him, the mother of the child can
stop nursing so that she may conceive. And if she is poor, then they said, “the Holy
One, blessed be He, said: My children, borrow on my account and I will pay”
(Bez·ah 15b), especially since, in this case, the mother of the child does so in order
to become pregnant, as she cannot conceive while she nurses. Only [be sure] that
the wet nurse has abundant milk.142

Although this case does not discuss contraception at length, it does demon-
strate the general belief that a breast-feeding mother cannot conceive. We see
here that even when the H· asid clearly seeks to fulfill the commandment of
procreation, in this exceptional case, the health of the existing infant takes
precedence.

This discussion in Sefer H· asidim illuminates the ways in which attitudes to-
ward contraception are directly related to the understandings of procreation,
as discussed in chapter 1. As in the case of the commandment to procreate,
there is a clear difference between the roles men and women are expected to
play. Because men are instructed to procreate, they are not allowed to prevent
procreation. As a result, contraception was women’s business.143 Despite the
ostensible differences between Jewish and Christian understandings of pro-
creation,144 it is well known that in Christian society contraception was
women’s business as well, often called arte muliebri.145 Thus, both in Jewish
society (with the explicit permission of male legal authorities), and in Chris-
tian society (despite the official prohibition of the practice), women practiced
forms of contraception, and this is an instance in which one can see how
women could control their fertility.146

On the whole, medieval Jewish authorities do not discuss the issue of con-
traception at length; they merely repeat the sanction of the practice as it ap-
pears in the Mishna. One can only speculate on the reasons the issue is not de-
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bated at length—it may be that, since contraception was seen as women’s busi-
ness, and that men had an interest in letting them do as they saw fit, they re-
frained from passing legislation. In any case, they may have felt that women
would ignore their rulings.147 Whatever the case, the few legal authorities who
do discuss the issue permit breast-feeding mothers to use some form of contra-
ception. One opinion, that of R. Tam, one of the most prominent legal au-
thorities of the period, stands out in its decisiveness. R. Tam, took a very firm
position on the question of contraception. He said that a nursing woman must
use some form of contraception, in order to ensure the life of her living child,
who was dependent on her for his/her nourishment.148

R. Tam allows breast-feeding mothers to use contraception only in severely
restricted circumstances—if it is necessary to protect the life of the nursing in-
fant. This authorization could be applied, however, only in the context of an
intact family. The assumption was also that if an additional pregnancy did
occur during the two years of lactation, the father would care sufficiently about
his existing offspring to ensure his/her well-being (BT Yevamot 42a). The sit-
uation became much stickier when the family was no longer together, whether
as a result of divorce or widowhood.

I have already outlined the legal restrictions concerning the remarriage of
divorcees and widows with children under the age of two. In these cases, the
authorities feared that the mother might neglect the infant out of a desire to
strengthen her relationship with her new partner. The stepfather was not ex-
pected to have any special sentiments toward his stepchildren or to show any
special compassion or concern for their welfare. In addition, the sources sug-
gest that other relatives on the deceased husband’s side, at least in the case of
widows, could not be trusted to look out for the infant’s welfare, since these rel-
atives often had interests connected to inheritance that would be threatened
by the survival of the infant.149

The authorities’ concern for the infant’s welfare is reflected in the frequency
of cases dealing with widowed or divorced mothers of small infants. These oc-
cupy a prominent position in the discussions concerning breast-feeding. Al-
though there are no statistics concerning the percentage of women who be-
came widows or divorcées before their youngest child reached the age of
twenty-four months, this was not a rare phenomenon. Recent research has
shown that divorce was widespread in medieval Ashkenaz, and that the dan-
gers that travel and disease posed in medieval times caused many women to
become widowed at an early age.150

When examining the talmudic laws regarding wet nursing, we saw that ac-
cording to Jewish law widows were not supposed to remarry until their youngest
child reached the age of twenty-four months. In the case of divorcées, women
were not officially obligated to nurse their children after their divorce, and, if
they did, their husbands were supposed to pay them for their labors. Although
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in theory they could remarry after three months, in practice, they were often
forced to wait longer, out of concern for the infants’ welfare. These laws were
discussed and redefined in medieval Ashkenaz.

Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century Scandals

The question of the remarriage of widowed and divorced women during the
period of their nursing was subject to intense scrutiny during the second half
of the twelfth century; these discussions still echoed vividly during the first part
of the thirteenth century. During the course of the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies, legal attitudes toward divorced or widowed women with infants under
twenty-four months of age underwent marked change. In almost all the cases
brought before the courts or that required the ruling of individual rabbis, the
mothers wished to remarry, and the legal restrictions of their status as nursing
mothers posed barriers to their newly proposed marriages. These cases are
sometimes brought by the men who wish to marry these women, sometimes
by the women themselves, or their families, and, at times, by their ex-husbands
or the deceased husband’s family.151

The sources from the period preceding the mid–twelfth century closely fol-
low the talmudic rulings. Divorcées and widows were treated differently, and
the more lenient legal authorities allowed nursing women to remarry when
their children reached the age of eighteen months, rather than wait until the
end of the twenty-fourth-month period. For example, R. Samson of Falaise,
who was a student of Rashi’s, and was R. Tam’s teacher and brother-in-law, is
said to have ruled that a divorcée could remarry three months after her divorce
if she had never nursed her infant.152 While R. Samson agreed that it was bet-
ter if the woman waited longer before marrying again and stated that “if she
acts stringently, she should be blessed,” he seems to recognize the need some
of these women had to remarry.153 In addition, some sources report that R.
Samson followed Beit Hillel’s opinion, ruling that a woman who was nursing
her child could remarry after fifteen or eighteen months,154 rather than wait-
ing the full twenty-four months, as was generally accepted.155

R. Tam set about changing these legal norms. His central ruling had to do
with the status of divorcées. In vehement opposition to his brother-in-law, 
R. Samson, and contrary to the opinion of many of his contemporaries and pre-
decessors, R. Tam held that both divorcées and widows must wait the full
twenty-four months before remarrying, without any exceptions to the rule.
Even if the woman had never nursed her child, and could transfer it to a wet
nurse without problem, she was not allowed to remarry until her child reached
the age of two.156 R. Tam adapted two different discussions of divorced and
widowed women, which appear in the Mishna and the Talmud, as his prece-
dents. One precedent was a Mishna in Tractate Sotah that discusses how to
treat pregnant or nursing women who are suspected of adultery. Women who
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were accused by their husbands of extramarital affairs were subjected to an or-
deal that included the drinking of “bitter waters” (Num. 5:27). According to
the Mishna, however, pregnant women and nursing mothers should not drink
this water.157 R. Tam deduces from this that since a pregnant woman and a
nursing mother are placed in the same category, the same rules should apply
to both. Therefore, divorcées and widows should be bound by the same legal
obligations concerning remarriage and should be treated in the same way from
a legal point of view.

The more central reason R. Tam gives for his ruling is related to his fear that
if the child’s mother remarries, she may become less devoted to ensuring the
child’s well-being, and consequently, the child may die. This concern concurs
with his ruling discussed above, concerning contraception. He explains this
fear in two ways—one worry is, as discussed above, that if the mother becomes
pregnant again she will not be able to nurse her child. The other concerns the
talmudic understanding of how a divorced or widowed woman ensures her
own financial support. According to the Talmud, a widow is embarrassed to
claim her welfare in front of the court, and because she is afraid to appear in
front of the court, her embarrassment can lead to the death of her child.158 R.
Tam argues that if a widow has this fear, then surely a divorcée, whose husband
is alive, shares this feeling.159 Since, as we saw above, there is no expectation
that the new husband provide for the child’s needs, it is imperative not to allow
the mother to become part of a relationship that might lead to her neglect of
the child’s welfare.

This argument is presented in the Tractate Yevamot to explain why a widow
must wait before she remarries.160 Yet these reasons do not make sense in the
medieval context, where women frequently went to court, and so one would
not expect them to be embarrassed to sue anyone.161 In addition, not only did
Jewish law allow divorce, but, as marriages were arranged and children were
often wed at an early age, many seemed to have chosen divorce. Some schol-
ars have recently estimated that the rate of divorce in medieval Ashkenaz was
high.162 In this cultural setting, women were not embarrassed to confront their
ex-husbands in court. R. Tam’s position presented a tremendous obstacle to
young divorcées with children under age two who wished to remarry. His opin-
ion became the dominant one in both Germany and northern France during
the century that followed,163 although other opinions, such as that of R. Sam-
son of Falaise discussed above, were still considered.164

One issue, however, remained unresolved. What should be done in a case
where a widow or divorcée remarried without seeking permission? Should they
be forced to divorce or was their marriage validated post factum? One of 
R. Tam’s students, R. Joseph Bekhor Shor, quoting a ruling by R. Tam, claimed
that the couple need not divorce; they were merely obliged to live separately
until the waiting period was over; others did not agree.165 In the thirteenth cen-
tury, attitudes toward women who remarried became even stricter. A famous
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case was discussed throughout Ashkenaz and became a precedent for the gen-
erations that followed. A woman from Krakow, who is called the widow of
Krakow in the halakhic literature, married a well-known Polish rabbi, R. Jacob
Savra of Krakow. Before she remarried, she hired a wet nurse166 and had her
swear in front of witnesses that she would not leave her post before the infant
was twenty-four months old. In spite of her attempt to assure the infant’s well-
being, when the marriage was publicized, some rabbinic authorities thought
R. Jacob should be forced to divorce the widow. This case, however, had some
unique circumstances. R. Jacob was a Cohen, the descendant of Aaronic
priests. Hence, according to Jewish law, he could not marry a divorcée. There-
fore, had the couple been divorced, they would not have been able to remarry
when the infant reached the age of twenty-four months.

As part of the attempt to resolve this case, scholars throughout Europe were
contacted and asked to express their opinions. This case is mentioned already
in R. Isaac b. Moses’s Sefer Or Zaru’a and is continually discussed for many
years afterward.167 Although there are numerous accounts of this story, many
details concerning the case are unclear, and Israel Ta-Shma even suggested
that over time the details of the case were censored by copyists.168 Ques-
tions were sent to many scholars, and only one scholar, R. Tuviah (Tobias) 
of Vienne, was willing to allow the couple to remain married. R. Tuviah, a
thirteenth-century French scholar, argued that since the wet nurse had sworn
she would remain in her post, the couple should not be forced to divorce.169

All the German scholars, on the other hand, were of the opinion that R. Jacob
must divorce his wife, and they even threatened to excommunicate him if he
did not do so. They refused to accept the oath of the wet nurse or the securi-
ties she gave as binding, arguing that the wet nurse’s husband could easily
annul her vow.170 This stringent ruling became the normative one and had
far-reaching consequences.171

In examining the response to this trend, it becomes clear that many medieval
women and their families felt that these laws, and especially the stringency with
which they were enforced, were unnecessarily harsh. For example, in a twelfth-
century case from France, a young woman named Frieda, the daughter of 
R. Isaac of Rouen, wishes to obtain permission to remarry although she is preg-
nant. As a young divorcée who had not yet given birth, Frieda could surely have
decided not to nurse her child and obtained a wet nurse for him. Her father
and his colleague, R. Moses haDoeg b. Nathan, present this argument in their
suit for permission for her to remarry.172 Frieda’s family, arguing on her behalf,
contends that it is of utmost importance for her to be able to remarry as quickly
as possible. The opposition argues for enforcing R. Tam’s ruling.

We can assume that many of the women who were divorced and widowed
with small infants were fairly young, as they were in their childbearing years.
Probably, in many cases, as in the case of Frieda, their families supported, or
perhaps even encouraged them to remarry quickly. This is supported by stud-
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ies of widows in medieval Christian society. Scholars have demonstrated the
need young widows often had to remarry quickly after their husband’s deaths,
even if they had two or three small children. The reality that widows faced 
in medieval Jewish society has not yet been studied extensively. Yet the situa-
tion described in the sources examined here, concerning the issue of breast-
feeding, points to a similar need to remarry.

The stance of the legal authorities here is fascinating, if we compare their
position concerning widows to their position on wet nurses. In the case of sin-
gle Jewish wet nurses, they voiced great concern that the women not commit
themselves to service, as this would automatically hinder their ability to marry.
Thus, in the case of a Jewish wet nurse who committed herself to a twenty-
four-month contract, but later regretted her commitment, R. Isaac b. Moses
ruled:

And I think that certainly a woman who vowed in public . . . if she came before a
wise man and said “I swore in front of many to nurse for twenty-four months and
not to marry and now I regret this because I am afraid I will sin carnally, as I
thought I could suffer twenty-four months without a husband, but now I cannot
suffer any longer . . . she is to be permitted [to marry and break her contract], since
it is certainly to accomplish a good deed.173

One can see from this comparison how great the concern for the infant’s wel-
fare was, since the authorities do not raise the possibility of the promiscuity of
divorcées and widows during the period they were not allowed to remarry, as
this consideration is minor in comparison to the concern for the infant’s life.

Furthermore, if we compare the legal rulings concerning remarriage of
mothers of infants to those concerning the remarriage of their fathers, we see
a marked difference. Widowed men with small children were allowed to re-
marry much more quickly than other men, even within the week of the shiv’a
(the week of mourning following the burial) that immediately followed their
wives’ deaths, so that there would be someone to take care of the family.

The central factor in all of these rulings is the infant’s welfare. This concern
is illustrated in the differing attitudes and laws concerning mothers’, fathers’,
and wet nurses’ obligations to the children, as well as in discussions of contra-
ception. This concern seems to have been even greater in the twelfth and thir-
teenth century, when R. Tam’s ruling became accepted. One must ask why 
R. Tam and the generations that followed him were so strict with nursing wid-
ows and divorcées, barring opportunities that legal authorities of previous gen-
erations had allowed.

Israel Ta-Shma suggested a halakhic answer to this question. One of the rea-
sons R. Tam quotes is the fear, mentioned and dismissed in the Babylonian Tal-
mud, that women might kill their children in order to remarry. Hence, the pro-
hibition on remarriage, even in the event of the death of the child, was to
ensure that no mother would purposely kill her child.174 This reason was ac-
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cepted in antiquity by Palestinian Jews, and Ta-Shma suggested that R. Tam’s
quoting of this reason is related to his revival of some of the Palestinian rul-
ings.175 While this suggestion has a certain halakhic logic, one cannot ignore
the tremendous influence R. Tam’s ruling had on the daily lives of families. In
light of this, Ta-Shma further suggested that perhaps this strictness was linked
to a growing concern with infant abandonment in twelfth- and thirteenth-cen-
tury Europe. This issue will be investigated in the next chapter.

Breast-feeding and Medieval Society

This chapter has examined breast-feeding practices and regulations in two dif-
ferent contexts. The first context was that of medieval society at large. Here 
we looked at the implications of wet nursing as part of the complex Jewish-
Christian relations in medieval Germany and northern France. Our study re-
vealed how the social construction of breast-feeding can throw new light on
gender and, especially, on social relationships. The daily exchanges between
Jewish and Christian women surely led to an intimate knowledge of each
other, even if these women were not always on friendly terms, and even if their
relationship was largely determined by their respective status as employer and
employee.176 Such informal relationships, as both the church and Jewish law
were well aware, were crucial in defining the relationship between Jews and
Christians and represented complex forms of socialization of both mothers and
their children.

At the same time, these relationships had other, more hostile, aspects. On
the one hand, the Jews, as members of a minority society, bore certain fears 
of the consequences of employing a Christian woman in or out of the house.
On the other hand, as employers, Jews could, at times, exploit and harass their
Christian employees, a situation feared by the church, and that did nothing to
increase goodwill between Jews and Christians. The particular juncture of
complex power relations and great intimacy made the employment of wet
nurses an important site of Jewish-Christian relations.

From a gender perspective, we saw how in medieval Ashkenaz, as in many
other societies, although mothers and their children were intensely involved
in the politics of breast-feeding, it was the fathers and other men who gener-
ally decided who should be breast-fed by whom and how and they usually con-
trolled the hiring of wet nurses. The restrictions on Jewish women that pre-
vented them from remarrying were unique to Jews in medieval Christian
society, since Christian law contained no such limitations.177 The position of
men as those obligated to ensure their child’s well-being, and the consequent
commitment of their wives, divorcées, and widows to this purpose, produced
a complex situation in which women no longer protected by marital frame-
works were not free to contract new relationships. As we saw, a notable change
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in Jewish attitudes, severely restricting the remarriage of divorcées and widows
was the ruling of R. Tam, in the second half of the twelfth century, which was
accepted and vehemently enforced by the generations that followed. Over and
above concern for the welfare of the infant, R. Tam’s ruling is based on the di-
vision of child care in medieval society and its understandings of parenting and
its responsibilities. We will now turn to examine these understandings in the
medieval context.
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Chapter Five

PARENTS AND CHILDREN:
COMPETING VALUES

That is why a person is called a miniature world: because he
resembles the whole world and in his wisdom he can rule
and know all things created by his wisdom, “because she was
the mother of all the living” (Gen. 3:20) to provide for them
and lead them in wisdom as a mother for her child.

—R. Judah H· asid, MS Oxford Bodl. Opp. 540

The previous chapter discussed some of the social consequences of breast-
feeding and sketched an outline of the division of labor and child-care re-
sponsibilities between men and women in medieval Jewish society. The ex-
ample of breast-feeding, along with other examples discussed throughout the
book, demonstrates the cultural understandings of biological attributes. We
saw how Jewish-Christian relations, as well as hierarchies within the family and
the community, were shaped by ideology and by the constraints of everyday life
in the medieval cities. When discussing Jewish women, we saw how societies’
values and needs bound women to their children and determined their re-
sponsibilities. Underlying these discussions, we found that these practices were
oftentimes the result of competing interests within society; these competing in-
terests led to legal and practical decisions that were, in some cases, at odds with
religious beliefs or with earlier legal practices.

The nutrition of children and the social construction of breast-feeding are
just two components of medieval understandings of parenthood. This chapter
will focus more broadly on the social conceptions of parenting and especially
on motherhood in medieval Ashkenaz. Understandings of gender and family
as well as practical needs and religious precepts all combined to shape the me-
dieval understandings of parenthood and the division of child-care responsi-
bilities between men and women in Jewish society. The first part of the chap-
ter will discuss theories of parenting in Jewish society, and the division of labor
and the nature of parent-child relationships that resulted from these under-
standings. These will be compared and contrasted with contemporary Chris-
tian writings on these topics. The second part of the chapter will show how
these theories were translated into reality, in a realm of competing interests
within the family and the community.



Theories of Parenthood

As is the case with manuals on nursing or infant care, no instruction manuals on
parenthood were composed in medieval Ashkenaz. Moreover, since parenting
has few medical aspects, there are no instructions concerning parenting in med-
ical manuscripts. As we saw in chapter 4, even the few instructions that were
recorded in the Jewish sources concerning care for infants are usually concerned
with the employment of wet nurses and do not provide instructions to parents.
Perhaps the assumption was that women, who were the main caregivers of young
children, instinctively knew what they were supposed to do and did not need fur-
ther instruction, while men, who employed wet nurses, needed advice.

As noted above, some manuals of this sort existed in Christian society, al-
though such compositions were more plentiful in the late Middle Ages.1 Books
that were written in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries such as Bartholo-
meaus Anglicus’s (d. 1250) Liber de Proprietatibus Rerum; Phillipe de No-
varre’s (1195–1265) Les quatres ages de l’homme, and Konrad v. Megenburg’s
(1309–1374) Das Buch der Natur, all devoted attention to parental roles; there
is no equivalent of these compositions in medieval Ashkenazic culture. In ad-
dition, information about parenting can also be gleaned from stories about
saints’ lives and from instructional letters written by parents for their children
and by husbands for their wives.2 These sources, which have no direct paral-
lels in medieval Jewish society, also discuss parenting relatively briefly and
seem to share the assumption of some of the Jewish texts, namely, that parents
know naturally how to raise their children. Hence, the lack of attention devoted
to parenting in both the Jewish and Christian sources does not necessarily in-
dicate that these issues were unimportant, but it does pose a challenge for his-
torians who wish to describe and analyze these issues.

We will start our investigation with a common source, which was interpreted
and commented on by both medieval Jews and Christians—the fifth com-
mandment: “Honor your father and your mother” (Exod. 20:12) and other re-
lated verses. Most commentators write about the main focus of the com-
mandment—the obligations of children toward their parents, and do not
discuss the responsibilities of parents toward their children, which is the flip
side of this commandment. In specifying the obligations of children toward
their parents, the verse in Lev. (19:5) is frequently quoted as well: “You shall
each revere his mother and his father.” A variety of topics emerge from the dis-
cussion of these verses: children’s obligations to obey and honor their parents,
to support them in their old age and fulfill their wishes, and their duty to bury
their parents after their death.3 Most of these duties become relevant when par-
ents reach old age and can no longer fend for themselves.4

Some commentators also discuss what parents do for their children, at times
in the context of an explanation of why children must honor and tend to their
parents. R. Joseph Bekhor Shor (twelfth century) explains:
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“Honor your father and your mother”: Even though I said you should only honor
and worship me, honor your father and your mother! “And do not forget all his
bounties” (Ps. 103:2), for they brought you to this world and sustained [weaned]
you well until you grew up. And they worry for you and all their efforts are only
for you. And if you honor them and recompense them for their efforts, I will know
that you will honor me.5

This source instructs us that parents deserve to be honored because they
brought their children into this world and took care of their needs.

The sources and commentators do not distinguish between the obligation of
honoring mothers and fathers. A close reading of the commentaries, however,
reveals gender differences between the honor merited by each parent. Although
parents are mentioned together in the Ten Commandments, there is a clear hi-
erarchy between them. Most medieval authors follow the Mishna and the Tal-
mud, where it is stated that in cases where both parents compete for an honor,
one must “leave your mother’s honor and fulfill the honor due to your father
. . . for both you and your mother are bound to honor your father.”6 This idea
is repeated with slightly different emphasis in a thirteenth-century commentary
on the Book of Exodus: “‘Honor your father’ (the father is mentioned first be-
cause he is the mainstay of the home) ‘and your mother’ (who gave birth to
you).”7 This hierarchy points to a still higher authority, God, who is to be hon-
ored above both parents.8 This commentary, designating the father as ikar
habayit (the mainstay) is striking, since traditional Jewish sources often present
women as the center of the home. This comment, however, also accords with
other understandings of the father’s role in procreation, as we saw in chapter 1.

The commentators also remark on the nature of relationships of children to
their parents. The classic explanation for the different order in which the
mother and father are mentioned in the verses in Exodus (“Honor your father
and your mother”) and in Leviticus (“You shall each revere his mother and his
father”) concerns gender differences. As fathers are “naturally” more feared,
mothers are mentioned first when speaking of fear. On the other hand, since
mothers are honored more, fathers are mentioned first in that context.9 In this
way, one can learn to honor and respect even those who are not instinctively
respected and honored. The thirteenth-century scholar R. Moses of Couçy
rephrases the talmudic distinction as follows:

And when speaking of honor, [Scripture] mentioned the father’s honor before the
mother’s, because his [the child’s] heart is more prone to honor his mother be-
cause she cajoles him [with her] words. And the fear of the mother is mentioned
before fear of the father, because [the child’s] heart is more fearful of his father’s
scolding. This teaches us that both are equal in honor and in fear.”10

This explanation relies on the popular belief that women are weaker and thus
provoke less fear than men.
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Another reason for the difference in attitudes and in emotional attachments
to mothers and fathers can be found in a comment of one of the Tosafists on
Lev. 19:3: “R. Abraham wrote: The reason for mentioning the mother before
the father is that a young child knows his mother first and then his father.”11

This explanation expresses the division of labor in the medieval family. Moth-
ers cared for young children; fathers did not. Midrash Aseret haDibrot, a story
compilation of the Ten Commandments that was popular in Ashkenaz during
the Middle Ages, expands on this idea. In it, God says:

Fathers who you were born from, honor them like you honor me. He who is
Blessed said: The belly that gave birth to you, honor. The breasts you nursed from,
cherish. For they were with me when I created you for it says: “You shall each re-
vere his mother and his father.”12

This explanation for why mothers deserve to be honored emphasizes the
mother’s role in taking care of her children and, especially, physically bearing
and feeding them. Fathers were to be honored because of their paternity, but
unlike mothers, no actions of theirs are mentioned in this context.13

Medieval Christian authors commenting on the same verses outlined a sim-
ilar gender hierarchy and placed fathers before mothers; they also presented
a gendered division of labor, and provided two reasons for honoring each par-
ent, both reminiscent of those mentioned by the Jewish authors. The first ex-
planation for the honoring of fathers more than mothers was the woman’s ob-
ligation to honor her husband. Like their mother, children were obligated first
to honor their fathers, and only then, their mothers.14 The other reason for
giving precedence to fathers was related to medieval medical theories of em-
bryology and conceptions of birth and infant care. While the mother provided
the surroundings for the fetus in utero and protected it while its body parts
were forming, the father was understood as contributing the brains and the
spirit of the infant.15 For example, Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), much like
the author of Midrash Aseret haDibrot, suggested that children were to honor
their fathers in gratitude for their creation and their education, and their
mothers in recognition of their sorrow and pain in birth and their devoted
care.16

This approach to parenthood and, in this specific case, to parents’ funda-
mental merits, was shared by both Jews and Christians in the Middle Ages. The
idea expressed in Jewish sources is also found in Christian commentary on the
verse: “But we were gentle among you, like a nurse (trofov~) taking care of her
children” (1 Thess. 2:7). The commentators explain that mothers naturally
provide care for their children, and that this care is the reason for honoring and
respecting them.17 These merits of women are often mentioned when dis-
cussing the Virgin Mary and the reasons for honoring her. In some sources, a
comparison is made between the honor deserved by parents to that due the
Virgin:
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We owe her honor because she is the mother of our Lord. Indeed, one who does
not honor the mother, without doubt will dishonor the son. So it says in the Scrip-
tures “Honor your father and your mother” (Exod. 20:12). Therefore what shall
we say, brothers? For she herself is our mother. Indeed through her we are born,
through her we are nourished, through her we grow. Through her we are born,
not in this world but with the Lord.18

These understandings of the honor owed by children to their parents, and the
consequent division of labor and the responsibilities among the two parents,
support perceptions in both Jewish and Christian culture that identified
women with physicality and corporeality. These conceptions, defining the
contribution of each parent to their children’s being, as well as what they were
entitled to receive from their children in return, both explained and justified
the medieval way of life and the ideal constructions of family relations.

A unique source, the piyut Orah· H· ayim, written by R. Simon b. Isaac b. Abun
in the early eleventh century in Ashkenaz, discusses the fifth commandment and
describes in great detail the care parents were expected to provide for their chil-
dren.19 This is one of the few sources that actually describes men as caring for
young children. R. Simon describes the father and mother as nurses—Omen
uMeneqet, an image that points to the devoted care the children receive from
their parents.20 Although the two terms omen and meneqet may be rendered in
English as nurse (and in Latin as nutrix), they are two separate terms. The term
meneqet comes from the verb to nurse/breast-feed, and refers only to women who
cared for infants, whereas, in the biblical context, omen refers to men and, in the
female form, omenet refers to women who do not breast-feed the child but who
care for the child like a caretaker.21 Rashi, however, explains that the omen cares
for the child, employing the French term nourriture—the same verb nutrire from
which the Latin nutrix is derived.22 R. Simon b. Isaac refers to both the mother
and the father by these names. In addition, he provides a detailed list of all the
things parents do for their children, without distinction between gender roles.
Most of these deeds are related to the first stages of a child’s life. Both parents
pray for the birth of a son,23 bring him into the covenant, nurse, feed, clothe, ed-
ucate, and pray for the infant. In addition, parents teach their child a profession
and marry him off. This piyut is one of the few sources that provides a detailed
list of what child care entailed. It is unique in that it attributes some of the ac-
tions related to early child care to men; most of the other sources treat the care
of young children as the sole responsibility of women.

Parental Love and Care

The sources see mothers’ love for their children as “natural,” unique and spe-
cial to women. The author of Sefer H· asidim, in discussing how society should
treat the handicapped, comments on mothers’ care for their children:
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For He created people whole in body so that they can assist those who are miss-
ing limbs. Just as the infant is born and does not walk and his mother cares for all
his needs, so the Holy One, blessed be He finds them [the cripples] people who
will fulfill their needs. For all of Israel are fathers and mothers to each other as it
is said: “You stand this day all of you before the Lord your God—your tribal heads,
your elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your children” (Deut. 29:9).
It does not say “and your children”; rather, it says “your children” without an
“and”—to teach us that you should consider all the people of Israel your own chil-
dren and tend to all their needs.24

This source points once again to women’s role in caring for infants. The same
idea is expressed in another source written by H· asidei Ashkenaz:

That is why a person is called a miniature world: because he resembles the whole
world, and in his wisdom he can rule and know all things created by his wisdom,
“because she was the mother of all the living” (Gen. 3:20) to provide for them and
lead them in wisdom, as a mother for her child.25

This devotion and subsequent responsibility is expressed in legal rulings as
well. Jewish laws convey this idea, for example, when discussing custody in
cases of divorce. According to the law, all children remain with their mothers
until age six, and girls always remain their mothers’ wards.26 Other examples
have to do with smaller, more mundane details. For instance, certain laws of
the Sabbath assume that mothers were the main caretakers. For instance, a
mother is permitted to feed her child food that was prepared by hired help on
the Sabbath, although from a strictly legal standpoint, it would be preferable
to have the servants themselves feed the child. However, if the child insisted
that s/he would eat only if fed by the mother, the mother was permitted to do
so. In his Sefer Miz·vot Gadol (Semag), R. Moses of Couçy explains:

And if the infant does not have what to eat, he can tell the Canaanite to cook pap
[for the child] on the Sabbath. And if the child wants to be fed only by his mother,
the master from Couçy explained that the mother may feed it, even a milk dish
that was milked and cooked by the Canaanite on the Sabbath.27

Similar legal exceptions are made on Yom Kippur, in discussing the special
permission given to women to prepare food for their children and wash their
hands.28 Another example of special permission given to women is that of
washing clothes soiled by children on the Sabbath.29 Although in legal litera-
ture, general examples are usually addressed to men, all these instructions were
addressed specifically to women and, as such, can be seen to exclude men. In
addition, in a discussion of one of these halakhic topics, one of the legal au-
thorities comments that R. Isaac of Dampierre, who objected to allowing
women to wash the clothes of children soiled on the Sabbath, heard from the
women that R. Tam had allowed the practice.30 This reference to women re-
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porting on what a legal authority instructed them indicates that the matter
under discussion is a woman’s issue. As a rule, women are cited as authorities
for the transmission of halakhic opinions of important rabbinic figures only in
the context of commandments and deeds performed specifically by women.31

There is one similar case, in which the issue discussed concerns men’s care
for children; this discussion is in many ways the exception that proves the rule.
When discussing soiled clothes on the Sabbath, a case is brought in which a
father is dirtied by his child while holding him in the synagogue.32 The source
provides explicit instructions, specifying the circumstances under which this
man can clean himself. For our study, however, we should note that this case
of men caring for young children (in the synagogue) is a singular exception.33

More important, certain groups, such as H· asidei Ashkenaz, discouraged men
from taking an active role in caring for children if it might in any way interfere
with their obligations of worship.34

Young children and their relationships with their fathers are usually men-
tioned in discussions of the noise and dirt generated by them. For example,
when discussing the customs of R. Judah b. Isaac, one of Rashi’s teachers who
died during the First Crusade (1096), it is told:

Once a child was sitting on Rabbi’s shoulder in the synagogue. When the time
came to read the Shema, he asked that the child be removed since children are
frequently in the dirt and it is improper to read Shema near them.35

The idea that toddlers were dirty is found in other references to young children
as well.36 A source in Sefer H· asidim discusses the problem of dealing with a
child who urinated on his/her father’s lap in the synagogue.37

These sources indicate that while young children were present in the syna-
gogue, the tendency was to remove them and the dirt they made. This accords
with the division of labor between the parents. Women were considered re-
sponsible for caring for small children. Until the boys reached the age of edu-
cation, fathers were expected to devote themselves to more important tasks. At
the same time, it is clear that many fathers were drawn to tend to their chil-
dren, and the instructions that they must not do so were designed to restrain
them.38 In part, this was an expression of respect for the synagogue and its sanc-
tity. The complaints voiced by the rabbis are no different from those of preach-
ers and pastors concerning young children who attended church services.39

Taking care of children was considered part of women’s wisdom, just like
birth and its complexities. This understanding was shared by Jews and Chris-
tians alike.40 A case brought before Gregory IX in 1229 exemplifies this shared
Jewish-Christian understanding of the nature of parenting. The pope was asked
about a couple from Strasbourg who argued over the religious education and
identity of their four-year-old son. In this case, the father had converted to
Christianity while the mother had remained Jewish. The reasons the mother
provided for retaining custody of her son, arguments she hoped would im-
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press the church authorities, evoke her efforts during the early years of her son’s
life:

Since the boy is still an infant, he needs the care of a mother more than that of a
father. Furthermore, the burden of bearing and the pain of giving birth to him,
and the toil of the time after his birth, are known to have been hers; this is why
the lawful union of husband and wife is called matrimony rather than patrimony.
Thus, it is more fitting for the said boy to remain in the care of the mother, rather
than go to the father who had recently become a Christian.41

The mother’s description of her dedication to her child repeats the common
theme of mothers as worthy of credit and respect because of their role in nur-
turing infants. She does not mention her role in the child’s upbringing, prob-
ably because it would have been disadvantageous to her plea. Gregory IX cer-
tainly did not want to hear of her role in educating her child.

The ages mentioned in this story are significant. Although the boy is four,
the mother emphasizes how close to infancy he still is and suggests that it is
more fitting that the boy remain with her. In a similar vein, the papal ruling
also refers to his age, in arguing that the boy is old enough to be taken away
from his mother, “to the greatest advantage of the Christian faith.” It seems
from the text that had he been less than three years old, the decision in the case
might have been different. One can only wonder what the ruling might have
been had the case been that of a daughter rather than a son.

Besides dividing responsibilities between the two parents, the sources also
distinguish between mothers’ and fathers’ love for their children. The care
mothers provided their children was seen as an expression of “natural love.”
Fathers, on the other hand, were expected to do more for their children, and
especially, for their sons, and the emphasis was on their care for their older chil-
dren. If they were concerned only with their children’s physical welfare, they
were reprimanded, whereas women were praised for tending to infants’ needs.
Sefer H· asidim provides advice on this topic as well:

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and
discipline” (Prov. 1:7). How is discipline and wisdom connected to the beginning
of knowledge? It says “My son, heed the discipline of your father and do not for-
sake the instruction of your mother” (ibid., 8). According to the letter of the law,
one need not love children before they begin to fear and love God for it says
“Those who love me I love” (ibid., 8:17). For if a man loves the bodies of his chil-
dren as a dog loves his pups, and as all other creatures [love their offspring], of this
it is said: “Man is in no way superior to the beast” (Eccles. 3:19). But if a man loves
for the sake of Heaven, [he should love] their souls more than their bodies. For
example, if he leads his sons and daughters in the dark or in a place that he sees
is not safe for their bodies, he summons his male and female servants, or he him-
self walks with them, lest they be harmed in body or be pained. How much more,
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then, should he guard his sons’ and daughters’ minds, lest they sin toward He who
created the world; thus, he should be more concerned lest they sin in their deeds,
their bodies, and their thoughts. Witness42 how many fasts and abstentions and
cries and pleas a person performs when his son falls ill, because his soul is con-
cerned for the body of his son. He should certainly do at least as much if he [his
son] sins, for the well being of the soul is eternal.43 Hence, he should take guard
lest they sin in their deeds, bodies, or thoughts, for it says: “For Job thought, ‘Per-
haps my children have sinned and blasphemed God in their thoughts’ ( Job
1:5).”44

This admonition is directed to fathers. Women’s love for their children is seen
as natural, perhaps like the love of a female dog toward her pups. In contrast,
the emphasis here seems to be on fathers’ love for their children at an age in
which they should fear God, but may stray outside in the dark and think harm-
ful thoughts. Medieval Christian preachers suggested similar ideas, encourag-
ing their listeners to foster spiritual love and not love that resembles the love
of animals for their offspring.45

The same idea is expressed in a case that is, in many ways, exceptional. Sefer
H· asidim brings the case of a dying father, discussing the future of his children,
who would become orphans upon his death:

A man was very ill. When he cried, they said to him: “Why are you crying? If it is
for your little children, your brothers will take your place.” He said: “My brothers
will take care of their worldly needs. I am only crying, because, had I lived, I would
have reproached them and tormented them so that they could attain the world to
come, by teaching them and directing them in the path of righteousness.” The
guardian he appointed for his son said: “I will replace you [be under you], and
serve in your position.”

He said to him: “No. Serve, rather, to replace me [be under me], but from your

own position—[that is], if they were to cause you sorrow or steal from you, you
would beat them so they do so no more. Thus, you will be in the place of their
maker: Educate them to perform the commandments, and if they sin toward the
Creator, torment them and don’t say, ‘How can I hit an orphan?’ Rather, if they
say: ‘If our father were alive, he would have pity on us and would not allow us to
be beaten,’ tell them: ‘[Your father] would have hit you even more. It is he who
commanded me to torment you . . . and they will be loyal like a dog, for a dog is
beaten and he is loyal to his master, because he gives him food. So do to my chil-
dren. Give my sons food, and let your fear be upon them when they sin, and show
them love when they do the will of the Creator, as you command them.’”46

The responsibility this father wants his friend to take upon himself as guardian
is a harsh one. He does not discuss his children’s physical welfare at all. He is
concerned solely with the children’s piety. This father sees himself as solely in
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charge of the one aspect of his children’s education, begun only once they
reached the age of five or six.

These two passages clearly address the responsibilities of fathers toward their
children once they reached the age of education. Another passage in Sefer
H· asidim discusses the proper attitude of fathers toward young children in the
context of a father who wants to do penance. The passage suggests that a man
who does true penance does not tend to his children, but rather lets his wife
take care of them; if he feels deep sorrow whenever he hears them cry, but does
not approach them because he wishes to continue studying Torah, he will be
greatly rewarded.47

All these sources distinguishing between spiritual love and natural love are
from Sefer H· asidim. As discussed in the introduction, H· asidei Ashkenaz have
often been portrayed as a distinct social group that held a more stringent and
ascetic worldview than other groups within the medieval Jewish community.48

However, this distinction between fatherly spiritual love and motherly natural
love can be found in contemporary Christian sources as well. I would suggest
that the particularities of the genre of Sefer H· asidim enable us to hear ideas that
are muted in other genres. This conclusion is supported by other sources. Par-
allel Christian writings express the expectation that mothers would display nat-
ural affection for their children, while fathers were expected to foster spiritual
love.49 Another commonly expressed theme, discussed at length by Shulamith
Shah· ar, was that women find it easier to feel close to their children during the
first years of their lives, while fathers find it easier to communicate with them
once they grow older. We saw this idea echoed in the first part of this chapter
when examining the reasoning for the wording of the fifth commandment.50

Hence, this division between “natural” love and spiritual love was a feature of
medieval life, and was not merely characteristic of Sefer H· asidim and its milieu.

Although the medieval texts generally assume that women would have com-
passion as well the instinctual need to care for their children, they also discuss
cases in which women act in ways contrary to those expected of them. The de-
tails of these instances reaffirm the belief that a mother “naturally” cares for
her child. For example, when discussing the two women who came before
King Solomon, R. Judah the Pious remarks:

“Later, two women came to the king” (1 Kings 3:16). My father (R. Samuel the
Pious) asked, “What were these two women arguing about? When the first said,
‘The live one is my son’ (3:22), the other should say: ‘I am glad you are saying so.
Give him money and I will give him money, and he will inherit your money and
my money.’ Furthermore, she was mad (crazy), for she said, ‘Cut the live child’
(3:24), and even an infant could sense that she was not his mother.” Rather, this
is the way he (R. Samuel the Pious) interpreted the verse according to the simple
meaning of the text (p’shat). Both women were widows of a rich man, and it was
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the custom that when a man died, his mother would take only 200 zuz from her
ketubbah and she would become the custodian of the child’s money and support
herself from it until the child grew up. For who is loyal to a child like its mother?
So Solomon said cunningly to the women: “‘Disputed money of doubtful own-
ership should be divided among the disputants’ (BT Bava Mez· i’a 2b). I will divide
the child and the money.” And the woman whose son was alive said to the king,
because she pitied her son: “Give her the live child,” and the other woman said:
“You are being deceitful so that all will say that you are merciful and therefore are
his mother. . . . Since this dispute exists, let us act by the law of the Torah and di-
vide.” Then Solomon said: “From the words of the first woman, I cannot tell if
she is telling the truth, but I can tell from the words of the second. Since she cru-
elly said, “Cut him,” and did not pity him, she is clearly not his mother.”51

R. Judah clearly expects a woman to be merciful and loving toward her chil-
dren, as he says: “For who is loyal to a child like its mother?” In addition, he
calls the woman who suggests cutting the child “mad.” This approach is
echoed in a Tosafist commentary on Exod. 2:2:

“And when she saw how good he was . . .”52 It should not be understood that she
hid him [in the basket] because she saw that he was good and beautiful. Because
all women who give birth to sons/children53 show compassion for their children,
whether beautiful or ugly, we should explain in this manner: “And God saw all
he had made and found it was very good” (Gen. 1:31) . . . in this case because
Moses was born at six months of age, and she looked at him when he was born [to
see] whether he was a stillborn [in which case] she wouldn’t trouble to save him.
[But] she saw he was good and beautiful, and his hair and nails were formed, and
she knew he could live.54

This understanding, that women show “natural” compassion for their chil-
dren, comes up in a discussion of breast-feeding as well. R. Jacob Mulin dis-
cusses the case of a woman who gave birth to a child out of wedlock and her
obligation to nurse the child. He explains that the sages obligated this woman
legally to nurse her child so as to protect the child but that “most women have
compassion for their children and nurse them.”55 As we have already demon-
strated, although they held a basic belief that most women would choose to
nurse their offspring, medieval Jewish authorities made provisions to ensure in-
fants’ well-being.

This attitude—asserting, on the one hand, that women possessed an in-
stinctive compassion for their children, while attempting to assure children’s
welfare by law—is not unique to the medieval Jewish sources, or to medieval
society. The sources in Christian Europe that support each side of this issue
have been thoroughly explored by scholars who have argued for and against
theories proposed by Philippe Ariès.56 The next sections of this chapter will
examine some of the issues raised by Ariès’s followers and his opponents, such
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as expressions of sorrow concerning the death of children, infanticide, and
abandonment, within the still unexplored context of the medieval Jewish
world.

Death and Mourning

Attitudes toward death and mourning customs for children have been investi-
gated by scholars in an effort to discern the attitudes of parents regarding in-
fant death in the Middle Ages, and the strength of parental attachment to their
children. While Ariès and his followers argued that in the Middle Ages, par-
ents did not mourn the loss of their children, others have worked intensively
to demonstrate parents’ grief at such deaths. The Jewish sources, like the con-
temporary Christian ones, show that death was greeted with sorrow. Within
Jewish sources, however, we find many exceptional instances, in which the sor-
row and grief is not as straightforward. As we investigate this topic in the Jew-
ish sources, a number of gender distinctions concerning the death of children
as well as medieval attitudes toward death will be examined.

Both medieval Jewish and Christian sources warn parents, and especially
mothers, not to mourn the death of their children excessively and inappropri-
ately. Medieval Jewish commentators, like their Christian counterparts, dis-
cuss the importance of accepting God’s judgment and the death of their chil-
dren and not wallowing in grief. A story from BT Mo’ed Katan was often cited
as a model:

R. Judah said as citing Rav, Whoever indulges in grief to excess over his dead will
weep for another. There was a certain woman that lived in the neighborhood of R.
Huna; she had seven sons, one of whom died, and she wept for him rather exces-
sively. R. Huna sent [word] to her, “Act not thus.” She heeded him not [and] he
said to her: “If you heed my word, it is well, but if not, are you anxious to make pro-
vision [shrouds] for yet another?” He [the next son] died, and they all died. In the
end, he said to her, “Are you fumbling with provision for yourself?” And she died.57

This story of the mother and her seven sons is found in a number of varia-
tions.58 One, that of the mother and her seven sons who were killed as martyrs
during the Maccabean era, will be discussed in the final section of this chap-
ter. Other versions, such as that attributed to Sefer H· asidim explained that the
woman mentioned in this story sinned when her first son died by refusing to
recognize God’s judgment and will. Her refusal led to the eventual death of all
her sons.59

The death of children is also explained as the result of other sins committed
by parents. For instance, Sefer H· asidim discusses those who sin by lamenting
the death of their children excessively, while failing to mourn the death of a
righteous leader (Z· addik) sufficiently. The author of Sefer H· asidim links the re-
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sponse to the death of the Z· addik to the death of children, explaining that the
grief parents feel after the death of their children helps such people atone for
their sins, including that of their improper response to the Z· addik’s death.60

The claim that children’s deaths are a consequence of the parents’ sins is a
common one in medieval literature. For example, R. Eleazar b. Judah of
Worms explains that his loved ones died because of his sins after the death of
his wife and daughters.61

The anguish and sorrow felt by parents upon the death of their children is
said to atone for their sins.62 For example:

There are people of whom it is decreed that their children will die without suc-
cessors, and they [the children] die at ten years of age and older. And why did they
not die young, at age one, so that he [the parent/father] would not be so sad? Be-
cause it is known to the Creator of the world at what hour a person will experi-
ence great sorrow and be condemned to die, and the son dies so that the father or
the mother will live. This is why the child lived until age ten, so that the father
will be deeply sorrowful, and he will be atoned for [by the sorrow] and live.63

In this case the child dies for his parent’s sin, and his death is not only a pun-
ishment, but also an atonement.64

Another passage in Sefer H· asidim describes the great sorrow felt by parents
upon the death of their children and the atoning power of that sorrow:

The students were sitting in front of their rabbi. One said: “May it be [God’s will]
that my wife will conceive, if the infant is born alive; if not, may she not conceive.”
His friend said: “May my wife conceive.” His friend [the first speaker] said: “And if
it [the baby] dies, it would be better if it were never born, for it says: ‘Do not delude
your maidservant’ (2 Kings 4:16) and ‘Don’t mislead me’ (4:28). And when the baby
is born I will pray that it will live.” The wise man said: “There are infants, boys or
girls, that redeem their father or mother from death or troubles as it says: ‘Jacob who
redeemed Abraham’ (Isa. 29:22).65 Some are ordained to death or sorrow for the fa-
ther’s or the mother’s sake; the child dies and the father or mother are sad, and this
sorrow redeems him, for ‘from all sorrow there is some gain’ (Prov. 14:23).66

Nevertheless, this grief was supposed to remain within bounds. There were
times when mourning was not appropriate. For example, parents were in-
structed to not be too sad about their children’s death on the High Holidays,
days that were considered days of judgment:

On the Judgment Day, those who are worthy and equal stand together. And the
father should not be sad that his son is not with him, because the joy of the Gar-
den of Eden and the joy of basking in the light of the Divine Presence [Shekhina]
remove all sorrow and grief.67

In short, the medieval sources criticize parents who mourn the death of their
children too much; yet they acknowledge that such mourning is not unusual
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and show understanding for their feelings. This is illustrated in Sefer H· asidim,
where parents of young children are instructed not to actively display affection
to their children in front of friends whose children have died.68 This sensitiv-
ity shows the great awareness of death and its sorrows in medieval society. Most
of the sources emphasize the limits society set on this sorrow, suggesting that
overcoming the grief was the greatest difficulty faced by parents. An additional
story in Sefer H· asidim illustrates this:

Once there was a scholar who had a son who was a young man.69 And his father
taught him Torah, and the son died childless, and the father cried out in his sor-
row: “Joseph, my son, come and study.” And when it was time to eat, he cried: “
Joseph, my son, come and eat.” Once the father woke up early to study and he
cried: “Joseph, my son, come and study,” as he used to call him when he was
alive, and a phantom in the image of his son came and stood next to him. Im-
mediately, he understood that it was not his son but a phantom. He spit on him
and said: “Go, go, impure one from here and run away.” The phantom fled.
Therefore one should not indulge in sorrow too much; rather, one should mourn
as is customary.70

In another story a woman whose son died went insane after his death, and her
sanity was restored by music for “one sings songs to a sorrowful soul” (Prov.
25:20).71

Contemporary Christian authors also discuss the sorrow parents felt and the
mourning process they went through after the death of a child. They too scold
parents for devoting too much attention to mourning for their children, while
neglecting God and proper worship. For example, the thirteenth-century Do-
minican Thomas Cantimpratanus said that his grandmother had lost her el-
dest son and refused to be comforted until her son appeared to her in a dream.
She saw him walking behind a joyful group of boys, and asked him why he
walked alone and not in their company. Her son replied that he carried a jug
with all of her tears and that the burden of that weight caused him to lag be-
hind. The son instructed her to shed tears for God and to pour her heart out
for the Holy Eucharist or in charity. Other similar examples can be found in
Christian writings, describing parents who were immobilized with grief, until
a local patron or saint came to their aid.72

These examples demonstrate the grief and sorrow felt after children’s death,
as well as the attempt made by scholars and advisors to turn the feelings of sor-
row into productive ways of worshiping God. In these sources, it is hard to find
any evidence of parents who treat the death of their children unemotionally
and accept such deaths passively. The sources also document equal conster-
nation over the death of girls and boys, and a number of texts specifically men-
tion parents mourning the death of a son or a daughter. In addition, we have
seen no distinction between the grief of mothers and that of fathers over the
death of their children. Many of the sources examined above discussed the
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penances parents took upon themselves when their children died. These
penances consisted mainly of fasting, and both mothers and fathers took fasts
upon themselves. Such fasting was common practice and is mentioned in
many sources, among them, the writings of H· asidei Ashkenaz. People fasted
for a variety of reasons, often doing so on Mondays and Thursdays over a set
period of time. In the context of family relationships, the sources mention fast-
ing when children were ill or in danger or after the death of a child as a means
of atonement.

There are, however, some distinctions in the discussions of grief over the
death of children. The main distinction is related to the age of the deceased
child. A number of sources suggest that parents, and especially fathers, mourn
their elder children (those seven, eight, or even older) more than they mourn
their infants and toddlers. For example, in the story quoted above in which the
father continued to search for his dead son and attempted to call him back to
the world of the living, the son was of marriageable age.73

The distinction between the grief felt at the death of an infant, as opposed
to that felt for an older child, is not restricted to medieval times; it is also evi-
dent in ancient discussions of burial practices. Children who died as newborns,
before they reached the age of thirty days were buried in private, while those
who died after thirty days were buried in a more public ritual.74 Massekhet
Smah· ot also distinguishes between funerary procedures for children accord-
ing to their ages.75 The medieval sources, however, contain few discussions of
these procedures and distinctions. In addition, Massekhet Smah· ot’s distinc-
tions revolve around the ages of five and seven,76 the age at which boys joined
the adult male world and began their schooling. These distinctions are rein-
forced and echoed in the medieval sources.

The differences between parental grief for the death of younger and older chil-
dren correspond, to a certain extent, to the gender differentiations between the
“natural” love of mothers and the more spiritual love of fathers. Just as the father’s
spiritual love was more valued, so too, an older child, who can be educated and
is thus, a worthy recipient of spiritual love, is more valued. The passage quoted
above, from R. Judah the H· asid’s Sefer Gematriyot, conveys this idea:

There are people of whom it is decreed that their children will die without suc-
cessors, and they [the children] die at ten years of age and older. And why did they
not die young, at age one, so that he [the parent] would not be so sad? Because it
is known to the Creator of the world at what hour a person will experience great
sorrow and be condemned to die, and the son dies so that the father or the mother
will live. This is why the child lived until age ten, so that the father will be deeply
sorrowful, and he will be atoned for [by the sorrow] and live.77

This source clearly describes the difference in reactions to the death of an in-
fant and to that of a ten-year-old and emphasizes the greater investment fathers
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have in the older children. It also distinguishes between fathers’ and mothers’
responses to the death of their children.78

The Dark Side of Child Care:

Abandonment and Infanticide

The issues discussed above—parental love and responses to children’s deaths—
were, as described in the introduction, the impetus for rich scholarly discus-
sions on the darker side of medieval life, spurring investigation into a variety of
topics, such as infanticide and abandonment. The proponents of this research
were of two opposing viewpoints: While some wished to prove that medieval
parents neglected and abandoned their children, others sought to prove the op-
posite.79 Some Jewish scholars have argued that, whereas Christian parents did
not love their children, Jewish parents did.80 In the earlier parts of this chap-
ter, I have argued that, in medieval Ashkenaz, Jews and Christians had similar
values and understandings of human nature and of parent-child relationships.
These similarities stem from a shared culture and from shared material and
physical surroundings.

In this section, I will discuss several other aspects of medieval Christian so-
ciety that were examined as part of the debate over Ariès’s thesis. We have al-
ready seen that the medieval world recognized two different types of parental
love: “natural” love, characteristic of mothers, and paternal love, which was
supposed to be of a higher quality and of greater importance. This distinction
highlights the competing values within medieval society, without which we
cannot make sense of medieval life. This distinction can also help explain
many of the issues that were often summoned as proofs that medieval parents
did not value their children’s lives. One such issue is the employment of wet
nurses, which, some scholars argued, was, in and of itself, an indication of a
lack of concern on the part of parents, and especially, mothers, since children
fed by wet nurses died far more frequently. We have already seen that on this
issue Jews were not much different from their neighbors, and that urban Jews,
like urban Christians, employed wet nurses. Although Jewish sources voiced
some concern over wet-nursing practices, these concerns were restricted to the
employment of non-Jewish women, and, as we saw, even those concerns were
not major ones.

Another issue that arose in Jewish sources is remarriage. The authorities
were concerned that the new spouse might compete with the parents’, and
especially the mothers’, affection and nurture. This is another issue in which
cross-cultural comparison should help further our understandings of me-
dieval family life, especially in light of different approaches to marriage and
divorce. To this topic, we must add infanticide and abandonment of children,
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both of which have been studied extensively in the context of medieval Chris-
tian urban life. These issues will be examined in the following pages.

Remarriage

As we saw in the previous chapter, the suspicion of infanticide on the part of
the mother was raised as a consideration in the talmudic discussions on the re-
marriage of women during the twenty-four-month nursing period. The Pales-
tinian Talmud cited this suspicion as the reason for forbidding remarriage,
whereas the Babylonian Talmud rejected this suggestion, although they both
arrived at the same legal ruling. The medieval commentators mention both
traditions, often raising this consideration before summarily dismissing it.

In the nonlegal sources, we find that infanticide is viewed as a possible and
in some cases probable option practiced by some women seeking to remarry.
Sefer H· asidim relates:

A woman wanted to take a husband. The man said: “Because she has so many
children, I do not want to marry her.” She took the hands of her children and put
them on the hands of those who had died, and they [the dead children] called
after them [the live children] and they died.81

This story recounts a fascinating technique of causing death and provides in-
sight into the medieval understanding of the relationship between the living
and the dead. In this case, touching dead children’s skin caused the dead chil-
dren’s souls to call the living children’s souls and resulted in their eventual
death. More interesting, however, for our discussion is the strong desire attrib-
uted to the woman. She wants to remarry so badly that she is willing to kill her
children. This woman was probably not alone, since, as we saw in a case men-
tioned in the previous chapter, the widow from Krakow was also willing to go
to great lengths in order to remarry (although her actions were not similar to
the woman in this story from Sefer H· asidim). In addition, R. Tam’s strict atti-
tude, preventing widows and divorcees from remarrying during the nursing pe-
riod, as well as the reinforcement of his opinion, indicate that the social norm
was for these women to remarry quickly.

This phenomenon of quick remarriage, alluded to in the Jewish texts, is dis-
cussed in contemporary Christian sources as well. In the Christian case, re-
marriage shortly after the death of a spouse was not forbidden by law. In most
places, however, local custom was to wait at least a year before remarrying.
During this year, the widow could often find herself in a very difficult finan-
cial situation, if she was not a wealthy woman. In Christian society, the rights
of wives to their husband’s property after his death varied from place to place
according to local laws and customs. In some places, women were allowed to
take only their jewelry, personal possessions, and a small part of the husband’s
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estate and were not allowed to remain in the family house. In other places, they
had more rights. The specific economic and social circumstances surely influ-
enced the decisions made by widows regarding remarriage.82

In Christian society, young widows who decided to remarry sometimes had
to make difficult decisions. In certain cases, the deceased husband’s family
would refuse to give them any part of the deceased husband’s estate and even
take custody of any children from the previous marriage. Hence, many wid-
ows were in a no-win situation. If they were not wealthy enough to survive on
their own, remarriage was a necessary choice. However, in some cases, the
price of remarriage was the relinquishing of their children. Furthermore, in
the case of young widows, society was often uncomfortable with these young
unmarried women, as they feared that they would tempt other men and en-
danger the morals of society.83 Even in cases in which these women returned
to their father’s homes after becoming widows, their families often urged them
to remarry as quickly as possible, so as not to burden their families.84

Comparing the social circumstances of Christian society with the neigh-
boring Jewish society is a complicated matter. First of all, we can assume there
were proportionately more women who could potentially remarry in Jewish so-
ciety than in Christian society: Mortality of spouses was probably similar in
both societies, but the option of divorce, which existed in Jewish society, did
not exist in Christian law. Second, no one has thoroughly investigated widow-
hood in medieval Ashkenaz. Cheryl Tallan, who has written a number of arti-
cles on the topic, has emphasized the advantages enjoyed by wealthy widows,
but little work has focused on the less fortunate.85 Jewish widows were sup-
ported by their husband’s estate and lived in their husband’s house until they
decided to remarry. Alternatively, a widow could demand her ketubbah and
terminate her financial connection to her deceased husband’s family. There
were, however, often complications in these procedures. Many responsa indi-
cate that widows often had to contend with financial claims made by their de-
ceased husband’s family and his children.86 Furthermore, the sources rarely
enable us to distinguish between younger and older widows and between the
pressures to remarry on women in either category. Based on the sources and
the surrounding European culture, one can assume that Jewish widows, espe-
cially young ones, felt a need to remarry fairly quickly. The discussions of how
quickly widows and divorcées could become engaged or get married after the
dissolution of their previous marriage testify to this.87

In the case of remarriage, we can see that despite the belief in the “natural
love” of mothers for their children, under certain conditions, this love was not
trusted as sufficient. If mothers were suspected of not cherishing their children
when they were desperate to remarry, stepmothers were often portrayed as an
outright danger to their stepchildren. Sefer H· asidim portrays good stepmothers
as exceptions to the rule:

PARENTS AND CHILDREN 171



One man’s wife died and he had children from her, and he married another
woman and had children with her. And his second wife was good to the children
of the first wife. And she [the second wife] died, and they wanted to give him an-
other wife and money and he refused. They said to him: “Why don’t you take a
wife?” He said: “She is cruel and will be wicked to the children of my second wife,
who was kind to the first wife’s children, and I will not be ungrateful.”88

The treatment of this subject displays clear-cut gender distinctions. Although,
as we saw in the first part of the chapter, fathers also were understood as “nat-
urally” feeling compassion for their children, there was no expectation what-
soever that stepfathers would be considerate of already existing stepchildren,
and there are hardly any discussions of stepfathers’ attitudes toward their wives’
children.

Abandonment

The abandonment of infants in medieval Europe, a topic mentioned fairly
often in the sources of the period, has been the subject of many modern stud-
ies as well. Expositio was a crime for which parents, and especially mothers,
were blamed—the commonly portrayed situation being that of a woman who
left her child on the church steps or at the entrance to the local monastery.
Some modern scholars have argued that such acts were an almost certain death
verdict for the abandoned children, since their chances of finding someone to
care for them were minimal. Others, first and foremost, John Boswell, have ar-
gued that the “kindness of strangers” often saved these children’s lives.89 The
phenomenon of abandonment is more heavily documented from the thir-
teenth century on, although there is evidence of the practice from ancient
times. According to one legend, after frequently witnessing infants cast into the
Tiber River by their mothers, Innocent III (1160–1216) established a home
for foundlings. During the course of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries,
many foundling homes were established.90 It is impossible to determine
whether the practice of abandoning infants became more widespread or if the
relative wealth of sources creates the impression of a new social concern.
While some have claimed that the practice stemmed from the cruelty of par-
ents, others have argued that children were abandoned only by those whose
economic and social circumstances—extreme poverty, mothers of children
born out of wedlock—did not permit them to keep them. Furthermore, the
children were left in places where they believed that their child’s chance of
survival was greatest.91

Turning to Jewish society, we find few cases of abandonment in medieval
Jewish society. The Talmud does include two categories of foundlings—asufi
and shetuki. Both terms refer to children found in the marketplace. The dis-
tinction between them is that an asufi is found in the marketplace and taken
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in (la’asof—to gather), and the identity of his/her parents is unknown. In the
case of a shetuki (from the verb lishtok—to be silent), the identity of his/her
mother is known, but not that of the father. These children are mentioned in
the context of forbidden marriages, since when these abandoned children grow
up and wish to marry, their parentage is not known and certain legal problems
come up.92 There are few references to these categories in medieval literature,
and, on the whole, these mainly repeat what was already said in the Talmud.
For example, R. Jacob H· azan of London, who discussed the case of foundlings
at length, summarizes Maimonides’ resumé of the Talmud, without adding
anything new to the discussion.93

Biblical interpretations of Exod. 2:6 demonstrate the medieval Jewish aware-
ness of abandonment practices. The verse reads: “When she opened it, she saw
that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity on it and said: ‘This must be a
Hebrew child.’” A number of commentators explain that Pharaoh’s daughter
understood that Moses was not a foundling when she discovered his basket on
the banks of the Nile. This explanation was based on the repetition in the verse
“she saw that it was a child, a boy crying.” According to R. Samuel b. Meir
(Rashbam), when she opened the basket she expected to see a child, as found-
lings were often abandoned in this way. When she saw, however, that Moses
was a boy and circumcised no less, she understood that he was a Jewish child
and not a foundling. On the other hand, had she been a girl, one could have
assumed she was a foundling.94 R. Judah H· asid explains the repetition in the
verse to mean that not only was Moses by the Nile, but his brother Aaron was
there too. Pharaoh’s daughter saw the child in the basket and then she saw a
boy crying; these were two different children—Moses and Aaron. According
to R. Judah, she understood that Moses was not a foundling because he was ac-
companied by his brother.95

These interpretations show an awareness of the phenomenon of foundlings,
as well as an inherent belief that Jewish children were not foundlings. I have
found, however, one reference to the abandonment of a baby. An unpublished
responsa from the collection of R. Meir b. Barukh’s responsa reads as follows:
“It happened that there was a baby abandoned in the street, and a rumor cir-
culated about a single woman who had given birth to him, and it was an in-
cessant rumor, and she became betrothed to a cohen [a person of priestly de-
scent].”96 According to this short report, there were rumors that a certain
unmarried woman had given birth to a child and abandoned him. Unfortu-
nately for us, the supplicant is more interested in determining the status of her
subsequent marriage than in providing details about the abandonment of the
child. Hence, we have no further details about the child’s abandonment and
we do not know what happened to the infant. In fact, had the woman not been
subsequently betrothed to a cohen, we would have probably never heard about
the matter.

This case certainly refutes any claims that Jews could not or would not

PARENTS AND CHILDREN 173



abandon children for reasons of moral superiority. While I would agree that
cases of abandonment were few and far between within the Jewish commu-
nity, they were by no means unheard of.97 In addition, this woman, who pur-
portedly abandoned her baby, was, like many of the Christian women ac-
cused of the same crime, a single mother. Abandonment cases were probably
fewer among Jews than among Christians for two reasons: First, the Jewish
communities in Ashkenaz were small and tight-knit—hiding a pregnancy in
such a community was probably very difficult, and abandoning a baby after
attempting to hide a pregnancy—even harder. As the case above demon-
strates, there were incessant rumors about the identity of the mother of the
abandoned baby. A second reason Jewish mothers, even in dire circum-
stances, would have been more hesitant to abandon their infants than Chris-
tian women, is that Jews were a minority culture. According to Jewish law,
an abandoned baby found in a Christian city was by definition not a Jew. Fur-
thermore, if this infant were taken in by passersby, they could just as well be
Christians as Jews. In other words, abandoning an infant probably meant
abandoning him to Christianity.98

Infanticide

Boswell and others have indicated that abandonment on the church steps or
in the marketplace was only one of the ways for parents to rid themselves of
unwanted offspring. In addition, some infants were killed immediately after
birth, often by their mothers and the women who attended her. Some of these
children were born with handicaps and peculiarities and were killed out of
dread of such physical impairments.99 Sefer H· asidim discusses a case in which
an infant was born with “teeth and a tail.” Some people recommended that the
infant be killed immediately, but eventually, following the advice of the sage,
they cut off the teeth and the tail and allowed the child to live.100 In this case,
it was not the mother who wanted to kill her child but “some people.” This fear
of deformed infants, a fear that exists in modern times as well, does not illus-
trate medieval cruelty so much as the fear of deformity. In medieval times, mal-
formed children were often considered bewitched or changelings, causing par-
ents to fear them and at times even to expose or kill them.101

Despite this fear, and the fact that many of these infants died for natural and
unnatural reasons, medieval Christian sources manifest the tremendous devo-
tion of some mothers to their deformed children. They searched for remedies
and went on pilgrimages to holy sites, praying for miracle cures.102 Perhaps the
case mentioned in Sefer H· asidim, in which the sage is asked for his advice, is
a Jewish parallel to the quest for miraculous cures.

Other children killed at birth were those born to unwed mothers or the fruit
of an adulterous relationship.103 Two such cases are reported in Sefer H· asidim:
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In one city, there was a single woman who fornicated and became pregnant, and
when she gave birth, her [female] relatives advised her to kill the child and she
did so. And He who is Blessed delivered them into the hands of evil people and
they [the evil people] took their money and tortured them until they fled the
city.104

And:

A woman became pregnant as a result of fornication, and she questioned another
as to what to drink to abort her fetus. And one person [male] wanted to teach her,
but they said to him: “Don’t sin by assisting her to abort the infant.” He responded:
“She is better off aborting before the infant is born than killing it after it is born.”
They responded: “It is preferable that she sin without your help. Moreover, per-
haps the child will rescued from her or she will die and the child will live.”105

In the first case, the mother is a single woman and those supporting her at birth
recommend killing the infant, the evidence of her illicit affair. In the second
case, it is not clear if the woman is married or not. She turns to a woman who
must have been known to provide assistance to women who wished to abort,
and she somehow is referred to a man who can give her advice. The story raises
some interesting issues. First, there is a surprising lack of secrecy surrounding
the case, but perhaps this can be accounted for by the didactic genre of the
book and the lesson the author wants to teach his readers. A second and more
important point is that the man who had intended to advise her on the abor-
tion is certain that if she does not abort the baby at this stage, she will kill it im-
mediately after birth.

The same idea appears in a different story told by Caesarius of Heisterbach
concerning a motif that appears throughout the centuries in anti-Jewish litera-
ture. Caesarius tells of a Jewish maiden who had an affair with a Christian priest
and discovered she was pregnant. The girl feared that her father would kill her
if he found out about the affair and the pregnancy, and together the young cou-
ple convinced her parents that she was about to give birth to the Messiah. When
the infant was born and turned out to be a girl, one of the members of the Jew-
ish community killed the baby.106 Although I have not found other sources that
distinctly mention killing unwanted infants, the circumstances mentioned
here as those leading to infanticide—unknown or illegitimate paternity—ac-
cord with those outlined in contemporary Christian sources.

I would suggest that, in general, insofar as they were concerned with pre-
marital and extramarital sexual relations and the handling of the unwanted re-
sults of such relations, Jews strongly resembled their Gentile neighbors.107 We
know that Jewish sources refer to the obligation of midwives to testify about the
infant’s parentage. The assumption was that if the infant was illegitimate, the
parturient would disclose the father’s name during labor.108 The sources also
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discuss extramarital affairs, which were not uncommon, especially when hus-
bands were traveling.109 A quote from Sefer H· asidim summarizes the situation:

Those scouting out the land to find a place to live should pay attention to the pop-
ulation in each city. What are the ways of the gentiles? For if they practice licen-
tiousness, know that if Jews come to live in that city, their sons and daughters will
also behave just as those gentiles do. For in each and every city the customs of the
gentiles are, in most cases, those of the Jews who dwell with them.110

Crib Death

Another topic studied in the context of parental and especially maternal neglect
is that of infants found lifeless in their parents’ bed. In some of these cases, the
deaths were probably crib death (SIDS).111 Some scholars, however, have seen
this as evidence of a method of infanticide—overlying, and have argued that
these children (many of them girls) died because of neglect, indicating a lack of
emotional attachment to children. This accusation of modern scholars echoes,
at least to a certain extent, medieval attitudes toward parents who found their
children dead in their beds. Canon law treated such cases as instances of mur-
der, although the penalties and penances in such cases were relatively lenient.112

Jewish law, like canon law, treated these cases as a sin that required pen-
ance.113 A number of medieval penances discuss overlaying:

I found an answer about a woman who found her child dead in her bed. If she is
not pregnant and is not nursing, and is also healthy, let her do penance for a year,
but only if her husband wishes that she do so. And if she is young and is not used
to fasting, let them [the woman and her husband] fast Mondays and Thursdays
until they complete a year of fasting. And it is good if, to the greatest extent possi-
ble, they do not lay the children down in their beds, unless they see a need.114

Another response on the same topic is attributed to R. Meir b. Barukh:

Maharam was asked about a woman who lay on her son and killed him, what her
penance should be. And R. Meir instructed her to fast for a full year: not to eat
meat or drink wine except for on the Sabbath and the holidays and New Moons,
and H· anuka and Purim, when she should eat meat and drink wine. And in com-
pensation for those holidays and new moons and H· anuka and Purim, on which
she does not fast, she should fast on other days instead, until she has completed
365 days of fasting. And subsequently, she should fast every week—on Mondays
and Thursdays, according to her strength. And she should eat meat and drink
wine. Throughout all of her pregnancy and her days of nursing, she should not
fast, and she should be careful not to let her son rest [in the same bed] with her.115

This response was well known in subsequent generations as well.116 The
legal authorities refer not only to the penance but also to the need to educate
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parents to lay their children down to sleep in cradles and not in their beds.117

It is clear from the penances mentioned above, that the authors realize that at
certain times, the children must be in their mother’s bed. They encourage the
mothers, however, to place the child back in his/her own bed after nursing.118

While none of these penances voice the assumption that the child was over-
laid on purpose, they all seem to assume that it is the mother, rather than her
husband, who might be with the child in the same bed and who is responsible
for the overlying.

Based on these penances from the thirteenth century, Urbach argued that
the problem of overlaying arose in Ashkenaz at the end of the thirteenth cen-
tury. He suggested that the reason was a deterioration in Jewish living quarters
at this time. There is little evidence, however, that such a change took place
at the end of the thirteenth century. Moreover, as Urbach himself noted, Chris-
tian penitential manuals discuss this problem from the sixth century onward.
The Christian penance was to fast for a year, during which the penitent should
eat only bread and drink only water and refrain from eating meat and drinking
wine for two more years.119 It is unlikely that Jews and Christians whose ma-
terial surroundings were similar would have different overlying rates.

The Jewish sources that discuss overlying do not mention any details related
to the physical surroundings of the home. In contrast, Christian sources are
willing to condone overlying in poor homes much more readily than in afflu-
ent ones, although the punishment is still sometimes very harsh.120 As Peter
Abelard remarked:

For look, some poverty-stricken woman has a little baby at the breast and doesn’t
have enough clothes to be able to meet the needs both of the little one in the crib
and of herself. So, moved by pity for the little baby, she puts him by her side to
warm him with her own rags. In the end, overwhelmed in her own feebleness by
the force of nature, she is driven to smother the one she embraces with the great-
est love. Augustine says: “Have charity and do whatever you want.” Yet when she
comes to the bishop for atonement, a heavy penalty is exacted from her, not for a
fault she committed, but to make her or other women more careful about antici-
pating such dangers.121

Jewish sources do not distinguish between incidents of overlying in poor and
in more affluent homes. It thus seems problematic to assume that a change in
physical conditions in the thirteenth century gave rise to these penances. It
seems more likely that as penances became more and more integral to main-
stream Judaism, these penances became accepted for cases of overlying.

These different instances of children’s deaths reveal the problems in gener-
alizing about child care in the past. Within Jewish society, as within Christian
society, there were instances of neglect and abuse due to individual nature or,
more often, extenuating circumstances such as poverty and single mother-
hood. An examination of these cases of neglect, however, along with the norms
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outlined in the first part of the chapter reveals the value system of medieval
Jews. We will examine one additional and rather extraordinary facet of this
question—the killing of children during times of persecution in sanctification
of the name of God.

A Different Mode of Abandonment

We have witnessed the competing interests that could obstruct parental love
and devotion and at times endanger children. Because women gave birth and
because care of young children was the mothers’ responsibility, many of the
instances discussed above had to do with neglect or lack of care on the moth-
ers’ part. These competing interests may be illuminated by examining another,
very different category of actions.

Some scholars who have discussed maternal “cruelty” in medieval Christian
society have not limited their study to infanticide practices, but also to the cases
of mothers who wished to enter convents and abandoned their children, either
to relatives or elsewhere. Some suggested that this willingness to leave children
so the mothers could enter a holier way of life was additional proof that me-
dieval parents did not care for their children.122 In two studies on women and
motherhood written during the last decade, Clarissa Atkinson and Barbara
Newman have suggested a different way of looking at such cases. They have
argued that mothers who left their children in order to enter a convent, or even
expressed joy at the death of their children, did not do so out of cruelty. Rather,
they saw their sacrifice as a way of advancing their spirituality. Martyrs such as
St. Felicitas and St. Perpetua, who preferred martyrdom even when they were
forced to abandon their nursing infants, served as role models and sources of
encouragement. Three additional figures that were popular in medieval Ger-
many were St. Julita, St. Felicitas, and St. Symphorosa (fig. 9). They are almost
mythological figures, each of whom was killed with a number of infants.123

Biblical models were also called upon in this context. The Virgin Mary, who
sacrificed her son, was one, as were biblical stories such as the sacrifice of Isaac,
the dedication of Samuel to the Temple, and the story of Jepthe’s daughter.124

According to Newman and Atkinson, these role models enabled medieval
women to express their grief over parting from their children, while arguing
that they had sacrificed their most precious possessions—their children—to
serve the Lord.125 According to Newman’s interpretation, Chaucer’s Griselda
serves as an example of such behavior and response. Griselda, who was told of
the death of her children, responded without tears and with meekness. How-
ever, when she discovered that her children were alive, she wept like a
mother.126 Newman interprets her weeping “like a mother” as a description of
expected motherly behavior, in contrast to her previous behavior that ex-
pressed, not cruelty, but her devotion to her husband and to God. In this light,
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we may consider those women who left their children in order to enter a con-
vent as making a difficult choice in order to further their spirituality, rather than
women whose maternal instincts and compassion were impaired.127

In Jewish society there was no equivalent to monastic life, and a spiritual life
lived outside of the framework of the family was not a viable option for either
women or men. As such, this case of Christian parental behavior has no clear
parallel. Nevertheless, the study of women who chose monastic life can pro-
vide us with a better understanding of medieval Jewish society. The Jewish
practice of sanctifying the name of God (Kiddush haShem), which included
the killing of children in order to prevent their baptism, serves as a compara-
tive case study. This practice became part of the Ashkenazic tradition in wake
of the First Crusade, when a number of communities chose death over bap-
tism. The chronicles that report these events, which were all written well after
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the Crusade, go to great lengths to describe the parents, and especially the
mothers, who chose to take their children’s lives rather than allow them to be
captured by the Crusaders.128

Although I do not argue that the abandonment of a child in order to enter
a convent and the killing of a child can be equated, Jews and Christians used
the same models to justify their behavior. Jews during the First Crusade al-
luded to the sacrifice of Isaac as a model for their deeds,129 and there are some
hints at a tradition that extols the killing of the daughter of Jephte as well.130

In addition, the story of the mother and her seven sons was an extremely pop-
ular one in medieval Jewish literature. The narratives of parents, many of them
mothers, who chose to kill their children emphasize the tremendous sacrifice
of the parents who insisted on their children’s death.131 The mother in Sefer
Yossipon, the popular medieval account of the mother and her seven sons, calls
upon what was understood as the essence of motherhood in order to encour-
age her son’s death (figure 9). She says:

My son, forsake all this! For I bore you in my belly for nine months and nursed
you for three years. And after I nursed you . . . I sustained you with food until this
very day and taught you the fear of the Lord. And now, my son, look up to the
heavens and see the earth and the sea with your brothers. . . . Go, my son, and
cleave onto your brothers, and may you enjoy the lot of their glory. And I shall
come with you there and rejoice with you as on your wedding day and partake of
the rewards of your righteousness with you.132

The medieval text introduces certain elements not present in the narrative in
2 and 4 Maccabees. In 2 Maccabees, the mother speaks “in the spirit of a man”
and “in the language of the fathers.” She claims that she “does not know how
they entered her womb” and emphasizes her pregnancy, but these details em-
phasize her reversal of roles in this scene in which she acts with ‘man-like
courage.’ ”133 In 4 Maccabees, the narrator emphasizes that were the mother
to act like a mother, “if the woman had been weak in spirit—being, as she was,
a mother—she would have complained and lamented ‘in vain my sons did I
endure those many travails for you.’”134 In the medieval text, she claims her
rights as a mother who bore the children in pain, fed them and nursed them,
and with this power commands them to die rather than save themselves.

The shared models—both the biblical stories and the figure of the mother
and her seven sons—were central to Christian and Jewish traditions in the
Middle Ages. The expectation that women would devote themselves to their
children is what made their decision to devote themselves to God and as a re-
sult sacrifice their children whether by abandonment or death all the more
admirable.135

In light of this, one can see the choices made by Christian and Jewish par-
ents as reflecting similar value systems, although those values were part of two
traditions that were often in conflict.136 Devotion to God was expressed by giv-
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ing up an aspect of life that was particularly dear. An examination of the Jew-
ish sources does not strengthen the claim that Jews, unlike Christians, valued
their children’s lives. Rather, it demonstrates that medieval Jews and Christians
shared the same world.137

Jews who faced the choice of baptism or death preferred death for them-
selves and for their children. The idea that the death of a child is to be pre-
ferred over his baptism into Christianity appears in other sources as well, even
those not dealing with times of duress, such as attacks on the community. R.
Tam decrees that one should not mourn the death of a Jewish child who con-
verted to Christianity. He discusses what one should do if such a child dies.
When converted adult Jews died, they were not mourned by their families. The
question concerns whether converted children should be mourned, as they did
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not consent to their conversions. Some felt that they should be mourned as if
they were still part of the community. Although R. Tam disagreed,138 the ques-
tion in and of itself is evidence of the tremendous dilemma around this issue.

The Crusade chronicles also provide ample evidence for the dilemmas
faced by parents forced to choose between their children’s physical and spir-
itual welfare. This is evident in both the words attributed to parents who chose
to kill their children and the words of those who did not. The narrative con-
trasts the parents’ instinctive behavior toward their children with their actions,
both when describing their actions and in the choice of biblical imagery.
Thus, the women are called merciful and loving mothers, even as they choose
to kill their own children. In addition, those parents who chose not to sacri-
fice their children do not receive the same attention. Entire communities, as
in the cases of Metz and Regensburg, made this choice, and, as R. Solomon
b. Samson explains, they did as the Crusaders instructed them in order to save
their children.139

The case of R. Isaac b. David (of Mainz) who converted and then returned
to the community demonstrates that the children were a central concern. He
explains his decision to convert by stating: “I listened to the enemies only in
order to save my children from these evil people.”140 When he decides to re-
turn to the community and be killed as a Jew together with his children, he
chooses the spiritual over the physical. The story of the mother Marat Rachel
illuminates these ideas as well. Marat Rachel, the wife of R. Judah and the
daughter of R. Isaac b. Asher, kills her four children rather than allowing them
to fall into the hands of Christians. She tells her friends:

I have four children. On them as well have no mercy, lest these uncircumcised
come and seize them and they remain in their erroneous faith. With them as well
you must sanctify the Holy name.141

After killing three of her four children, she chases after her youngest, Aaron,
vowing not to have mercy on him. Her husband then sees the four dead chil-
dren and kills himself as well.142

In this story, which has been read and reread in recent years, it is Rachel,
the daughter and wife of prominent rabbis, who does not act like a mother. Yet
the narrative is constructed to highlight the difficulty of this ordeal, ending with
the words “Em al banim rutsha”—when mother and babes were dashed to
death together (Hos. 10:14)—that evoke the well-known opposing quotation
“the mother of the children rejoices” (Ps. 113: 9).143

Several other cases are reported in the chronicles, in which mothers express
their painful deliberations on the decision as to whether to allow their hus-
bands to kill their children. Z· ipporah of Worms, who is described, like Sarah
the Matriarch, as having waited years to have a child, begs her husband to kill
her before he kills their child, so that she will not have to witness such hor-
ror.144 Ultimately, maternal pity must give way before spiritual piety. Concern
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for the spiritual welfare of the child was to be favored over concern for his phys-
ical welfare.145

The response of Christian society to this behavior suggests that Christians
saw and understood what these Jews were doing as a double insult to Chris-
tianity. Not only did they refuse to convert to Christianity, but by killing their
children they expressed the ultimate contempt for the Christian religion.
Scholars have described the tremendous anger with which Christians greeted
the Jewish response to the Crusade. While this anger had many facets, the
shared attitude toward children and the affront to this value that Christians per-
ceived in the deeds of the Jews were certainly components of the Christian
response.146

These actions of Jewish parents and especially of mothers were described as
“unnatural” and as contrary to the order of society.147 In Germany and north-
ern France, parenthood was understood in similar cultural terms in Jewish and
Christian society; both societies privileged the spiritual over what was under-
stood as the physical and natural. Looking back at this society from a modern
perspective, we must not judge this preference as evidence of the cruelty or
lack of affection of parents for their children. Rather, attitudes toward children
and childhood should be seen as a reflection of medieval society’s principles
and ideals. The understandings of women and the tasks they were allotted in
child rearing also reflected their place in society and the gender hierarchies of
their communities. Consequently, in order to attain a higher spiritual level,
whether as martyrs or as mulieres spirituales, women were required to abandon
the normative and physical attitudes toward children. This chapter has re-
vealed the shared nature of Jewish and Christian medieval society, and the joint
examination of Jewish and Christian parenting norms demonstrates how the
tensions between the two religious groups were shaped by this shared frame-
work. Jews and Christians used the same symbols and models, and their own
particular and often polemical interpretations derived from a shared heritage
and culture. This shared heritage and value system is expressed even in the ex-
treme and drastic circumstances of martyrdom and Kiddush haShem, in which
the two religions were embattled with each other and at a time when Jews and
Christians were emphasizing the distinction between themselves and their sur-
rounding cultures.
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Conclusions

In these pages, we have followed the lives of children in their early years,
when they were sheltered by parental care. When the boys of medieval Ashke-
naz reached the age of five, six, or seven, they took a step toward independence,
as they began their schooling, accompanied by an elaborate ritual. The path
followed by these boys from this point on is fairly well documented—either
they chose to become scholars, or, in most cases, businessmen. The course pur-
sued by the girls is not as well evidenced. They remained within the home with
their mothers, preparing themselves for their roles as mothers, wives, and fi-
nancial supporters of their future families. In many cases, they too were edu-
cated, although their education was notably different from that of their broth-
ers, focusing on the practical laws of running a household and without the
emphasis on textual knowledge that characterized boys’ education.1 These
modes of education reflected both the values of medieval Jewish society and
the future roles boys and girls were expected to assume.

The issues of parents and children in medieval Jewish society were exam-
ined within the context of the surrounding Christian world as one chapter of
a wider social history of the Jews. By examining daily life alongside the theo-
logical and ideological debates recorded in the texts written by the medieval
rabbis, we come to understand better the roles of women and children within
their families. We may also situate family and community rituals and daily life
within a wider social and cultural context. Despite the limitations of extant me-
dieval Jewish sources, these texts provide significant information and re-
flections of the social reality of the Jewish families and communities as well as
of the Christian society in which they lived. In this way, I have tried to supply
the other side of the coin to the theological issues that have been so central in
research to date.

This study has sought to further our knowledge of medieval Ashkenazic so-
ciety in three ways. On a descriptive level, I have outlined the contours of fam-
ily life and child care within the nuclear family. The nature of the sources and
the information they provide has led me to organize my analysis around the
stages of life and development of the children, rather than attempt to fully de-
scribe the material surroundings of the family. As such, this study is a first step
toward the writing of a fuller history of family life. Secondly, examining the fam-
ily and the ways in which mothers and fathers cared for their children has re-
vealed some of the communal structures and hierarchies that shaped and were
shaped by the family’s every day needs. On a third level, the study illuminates
the manifold social and intellectual relations between Jews and Christians and
the cultural appropriations of practice and belief in medieval Jewish society.



In examining the nuclear family, I have detailed the daily praxis as well as
the division of labor between men and women, fathers and mothers, in me-
dieval Jewish society. While these divisions of labor were sometimes the result
of religious beliefs and their interpretation, we also witnessed how medieval
cultural understandings and concepts shaped common practice in ways differ-
ent than those of previous generations. Many components of medieval family
life remained constant throughout the Middle Ages and were a direct contin-
uation of more ancient practices. This applies to attitudes as well as to expected
behavior of children and their parents. The sources of the period attest both to
concern and care for children, and to the awareness of childhood as a unique
period of life. At the same time, we find different parenting practices that pre-
sent variations of more ancient models, and we find competing medieval atti-
tudes toward parenthood.

Despite the clear continuity of various traditions throughout the Middle
Ages, we can also discern a number of changes in the lives of medieval parents
and children. While at times these changes are small and almost inconse-
quential, in other cases they are more substantial. Together, they present a so-
ciety that altered and reshaped itself over time. Many such examples have been
discussed in the different chapters of his book and I will not repeat them here.
Rather, I will point to number of such changes and link them to some of the
more general conclusions that can be drawn from the evidence. Some of the
variations derive from new social patterns that changed over time. For exam-
ple, in the eleventh century, a divorced woman with a young infant could re-
marry fairly quickly, if she desired to do so. Her counterpart 150 years later
would have faced nearly insurmountable barriers to such a remarriage and
would have been required to wait longer. While it is easy to point to the legal
precedent that instituted this change, I attempted to outline the social cir-
cumstances that were the impetus for the legal decision and the dilemmas such
women faced as single mothers of young children. The relentless battles that
the different rabbis waged against the marriage of women with children under
age two demonstrated how pressing these issues were.

Examining the nuclear family and its daily and ritual life also offered us a
new view of Jewish society and of some of the tensions that existed within it—
both between families and along gender lines. Our ability to hear women’s
voices, voices one has to pry out of the male rabbinic narrative that character-
izes most of the medieval Jewish sources, was greater when examining sites of
tension. When discussing birth, we heard the midwives’ voices mediated by
their “colleagues,” the circumcisers. It was not always possible to hear these
voices, and in some cases we had to make do with a look at women’s behavior
and attempt to deduce their attitudes and stances from their described actions.
For example, in the case of birth rituals, we hear of women’s desires and ac-
tions most clearly when the male rabbinic authorities oppose them. Although
in many cases my conclusions pointed to society’s eventual acceptance of the
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ideas and behavior recommended by the male legal authorities, the exposure
of the social negotiation processes within the halakhic and textual sources was
the key to understanding the society’s values.

The attempt to include Jewish women in the medieval historiographic tra-
dition is a recent one. As such, the aspects of women’s lives discussed in this
book are a first step toward a fuller picture of women’s lives. When looking for
information relating to women, we found it easier to locate when examining
topics such as motherhood and birth, which have inherent female aspects. Fur-
thermore, since these women are presented as part of their communities and
surroundings, the study of medieval women reveals many new aspects of their
society. At the same time, we saw important male involvement in matters that
have traditionally been considered of female concern, such as issues around
the Kindbetterin, as well as constant contact between women and areas that
have traditionally been considered male. For example, when studying mid-
wives we learned about medical practice within the Jewish community, a prac-
tice that often refers to women only in passing. In a different case, when dis-
cussing attitudes toward overlying and the death of children, we found a richly
documented practice of penances and ways of atonement that have until now
been studied in almost exclusively male terms.

One can conclude that motherhood is not only an important topic of re-
search in and of itself, but also a key to understanding other aspects of Jewish
society. Women had many roles, and motherhood was a central one. By look-
ing for mothers and information on women as mothers, we may learn much
about other aspects of society that have little to do with being a mother, but, as
they touch on the lives of women, they are discussed in similar contexts.

From a methodological point of view, studying women along with children
and the wider community (rather than women alone) sheds light on various
aspects of society and elucidates the complexities of medieval life. Limitations
placed on female religious practice took on new meanings when such change
affected children as well. While the Jewish society in question was a patriar-
chal one, our examination shows that the divisions between male and female
realms were not always straightforward. One of the central conclusions of this
book, as illustrated through observations on the changing ceremony of cir-
cumcision, was that women’s place in religious ritual underwent substantive
change during the thirteenth century and that these changes were part of
broader social changes.

As other studies, first and foremost Ivan Marcus’s Rituals of Childhood, have
shown, and as was described briefly in the appendix to chapter 2, the partici-
pation of male children in religious rituals changed during the course of the
thirteenth century. Whereas previously young boys were encouraged to per-
form a variety of commandments—such as wearing z· iz· it and donning
tefillin—in the thirteenth century, these obligations were postponed until after
age thirteen. While age thirteen has always borne special significance within
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Jewish society, the postponement of the observance of the commandments to
this age reinforced and renewed the importance of age thirteen as the age of
religious obligation. These developments demonstrate the social and religious
changes taking place within Jewish society.2 The thirteenth and fourteenth
century were, however, also the period in which Jewish women were excluded
from ritual practices in which they had participated previously. Thus, future
research can combine an understanding of the changes in ceremonial prac-
tices of adolescent and preadolescent boys with those encompassing women
and examine how the ideal Jewish participant had now become the adult male.

The examination of the larger family framework in which women and chil-
dren were members demonstrates what may be gained from such a perspec-
tive. We come to see that the changing place of Jewish women and children
in religious ritual was not primarily the result of a new attitude toward women
or a changed understanding of childhood. The changes in Jewish ritual that
have been outlined here and in other studies over recent years demonstrate
changes in women’s and children’s places in religious ritual both public and
private. By examining the changes as an ensemble, we may come to under-
stand the function of these changes within the Jewish community at large.

One possible explanation for the changing place of women and children in
religious ritual is connected to the Jewish community’s self-image. Scholars
have demonstrated that, as a result of the difficult events that communities en-
dured during the late eleventh and twelfth century, the Ashkenazic Jewish
communities came to see themselves as a holy community.3 In the descriptions
of these events, women and children are strikingly portrayed as active partici-
pants; some have suggested that this inclusion heightened the image of the en-
tire community as a holy entity.4 More recently, this self-image has been called
into question, particularly in the work of Susan Einbinder, who has shown that
the place of women in the depiction of the community and its events changed
tremendously over the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.5 While
a fuller explanation for the changing place of women and children in medieval
Jewish society requires further research, some answers have been provided in
this book. When discussing religious ritual we have witnessed the sacralization
of the circumcision ritual, as well as a new trend describing circumcision as a
sacrifice. We have seen a growing importance attributed to men’s fulfillment
of certain roles—that of circumciser and ba’al brit—as well as an increased
need to define male and female spheres of action, as witnessed by R. Meir of
Rothenburg’s response concerning women who served as ba’alei brit.

If we now move from the focus on the processes within the Jewish commu-
nity to an examination of Jews within their broader cultural context (as we have
tried to do throughout this study), we find that the changes within Jewish so-
ciety were to a great extent characteristic of the majority society within which
Jews lived. Here we see that some of the conclusions of my study correspond
with those of scholars of medieval Christian society. Recent research has shown
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a change in Christian women’s and children’s participation in religious ritual
life as well. In the High Middle Ages, the age of confirmation was postponed
and women’s religiosity was sharply curtailed.6 While these changes can be ex-
plained by internal developments within the church and Christian society, the
close comparison of Jewish and Christian culture has helped us identify these
trends as a part of more general, wider processes affecting members of both re-
ligious traditions.

Joint explanation does not exclude internal explanations of specific changes
within each tradition, but expands our understanding of both internal com-
munity issues and more general matters. This approach recognizes the social
reality in which Jews and Christians lived as close neighbors as well as their
shared intellectual milieu. While it does not detract from the clear religious
distinction between Jews and Christians that existed in medieval society, it en-
ables a better understanding of the shared aspects of medieval life, some of
which transcend presupposed differences and transgress boundaries.

Furthermore, our attempt to compare Jewish and Christian society in gen-
eral, rather than in specific instances, allows for a systematic study of medieval
Jewish society that examines the Jews as an integral part of their surroundings.
This study has shown that not only were there many similarities between the
way Jews and Christians chose to live their lives, but that the daily contacts be-
tween Jews and Christians were constant and numerous. The Jewish family,
which some have portrayed as a haven in which Jews were isolated from their
non-Jewish neighbors, was not an insular environment. Contact with Chris-
tians was part of everyday family life.

One aspect that has stood out in this study is the wealth of contact between
Jewish and Christian women. Jewish and Christian women were medical col-
leagues and they met as neighbors. Christian women worked in Jewish homes,
and Jewish children were cared for in Christian homes. The study of women,
Jewish and Christian, is the result of the recent interest in women’s and gen-
der studies, areas of interest that have developed methodologies for uncover-
ing the lives of women in the past and examining their lives in the context of
the society within which they lived. These issues have only just begun to be
addressed in medieval Jewish studies, and it is my hope that many more stud-
ies addressing the place of women and gender understandings and conceptions
will be undertaken in the coming years.

We may ask whether the connections between Jewish and Christians
women that were central to our discussion were the exception to the norm or
typical of contacts between Jewish and Christian men as well. While the con-
tacts between Jewish and Christian men were probably more frequent than re-
search to date has demonstrated, I would argue that Jewish women were par-
ticularly immersed in the lives of their Christian neighbors, because so many
of their daily contacts revolved around the home and child care, in which there
was employment of, and frequent contact with, Christian women. As such,
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Jewish and Christian women’s interactions can be seen as a channel and a link
between Jewish and Christian society.

While some instances demonstrated great similarity between Jewish and
Christian society, in other cases we saw significant differences. Some of these
differences resulted from an intentional effort to separate the two societies and
religious identities, while in other cases I suggested that the difference was the
result of the distinction between a minority and a majority society. In all these
instances, we can only identify the nature of these differences and similarities
by examining the Jewish communities within the wider cultural milieu. Chris-
tian practices that have previously been read in light of theological outlooks or
religious motivations, such as churching or co-parenting, may be seen in a dif-
ferent light when compared with changes in Jewish practice. When examin-
ing Jewish practices, we have seen a great degree of similarity to Christian prac-
tices. These comparisons underline the fact that differences between Jewish
and Christian society were not always organized around theological or reli-
gious motivations, and in some cases the same practices were upheld by Jews
and Christians and supported by different explanations.

Our examination of the family as a unit, and of mothers in particular opens
a new area of historical inquiry into medieval Jewish history and offers a richer
understanding of Jewish life in the past. This study is a first step toward a more
depthful social history of Jewish families in medieval Ashkenaz that will in-
clude other stages in family life as well as a fuller economic and cultural his-
tory. The focus on the close contacts between Jews and Christians and the
world they shared opens new vistas for research and encourages historians of
both Jewish and Christian society to search for and learn from these compar-
isons. By comparing and filling in the blanks when necessary, we can piece to-
gether a larger picture of the knowledge shared by Jews and Christians, men
and women, in medieval society, and we can identify avenues along which Jews
and Christians learned and appropriated ideas that were incorporated into
both Jewish and Christian cultures. It is my hope that by examining the strate-
gies medieval Jews used both consciously and unconsciously, while preserving
their identity and introducing change and innovation into their daily and rit-
ual lives, we have allowed voices that had not yet been heard be sounded. We
can learn from this inquiry that isolation is not necessarily the only way for a
minority group to maintain distinct national and religious identities and to sur-
vive as a minority.
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ground. And a gentile woman came over to light the candles because she [the gentile woman] was
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MS Oxford Bodl., Hunt. 404, (794), 796b–80a. Other examples of such familiarity appear in the
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45. Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 8–13; Robert Bonfil, Jewish Life in Renaissance Italy, trans.
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ebraica e cultura cristiana nel Medioevo (Napoli, 1996), 3–11.

46. This method has been used and adopted in different ways by many medieval scholars. For
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Shelley Tennenbaum (eds.), Feminist Perspectives on Jewish Studies (New Haven, 1994); Miriam
Peskowitz and Laura Levitt (eds.), Judaism since Gender (New York, 1997). In Hebrew, such re-

194 NOTES TO INTRODUCTION
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Kindheit 6(1989): 211–56; Ephraim Kanarfogel, “Attitudes toward Childhood and Children in
Medieval Jewish Society”; Approaches to Judaism in Medieval Times 2(1985): 1–35; idem, Jewish
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58. For example: Grossman, Sages of Ashkenaz, by index; Urbach, The Tosaphists, by index.
59. The contrast of these two approaches can be seen in the works of Yuval, Two Nations, and
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cial Studies n.s. 4(1997): 29–63.
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man, Pious and Rebellious. Grossman does not discuss this issue in his book, however his broad
use of sources from Sefer H· asidim throughout the book, illustrates the approach I am describing.

83. For example: David Herlihy and Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, Tuscans and Their Families: A
Study of the Florentine Catasto of 1427 (New Haven, 1985).
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the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries based on the Responsa Literature (New York, 1965), 256–309;
idem, The Heroic Age of Franco-German Jewry (New York, 1969), 101–44 is one of the few schol-
ars to discuss these issues to date.
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Notes to Chapter 1

1. A Mishnaic term for a miscarriage. For example: Niddah, 3:4.
2. For example, the summary of previous research in Cohen, “Be Fertile.” Cohen surveys the in-

tellectual history of the biblical commandment “Be fruitful and multiply,” but does not examine its
social contexts. For further discussion of Cohen’s book, see p. 25.

3. Ibid., and Ron Barkai, A History of Jewish Gynecological Texts in the Middle Ages (Leiden,
Boston, and Köln, 1998) have described at length the place of birth in intellectual traditions. Al-
though much has been written on the social aspects of birth in Christian society, nothing has been
written on these aspects in medieval Jewish society.

4. I am borrowing this formulation from Gail McMurray Gibson, “Scene and Obscene: See-
ing and Performing Late Medieval Childbirth,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies
29(1999): 7–24, esp. 9–11.

5. Sherry Ortner, “Is Female to Male Like Nature Is to Culture?” in Making Gender (Prince-
ton, 1996), 21–42; Helen Callaway, “The Most Essentially Female Function of All: Giving Birth,”
in Defining Females. The Nature of Women in Society, ed. Shirley Ardener (Oxford and Provi-
dence, 1993), 146–67.

6. Shah· ar, The Fourth Estate, 98–106. Silvana Vecchio, “The Good Wife,” in A History of
Women in the West, ed. Christiane Klapisch-Zuber (London and Cambridge, Mass., 1992), 2:106–
107; Berkvam, Enfance et maternité, 77. Although men also became fathers and were expected to
marry, they were primarily educated to study Torah and acquire a profession. We should note the
difference between being educated to be a wife and being educated to be a mother. The extent to
which the distinctions discerned by Vecchio apply to contemporaneous Jewish culture have only
recently been examined. See Grossman, Pious and Rebellious, 216–29.

7. MS Oxford Bodl., Opp. 170, (1205), fol. 104 b–c. This manuscript contains a commentary
on piyutim mentioning many thirteenth-century scholars from northern France.

8. Ibid., fol. 105 c–d. For the piyut, see: Mah· zor le-Vamim nora’im, ed. Daniel Goldschmidt
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(Jerusalem, 1970), Rosh haShana, 69–71. For this piyut, see Davidson, Thesaurus of Medieval He-
brew Poetry, (New York, 1970), 1: 314.

9. I deviate from the JPS translation, “Sarah’s lifetime [sing.],” as his comment is based on the
plural form of the Hebrew.

10. Judah b. Samuel H· asid, Perushei haTorah leRabbi Yehuda heH· asid, ed. Isaac Samson Lange
(Jerusalem, 1973), 28, H· ayei Sarah, 23:1.

11. BT Nedarim 64a.
12. SHP, nos. 367, 1170.
13. SHP, no. 1155.
14. For example: Jacob Katz, “Marriage and Sexual Life among the Jews at the Close of the

Middle Ages,” Zion 10(1945): 22–23, 40 [in Hebrew].
15. Cohen and Horowitz, “In Search of the Sacred,” 225–50; Stow, “The Jewish Family,”

1103–1104.
16. In a broader context, we should note that differences of opinion with respect to procreation

were common in polemics between different religious groups. In antiquity, a variety of groups be-
sides Christians and their opponents, argued for celibacy or procreation—David Herlihy, Me-
dieval Households (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1985), 23–26.

17. The process for women is described in detail in Jane Tibbets Schulenburg, Forgetful of Their
Sex: Female Sanctity and Society, ca. 500–1100 (Chicago, 1998), 127–75. See also: John A. Nichols
and Lillian Thomas Shanks, Distant Echoes: Medieval Religious Women (Kalamazoo, Mich.,
1984); Penelope Johnson, Equal in Monastic Profession: Religious Women in Medieval France
(Chicago and London, 1991), 133–65, 229–47. Kirsten Hastrup discusses these ideas outside the
medieval context in her article: “The Semantics of Biology: Virginity,” in Defining Females. The
Nature of Women in Society, ed. Shirley Ardener (Oxford and Providence, 1993), 34–50, and esp.
40–44. Even when women lived as celibate virgins, the expectations of them were different from
those of men. See Barbara Newman, “Hildegard and Her Hagiographers: The Remaking of Female
Sainthood,” in Gendered Voices, ed. Catherine Mooney (Philadelphia, 1999), 16–34.

18. Caroline W. Bynum, “And Woman His Humanity: Female Imagery in the Religious Writ-
ing of the Later Middle Ages,” in Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human
Body in Medieval Religion (New York, 1991), 151–79; Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation, 64–100.

19. Cohen, “Be Fertile”; 231.
20. For example, according to R. Eleazar b. Judah, Sefer Rokeah· , no. 353, wheat was thrown on

the bride and groom, and they were told “be fertile and multiply.”
21. Dyan Elliot, Spiritual Marriage: Sexual Abstinence in Medieval Wedlock (Princeton, 1993),

137–38; Jean Gaudemet, Le mariage en Occident (Paris, 1987), 181–88; Christopher Brooke, The
Medieval Idea of Marriage (Oxford, 1989), 273–80.

22. Ton Brandenberg, “Saint Anne: A Holy Grandmother and Her Children,” in Sanctity and
Motherhood. Essays on Holy Mothers in the Middle Ages, ed. Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker (New
York-London, 1995), 31–65; Kathleen Ashley and Pamela Sheingorn (eds.), Interpreting Cultural
Symbols. Saint Anne in Late Medieval Society (Athens, Ga., 1990).

23. It should be noted that these conclusions do not shed light on attitudes toward family or chil-
dren in the Early Middle Ages in Jewish or Christian society. These issues warrant a separate study.

24. Jeremy Cohen, “Conjugal Sex in RaABaD,” Jewish History 6 (1992): 65–78, esp. 71–74.
25. Dalia H· oshen, The Fire Symbol in Talmuddic-Aggadic Exegesis, Diss. submitted for Ph.D.

Phil. (Bar Ilan University, 1989), 132–57, and esp. 142–45 [in Hebrew]; Eadem, “Sexual Rela-
tions between Husband and Wife,” S’vara 3 (1993): 39–45 [in Hebrew].

26. MS Oxford Bodl. Mich. 84 (784), fol. 148b. This story does not appear in the printed edi-
tions of Sefer H· asidim.

27. SHP, no. 984, 989. This attitude has been emphasized in the work of Baskin, “Problem of
Women,” 1–18.

28. This was suggested many years ago by Yitzhak Baer in his article: “The Religious-Social Ten-
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dency of Sepher Hasidim,” Zion 3(1938): 1–50 [in Hebrew], but subsequently rejected. Recently,
Talya Fishman has revived this idea: “The Penitential System of H· asidei Ashkenaz and the Prob-
lem of Cultural Boundaries,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 8 (1999): 201–30.

29. David Berger, The Jewish-Christian Debate in the High Middle Ages (Philadelphia, 1979),
section 205, 209. Comments on the same topic also appear in sections 42, 69–70.

30. Ibid., 70; Bernhard Blumenkranz, Les auteurs chrétiens latin du moyen âge sur les juifs et la
judäisme (Etudes juives, 4), (Paris, 1963), 98.

31. Sylvie Laurent, Nâitre au moyen âge: De la Conception à la naissance, la grossesse et l’ac-
couchement XIIe–Xve siècle (Paris, 1989); Jacques Gélis, L’Arbre et le fruit: La naissance dans l’oc-
cident moderne (Paris, 1984).

32. Rashi, Eruvin 27a, s.v. “P’riyah ureviyah”; Rashi, Kiddushin 34a, s.v. “UP’riyah ureviyah.”
33. For example in connection with tefillin (phylacteries), women are excluded from perform-

ing this mitz·va because of requirements of guf naki—a clean body. See R. Samson b. Z· adok, Sefer
haTashbez· (Warsaw, 1901), no. 270.

34. John W. Baldwin, The Language of Sex: Five Voices from Northern France around 1200
(Chicago and London, 1994), 206–10.

35. For example: Catherine M. Mooney, “Claire of Assisi and Her Interpreters,” in Gendered
Voices, 69–70.

36. This idea comes across in the word used in Midrash Yez· irat haValad Oz·ar Midrashion, ed.
Judah David Eisenstein (New York, 1915), 1: 244, where the woman’s body is referred to as a k’li,
or receptacle.

37. Ron Barkai, “Greek Medical Traditions and Their Impact on Conceptions of Women in
the Gynaecological Writings in the Middle Ages,” A View into the Lives of Women in Jewish Soci-
eties. Collected Essays, ed. Yael Azmon (Jerusalem, 1995), 124–26 [in Hebrew]; Joan Cadden,
Meanings of Sex Difference in the Middle Ages: Medicine, Science and Culture (Cambridge, 1991).

38. This is outlined in the versions of Midrash Yez· irat haValad, 1:244–45.
39. SHP, no. 1188, and see a fuller discussion of this source (ch. 4, n. 14).
40. These laws appear in Tractate S’machot (7:15) and are repeated throughout the Middle

Ages. See for example: Sefer Or Zaru’a, Hilkhot Evel (Laws of Mourning), no. 448.
41. In some cases, special magical chants and prayers were said to help ensure the birth of a

son, especially in cases where a man had already fathered several daughters. Some of these for-
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ple: Löw, Lebensalter, 105; Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition: A Study in Folk

NOTES TO CHAPTER 3 215
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son. See Berger, Jewish-Christian Debate, 44, section 6.

67. Gibson, “Sun and Moon,” 141–44.
68. Legenda Aurea, 163: “Et quoniam difficile est consueta relinquere, christiani de gentibus

ad fidem conversi difficile poterant relinquere huiusmodi consuetudines paganorum, ideoque
Sergius papa hanc consuetudinem in melius commutavit et scilicet christiani ad honorem sancte
matris domini omni anno in hac die totum mundum cum accensis candelis et benedictis cereis
illustraren, ut solemnitas quidem staret sed alia intentione fieret.” The Candlemass also had so-
cial significance, since it marked the period when new servants were hired and old ones let go.
See Roger E. Reynolds, “Churching of Women,” Dictionary of the Middle Ages, ed. Joseph Strayer,
3:382; Frederick G. Holweck, “Candlemass,” The New Catholic Encyclopedia, 3:245–46.

69. Rieder, Churching of Women, 18–25, 42; Wilson, “Ceremony of Childbirth,” 75–76, men-
tions a period that varied depending on the financial abilities of the family, usually between four
and six weeks. Karant-Nunn, Reformation of Ritual, talks of a period of six weeks, 74–78.

70. See above, pp. 97–99.
71. My description is based on Wilson’s and Rieder’s descriptions, supra, n. 59.
72. Gibson, “Sun and Moon,” 141–51.
73. This problem was addressed by Jews as well, as we remarked above, n. 66.
74. See for example: Hildegardis Bigensis, Scivias, ed. Adelgundis Führkötter O.S.B. collabo-

rante Angela Carlevaris O.S.B. (CCCM 43) (Turnholt, 1978), 28, Visio secunda, pars prima, 21
(525–47): “Quare mulier post partum vel a viro corrupta I occulto maneat et ab ingressu templi
abstineat. Sed et mulier cum prolem peperit fractis occultis membris suis templum meum non-
nisi secundum legem per me sibi datam ingrediatur . . . quia Filium meum purissima Virgo ge-
nuit, quae integra absque ullo uulnere peccati fuit. Locus enim, qui in honorem eiusdem Vini-
geniti mei consecratus est, integri ab omni corruptione liuoris ac uulneris esse debet; quoniam
idem Vinigenitus meus integritatem uirginei partus in se nouit. Vnde et mulier quae integritatem
uirginitatis suae cum uiro corrumpit, in liuore plagae suae qua corrupta est ab ingressu templi mei
se contineat usque dum plaga uulneris ipsius sanetur secundum quod ecclesiastica disciplina ipsi
de eadem causa certissime demonstrat.” See: Browe, Beiträge zur Sexualethik, 27; Shah· ar, Child-
hood, 51, n. 106.

75. Rieder summarizes this point: Churching of Women, 268–69.
76. Browe, Beiträge zur Sexualethik, 18; Rieder, Churching of Women, 18; Gregorius, MGH,

epist II, 3, 338: “Nam si hora eadem qua genuerit actura gratias intrat ecclesiam, nullo peccati
pondere gravatur; voluptas enim carnis, non dolor in culpa est.”

77. Browe, Beiträge zur Sexualethik, 25–33. Browe also discusses some of the same issues con-
cerning menstruation, 5–14. Franz, Kirchlichen Benediktionen, 2:215–20, also discusses this issue.
See Rieder, Churching of Women, 155–202.

78. Franz, Kirchlichen Benediktionen, 2:224–25. For example: versio 1, no. 3: “ut, sicut uni-
gentus filius tuus cum nostre carnis substantia in templo est presentatus, ita facias hanc famulam
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tuam purificatis tibi mentibus presentari.” This sentence is taken from the purification ritual. See
this prayer 1:143; 2:229.

79. Rieder, Churching of Women, 93–97.
80. Caspers, “Leviticus 12, Mary and Wax,” 295–309.
81. Karant-Nunn, Reformation of Ritual, 76.
82. For churching customs related to the chasing away of demons and evil spirits, see: Mari-

anne Beth, “Aussegnung,” HdA, 1: 645–47; Gustav Jungbauer, “Freitag,” HdA, 3: 56; Karl Beth,
“Kathartik,” HdA, 4: 1091; Hugo Hepding, “Knien,” HdA, 4: 1580; Bernhard Kummer, “Wöch-
nerin,” HdA, 9: 692–716.

83. Karant-Nunn, Reformation of Ritual, 78; Browe, Beiträge zur Sexualethik, 20–21.
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Wilson, “Ceremony of Childbirth,” 91–93.
85. It is possible that these differences are not all that significant, since we find similar distinc-
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tor seem to be filling in for them in this case.

86. Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenth-
and Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1971), 42–43.

87. This view of the process was suggested by Wilson, “Ceremony of Childbirth,” 83–85, who
argues that one cannot separate the churching ritual from the entire process the woman under-
went after birth.

88. Ibid., 85–88.
89. Davis, Society and Culture, 124–51.
90. Wilson, “Ceremony of Childbirth,” 88–93.
91. Ibid., 93–97.
92. Gibson, “Sun and Moon,” esp. 142–44.
93. Rieder, Churching of Women, 233–74.
94. Chapter 2, p. 76.
95. R. Joseph Juspa Hahn Neurlingen, Sefer Yosef Omez· , 343–44.
96. Moses Henochs Altschul-Jeruschalmi, Brantspiegel, ed. Sigrid Riedel (Frankfurt a.M.,

1992), chap. 35.
97. R. Joseph Juspa Kashman, Noheg kaZ· on Yosef (Tel Aviv, 1969), 95, no. 4. It is interesting to

note that Kashman emphasizes the fact that until four weeks have passed, in other words, until the
parturient is ready to go to the synagogue, she should not perform ritual activities. He even sug-
gests that she should bathe (but not immerse!) before doing so.

98. See introduction, p. 9.
99. William Chester Jordan, “Marian Devotion and the Talmud Trial of 1240,” in Religions-

gespräche im Mittelalter, eds. Bernard Lewis and Friedrich Niewöhner (Weisbaden, 1992), 61–
76; Denis L. Despres, “Immaculate Flesh and the Social Body: Mary and the Jews,” in Jewish His-
tory 12(1998): 47–70.

100. Mary Minty, “ ‘Judengasse’ into Christian Quarter,” in Popular Religion in Germany and
Central Europe 1400–1800, eds. Bob Scribner and Trevor Johnson (Basingstoke, 1996), 58–86;
Hedwig Röckelein, “Marienverehrung und Judenfeindlichkeit in Mittelalter und früher Neuzeit,”
in Maria in der Welt. Marienverehrung im Kontext der Sozialgeschichte 10.–18. Jahrhundert, eds.
Claudia Opitz, Hedwig Röckelein, Gisela Signori and Guy P. Marchal (Zürich, 1993), 279–307.

101. Supra, n. 66. Jews’ awareness of Mary was the result of theological debates and more mun-
dane contacts. For example, in some parts of Germany, Lichtmess was the date on which new ser-
vants were employed and old ones let go. In addition, Hedwig Röcklein has noted that in some
cases this was also a day on which Christians attacked their local Jewish communities. See Hed-
wig Röcklein, “Vom Umgang der Christen mit Synagogen und jüdischen Friedhöfen, Ashkenaz,
Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Kultur der Juden 5(1995): 11–45, esp. 34–38 and note 134, chap-
ter 1, pp. 49–52.
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102. Quoted: Caspers, “Leviticus 12, Mary and Wax,” 307.
103. This conclusion does not necessarily contradict arguments that churching was far more

than just a rite of purification (for example Rieder, Churching of Women, 269–74). It could have
served many purposes, including purification.

104. Karant-Nunn, Reformation of Ritual, 78–79.
105. These three angels are mentioned many times in the medieval literature and are known

as angels who can protect the parturient and the baby from Lilith, R. Juspa Schammes, Wormser
Minhagbuch, no. 288, n. 3.

106. The windel or wimpel is the cloth diaper used at the circumcision ceremony. It was made
into a Torah binder: Joseph Gutmann, The Jewish Life Cycle (Leiden, 1987), 6–8; Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “The Cut That Binds: The Western Ashkenazic Torah Binder As Nexus
between Torah and Circumcision,” in Celebration: Studies in Festivity and Ritual, ed. Victor
Turner (Washington D.C., 1982), 136–45. The most detailed study of wimpels to date is Naomi
Feuchtwanger-Sarig, Torah Binders from Denmark. Ph.D. Diss., Hebrew University ( Jerusalem,
1999). Some scholars have suggested this custom originated at the time of Maharil (R. Jacob
Mulin): Patricia Hidiroglou, Les rites de naissance dans le Judaïsme (Paris, 1997), 146.

107. I have followed the explanations of the editor of the Wormser Minhagbuch (see n. 44). The
meaning here is not entirely clear, but the author is describing the drawing of the circle around the
parturient’s bed until the correct amount of time has passed, as he continues in the lines that follow.

108. On this custom: Güdemann, Sefer haTorah veheHayin, 1:204, n. 4.
109. Kindbett appears in many sources as a general term for this period spent in bed. For ex-

ample: R. Juda Löw Kirchheim (d. 1632), Minhagot Wormeisa, 315; Eliyahu b. Moses Luntz, Sefer
Toldot Adam (Koenigsburg, 1860, repr. Jerusalem, 1988), no. 37, 115–23, 135–40, 159–62. I
thank Yemima H· ovav who referred me to this book.

110. The Sturz and Schleier were both head coverings. The Sturz was less fancy and in this case
worn over the fancier head covering, the Schleier. See Wormser Minhagbuch (n. 44), 2:159, nn.
25 and 26 as well as 1: no. 120, n. 1.

111. The Röckli (lit. little skirt) was the name for shrouds in Ashkenaz. In this case, the par-
turient is wearing shrouds over her clothing.

112. There were a number of different customs concerning when to bring the wimpel to the
synagogue. See Hidiroglou, Les rites de naissance, 3; and Gutman, The Jewish Life Cycle, 9. This
section is followed by a description of the Hollekreisch that took place that same Sabbath
afternoon.

Notes to Chapter 4

R. Jacob Mulin, Shut Maharil, ed. Yitzchok Satz ( Jerusalem, 1979), nos. 104–105.
1. For statistics concerning the medieval mortality rates, see Boswell, Kindness of Strangers, 13–

17; Sarah Grieco, “Breastfeeding, Wet Nursing and Infant Mortality,” in Historical Perspectives on
Breast Feeding, eds. Sarah F. Matthews Grieco and Carlo A. Corsini (Florence, 1991), 15–62.

2. I will discuss children up to the age of roughly two years. In spite of the gendered nature of
the Hebrew language, the word tinoq (child/infant), if not qualified in the source, may refer to ei-
ther a male or a female child.

3. For example, in the writings of Bartholemaeus Anglicus (England), Raymond Llull (Spain),
Phillippe de Nouvarre (Northern Italy), Konrad of Megenburg (Germany), and others. For a de-
scription of this genre, see Michael Goodich, From Birth to Old Age, (Lanham, 1989), 39–42, 83–
104; A. George Rigg and Frank Anthony Carl Mantello, Medieval Latin (Washington, D.C.,
1996), 416–21.

4. For example: Alexandre-Bidon and Closson, L’enfant à l’ombre des cathédrales; more re-
cently, Riché and Alexandre-Bidon, L’enfance au Moyen Age.
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5. As opposed to the lack of such encyclopedias in Ashkenaz, we possess such texts from Italy
and Spain. See, for example, R. Menah· em Ibn Zerah· , Z· eida laDerekh (Warsaw, 1880), Part 1,
Rule 3, chs. 13–14; and in medical manuscripts from Italy, MS Cambridge Ms. Dd. 68/10 (four-
teenth century), fol. 22a–23d. The difference between Ashkenaz and Spain or Italy in this instance
reflects the more general difference described above concerning medical texts from these differ-
ent locations. Supra, chap. 1, pp. 45–46.

6. Shah· ar, Childhood, 53–54; Berkvam, Enfance et maternité, 47–49; Schultz, Knowledge of
Childhood, 73.

7. In addition, as they believed that personality traits could be transmitted to the nursing infants
through the milk they suckled, medieval people were reticent to feed their children animal milk.
See Grieco, “Breast-feeding,” 21.

8. Shah· ar, Childhood, 53–55; Eadem, “Infants, Infant Care, and Attitudes toward Infancy,”
283–91.

9. For example: Klapisch-Zuber, “Blood Parents and Milk Parents,” 132–63.
10. Vanessa Maher, “Breast-feeding in Cross Cultural Perspective,” in The Anthropology of

Breastfeeding (Oxford and Washington, D.C., 1992), 1–35, 9–11; Ortner, Making Gender, 14,
27–31.

11. Hastrup, “Breast-Feeding Patterns,” 91–108. This idea is also expressed succinctly in
Klapisch-Zuber’s “Including Women,” 2:3: “The roles assigned to women are assigned not by
virtue of women’s innate characteristics (their ability to bear children or their relative physical
weakness compared to men) but by virtue of a series of arguments that taken together, constitute
an ideological system.”

12. R. Menah· em Ibn Zerah· , Z· eida laDerekh, Part 1, Rule 3, ch. 14.
13. A summary of this topic can be found in Shah· ar, Childhood, 1–6. This direction in research

was very popular in the seventies among psychoanalysts. For example, De Mause, “Evolution of
Childhood,” 1–79, esp. 26–39.

14. Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber, Tuscans and Their Families, 136–48.
15. Shah· ar, Childhood, is an outstanding example of this approach. In addition, see Hanawalt,

The Ties That Bound; Gottlieb, Family in the Western World; Berkvam, Enfance et maternité. Some
early modern scholars disagree over these same issues, as summarized in Cunningham, Children
and Childhood.

16. Ephraim E. Urbach, “Al Grimat Mavet biShegagah uMavet ba’Arisa,” Asufot 1(1987): 319–
32. Urbach (p. 322) discusses a responsum of R. Meir b. Barukh (Maharam). See chapter 5 for fur-
ther discussion of this responsum.

17. Simh· a Goldin, “Beziehung der jüdischen Familie,” 211–56; Kanarfogel, “Attitudes toward
Childhood,” 1–35. In the appendix he brings a list of sources that discuss breast-feeding; Ta-Shma,
“Children in Medieval Germanic Jewry,” 263–80; Samuel Kottek, “HaHanaka beMekorot haYa-
hadut : Historia veHalakha,” Sefer Asia 4(1983): 275–86.

18. See introduction, pp. 2–3.
19. Some of the halakhic issues concerning breast-feeding have been summarized by Yisrael Z.

Gilat, “The Obligation of Nursing Children,” Diné Israel 18(1995–96): 321–69 [in Hebrew].
20. BT Bekhorot 7b.
21. On the margins of this discussion of breast-feeding obligations, we find a certain discomfort

with the practice of breast-feeding. The Tosefta discusses whether or not breast-feeding is compa-
rable to “sucking from an abomination,” Tosefta, Niddah 2:3. Although this point of view did not
prevail, it does come up in some of the sources.

22. BT Berakhot 31b. This idea is expressed in other cultures as well. See the examples brought
by Grieco, “Breast-feeding,” 24.

23. Ketubbot 5:4, 9.
24. BT Ta’anit 27a; Mishna Niddah 1:4. Like old women past menopause, pregnant women,

and sterile women, a nursing mother was not obligated by the same laws as all other women.
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25. Tosefta, Niddah 2:2; Mishna, Sotah 4:3.
26. While the halakhic formulas discuss the remarriage of widows and divorcées, this discussion

includes not only women who are nursing their own children, but also hired wet nurses who are
nursing the children of others. Two different cases are discussed in the Talmud, BT Ketubbot 60b,
in which the same figure, R. Nah· man, ruled in two different ways. In one case he forbade a wet
nurse to remarry during the period of her contract, while in the other case, he allowed a wet nurse
who was employed by the head of the exile to remarry despite her commitment to nurse a child,
arguing that she knew that if she broke her contract, her high-ranking employer would have her
killed.

27. Ibid., PT Sotah 4:3. The PT also ruled that a mother whose child died within the nursing
period could not remarry until the end of the twenty-four months. The PT does not give a reason
for this ruling, but Urbach surmised, on the basis of the list of h· illuqim (differences in customs)
between Palestinian Jews and Easterners (Babylonians), that the motive for the different rulings is
the fear that the woman might kill her child. See Urbach, “Mavet biShegaga,” 320. See:
HaH· iluqim sebein Anshei Mizrah· uBnei Erez· Israel, ed. Mordekhai Margaliyot ( Jerusalem, 1938),
75–76, where this fear is mentioned; another reason for this difference might have to do with sleep-
ing habits. In Palestine, children slept in their parents’ bed and overlying was more common,
whereas in Babylon, children slept in cribs, Urbach, ibid.

28. BT Ketubbot 59b.
29. Oz·ar haGeonim, Ketubbot, nos. 441–45. For another case: Halakhot Psukot min ha-

Geonim, ed. Joel Müller (Krakau, 1893), no. 115 [in Hebrew].
30. She’eltot Rav Ah· ai Gaon, ed. Samuel K. Mirsky (Jerusalem, 1959), 1: Gen., no. 13.
31. BT Ketubbot 60a. There is only one instance in which a difference between boys and girls

is noted. One Gaonic response states that if the infant was female and her mother remarried after
eighteen months, her marriage did not need to be annulled. See Lewin, Oz·ar haGe’onim, Ke-
tubbot, no. 222.

32. Tosefta, Niddah 2:6; BT Yevamot 34b.
33. Tosefta, Niddah 2:4.
34. Avodah Zara, 2:1.
35. This belief was part of Galenic medicine. See Thomasset, “The Nature of Women,” 54;

Laurent, Naître au moyen âge, 83.
36. BT Niddah 9a: “According to the view of R. Meir, menstrual blood decomposes and turns

into milk, while according to the view of R. Jose, R. Judah and R. Simeon, the woman’s limbs are
disjointed and her natural vigor does not return before the lapse of twenty-four months.”

37. David Herlihy, “Medieval Children,” in Women, Family and Society in Medieval Europe.
Collected Essays 1978–1991 (Providence, 1995), 113.

38. Idem, Medieval Households, 26–28.
39. Keith R. Bradley, “Wet Nursing at Rome: A Study in Social Relations,” in The Family in An-

cient Rome, ed. Beryl Rawson (London and Sydney, 1986), 201–29.
40. Brundage, Law, Sex and Christian Society, 182.
41. Avner Giladi, Infants, Parents and Wet-Nurses: Medieval Islamic Views on Breast-Feeding

and Their Social Implications (Leiden, Boston, and Köln, 1999), 13–40, esp. 19–21; 91–94. At
the root of this approach are questions related to understandings of purity and impurity. These is-
sues were also the basis for the discussion of whether an infant who nurses from his/her mother is
like one who sucks an “abomination” in Jewish texts (supra, n. 21), as well as in Christianity (Mar-
ilyn Yalom, History of the Breast (New York, 1997), 37–48).

42. For a similar metaphor in Christian literature, see Laurent, Nâitre au moyen âge, 101.
43. Mah· zor Vitry, no. 428.
44. Tosafot, Ketubbot 60a, s.v. “Rabbi Yehoshua.” The time framework mentioned here is based

on R. Joshua’s statement in the Tosefta that some children nurse for up to four years. The repeti-
tion of these ages in the texts seems to indicate that this was not unusual.
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45. Menah· em Ibn Zerah· , Sefer Z· edah laDerekh, part 1, rule 3, chapter 14.
46. R. Judah b. Nathan, Perush Masekhet Yevamot leRabbenu Yehuda ben Nathan, ed. Efraim

Kupfer ( Jerusalem, 1977), 42b, s.v., “Memasmasa” as well as Rashi’s comment ad locum.
47. R. Solomon b. Isaac, Responsa Rashi, no. 217.
48. An additional method used to determine the duration of breast-feeding by demographers is

the spacing of children. Unfortunately, the surviving documentation for medieval Jewish com-
munities does not enable us to reach an unequivocal conclusion. See introduction, pp. 18–19.

49. This practice is one of the reasons it is so difficult to distinguish between nannies and wet
nurses in medieval Latin sources, as the word nutrix serves for both functions: Grieco, “Breast-
Feeding,” 36–38; Valerie Fildes, Wet Nursing: A History from Antiquity to the Present (New York,
1988), 44.

50. Klapisch-Zuber, “Blood Parents,” 144–45.
51. Grieco, “Breast-Feeding,” 45–47; DeMaitre, “Idea of Childhood,” 474.
52. R. Menah· em Ibn Zerah· , supra n. 6; R. Moses of Couçy, Semag, negative commandment

no. 81: “And she nurses him/her until s/he is twenty-four months old, and it is the same for male
and for female.”

53. For Christian society, see: Shah· ar, Childhood, 60–65; McLaughlin, “Survivors and Surro-
gates,” 115–16; Shah· ar, “Infants, Infant Care,” 288–91, 296–98. For Jewish sources, see Ketub-
bot 5:8; R. Moses b. Maimon, Mishne Torah, Hilkhot Ishut, ch. 21, nos. 5–6, who states that if a
woman has two servants she need not nurse her children. Some texts reveal an interesting twist on
this principle. It was customary that if a woman came from a family where women did not nurse
their children, even if the man she married was not wealthy, she should not have to nurse her own
children. Rashi, Ketubbot 61a, s.v. “DeLav orh· a.”

54. Klapisch-Zuber, supra, n. 9.
55. We have no sources that provide a full description of these relationships from medieval

Ashkenaz. A fascinating demonstration of the consequences of these social circumstances in early
modern Italy can be found in Kathy Beller, Jews before the Modenese Inquisition: 1600–1645,
Ph.D. Diss., Haifa University, (Haifa, 2002). I thank the author for sharing her findings with me.

56. Christiane Klapisch-Zuber discusses legal contracts in Christian society between the in-
fant’s family and the wet nurse’s husband. See “Blood Parents,” 143–53, 159. I do not know of
any extant contracts from medieval Ashkenaz. Kenneth Stow discusses one such contract from
sixteenth-century Rome (Jews in Rome (Leiden, New York, and Köln, 1995), 1: case 952).

57. R. Eliezer b. Nathan, Sefer Even haEzer. Sefer Ra’avan (Jerusalem, 1984), no. 294.
58. BT Bava Kama, 116b; Bava Mez· i’a 10a.
59. This source appeared in Moshe Weinberger, “Teshuvot H· akhmei Ashkenaz,” in Sefer

haZikaron leRabbi Yaacov Bez·alel Zolty, ed. Joseph Boxbaum (Jerusalem, 1987), 250. My thanks
to Dr. Rami Reiner who referred me to this source.

60. Although the source does not explicitly state that the wet nurse was Jewish, I would suggest
that, as the question is directed to a religious authority, this must be the case.

61. R. Asher b. Yeh· iel, Shut haRosh, rule 17, no. 7.
62. See rule 53, no. 2. This similarity applies to Christian Europe as a whole (with the excep-

tion of Iceland). Shah· ar, Childhood, 60–63.
63. Klapisch-Zuber demonstrated that in mid-fourteenth-century Florence, the average period

that an infant stayed with a wet nurse was ten months. See “Blood Parents,” 145.
64. Mordekhai, Ketubbot, no. 289; Yevamot, no. 3.
65. This emerges from Ra’avan’s discussion of the issue, supra n. 57.
66. For example: R. Meir b. Barukh, Shut Maharam (Prague edition), no. 863; Sefer Or Zaru’a,

1: no. 740.
67. For Christian Society, see Klapisch-Zuber, “Blood Parents,” 145–47. For Jewish cases, see

above, pp. 129–30.
68. R. Solomon ben Aderet, She’elot uTeshuvot, 1: no. 723.
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69. R. Moses of Couçy, Semag, negative commandment no. 81.
70. Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in Sixteenth-Century France (Madison, 2000), 51–53.
71. This is based on Esther 9:22.
72. At the beginning of this chapter, I pointed out the problems faced by scholars of Christianity

in distinguishing between nannies and wet nurses; both these functions are designated by the Latin
nutrix. The Hebrew, however, distinguishes between maids who took care of the infants and wet
nurses, see chapter 5, p. 158.

73. R. Solomon b. Isaac, Responsa Rashi, no. 131 and parallels: Mah· zor Vitry, no. 245; Sepher
haPardes, attributed to Rashi, ed. Haym Judah Ehrenreich (Budapest, 1924), 255; R. Z· idkiyah b.
Abraham, Shibbolei haLeket, 158, no. 202. (In this source, the practice is forbidden by R.
Kalonimus haZaken. Kalonimus was a contemporary of Rashi’s, and Rashi might have studied with
him); Siddur Rashi, 168; R. Abraham b. Nathan of Lunel, Sefer haManhig (Jerusalem, 1978),
Massekhet Megillah, no. 26; MS Oxford Bodl., Opp. Add. 34 (641), fol. 135a, margins Laws of
Purim. In all these sources, the custom of giving gifts to the Christian servants is referred to as im-
proper and as something that should be prohibited.

74. R. Samson b. Z· adok, Sefer Tashbez· , no. 172 and in manuscripts: MS Parma 571, fol. 159a–
b, no. 173; MS Paris héb. 327, fol. 86d, from 1386.

75. MS Montifiore 134, fol. 95a. For details of R. Menah· em b. Jacob, see Urbach, The Tosaph-
ists, p. 406.

76. Since no personal information about the wet nurses who were employed by Jews has
reached us, we can draw no firm conclusions as to who they were. While it is probable that a
woman who worked for a Jewish family made more money than a wet nurse who worked in a
foundling house, as working in a Jewish home was against church laws, it was certainly not a de-
sirable job. Beller, in her thesis, Jews before the Modenese Inquisition: 1600–1645, describes two
cases of wet nurses brought before the Inquisition in Modena, one who worked for a wealthy fam-
ily and the other who worked for a poorer family. Her description of the two women, and espe-
cially of the woman who worked for the poorer Jewish family, presents them as on the margins of
Christian society.

77. For example: R. Menah·em Ibn Z· erah· , Z· edah laDerekh, part 1, rule 3, chap. 14: “The food
the Blessed Name has prepared for the boy is milk, and anyone who wants to save him from ill-
ness will ensure that his food will not be anything but milk, but this is natural food. One should
always choose a wet nurse between the ages of twenty and thirty of good complexion, without blem-
ishes and of even temper, not thin or fat. And she should beware of intercourse that stimulates
menstrual blood, so that she will have sweet white milk without a foul smell, not too thin and not
too thick, but rather of medium quality. She should be of good qualities and not angry or cross,
since these traits harm the milk. And the food that encourages good milk is sweet and fatty: the
meat of lambs and young goats and moist fish and almond paste and other such things. And when
the mother herself can nurse her son, this is best, because this is the food he was nourished with
in the womb when the menstrual blood turned into milk. She should not nurse him too much so
that he not lose the milk in his stomach, nor should she nurse him too little, for then his body will
heat up. Rather, moderately, according to his strength. And when he is first born, his mother should
not nurse him until eight days have passed by and her milk has evened out. . . . The wet nurse must
make the baby happy and she should sing to him to make him cheerful and put him to sleep; for
sleep is very good for him, and he should sleep in a dark place. And while he is awake, he should
become accustomed to seeing the sun and the stars and to hearing all kinds of tunes, because every
organ that is trained is strengthened. And they should teach him to talk, because infants imitate
those who talk to them. Compare Goodich, Birth to Old Age, 80. Other Jewish sources also en-
courage maternal breast-feeding. For example: A Hebrew manuscript from fourteenth-century
Italy details the care the mother and child should receive after birth. This manuscript provides de-
tailed instructions for both maternal breast-feeding and employing a wet nurse. See Cambridge
Ms. Dd. 68/10 fol. 22–24, “MiTikun Shemirat haValad”; supra n. 5.
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78. See: Shah· ar, Childhood, 55–60; Atkinson, Oldest Vocation, 60–61.
79. This belief appears already in the Talmud, BT Ketubbot 61a, and in medieval sources: Sefer

Or Zaru’a, 1: no. 630. For Christian society, see: Alexandre-Bidon and Closson, L’enfant à l’om-
bre des cathedrales, 121.

80. Midrash Shemot Rabbah, chapters I–XIV, ed. Avigdor Shinan (Jerusalem, 1984), 1:25.
Compare: BT Sotah 12b.

81. See Schultz, Knowledge of Childhood, 73, and the sources reviewed there; Orme, Medieval
Children, 11.

82. Berkvam, Enfance et maternité, 51; Alexandre-Bidon and Closson, L’enfant à l’ombre des
cathedrales, 112–13.

83. This story is cited in Fildes, Wet Nursing, 43.
84. Many women nursed their own children along with a wet nurse in order to provide them-

selves with flexibility. Some noblewomen had up to four wet nurses. See ibid., 44.
85. McLaughlin suggests that until the eleventh century most children were nursed at home

(“Survivors and Surrogates,” 116). See also Shah· ar, Childhood, 60–69; Grieco, “Breast-Feeding,”
34–35, n. 3.

86. For example: R. Asher b. Yeh· iel, Shut haRosh, no. 17; Teshuvot Maimoniyot leSefer Nashim,
no. 24. The comments made about these women make it clear that these women were not always
married. The Hagahot Maimoniyot, for example, comments about a specific wet nurse: “and some
say she has a husband.” From this comment we may learn that many of the wet nurses did not have
husbands.

87. Sefer Or Zaru’a, 1: no. 657. The responsum was sent to R. H· ayim haCohen b. H· ananel, a
student of R. Tam (Rami Reiner, Rabbenu Tam: Rabbotav haZ· arfatim veTalmidav Benei Ashke-
naz, M.A. Thesis, Hebrew University ( Jerusalem, 1997), 63 [in Hebrew]). This woman became
pregnant while employed as a wet nurse. According to her testimony, her employer was the father
of her next child. This source points to a practice that the Christian sources feared—sexual rela-
tions between the infant’s father and the wet nurse. On this topic in a later period, see Horowitz,
“Between Masters and Maidservants in the Jewish Society of Europe in Late Medieval and Early
Modern Times,” in Sexuality and the Family in History: Collected Essays, eds. Israel Bartal and
Isaiah Gafni ( Jerusalem, 1999), 193–212 [in Hebrew].

88. For an early example, see Amnon Linder, The Jews in the Legal Sources of the Early Middle
Ages (Detroit and Jerusalem, 1997), 558, doc. 100: Rouen 1074: “De Judaeis canonicalis auctori-
tas, et Beati Gregorii decretum servetur, scilicet ne Christiana mancipia habeant, nec nutrices.”

89. These sources were collected by Simonsohn and Grayzel: Simonsohn, The Apostolic See,
1: doc. 56 (before 1179), 79 (1205), 82 (1205), 134 (1233), 137 (1233), 171 (1244), 221 (1265–
68), 232 (1267); Solomon Grayzel, The Church and the Jews, 1: doc. 14 (1205), 18 (1205), 69
(1233), 104 (1244), Third Lateran Council (296–97) (1215), Council of Montpellier (298–99)
(1195), Council of Paris (306–307) (1213), Council of Narbonne (316–17) (1227), Regulations
of Lord William of Bley (320–23) (1229), Synod of Worcester (330–31) (1240). Simonsohn ar-
gues that this prohibition was issued frequently after the third Lateran council (1215). Grayzel ar-
gued that this prohibition was new. However, as Amnon Linder has shown, we find this warning
in the eleventh century as well (supra, n. 88).

90. For example, Aronius, Regesten zur Geschichte der Juden, no. 81, 168.
91. Mansi, Sacrorum Conciliorum, 22, col. 231: “Judaei sive Sarceni nec sub alendorum puero-

rum obtentu, nec pro servitio, nec alia causa, Christiana mancipia in domibus suis permittantur
habere. Excommunicentur autem, qui cum eis praesumpserint habitare.”

92. Mansi, ibid., col. 357; Simonsohn, Apostolic See, doc. 56: “Quod etiam obstetricibus et nu-
tricibus eorum prohibere curetis, ne infantes Iudaeorum in eorundem domibus nutrire prae-
sumant, quoniam Iudaeorum mores et nostri in nullo concordant et ipsi de facili ob continuam
conversationem et assiduem familiaritatem, instigante humani generis inimico ad suam supersti-
tionem et perfidiam simplicium animos inclinarent.”
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93. The practice of employing Christian women in Jewish homes is outlined fully in Jacob Katz,
Shabbes Goy, where he discusses the specific halakhic issues raised by their employment on the
Sabbath and holidays, rather than the general phenomenon. He notes (12, n. 4) that most of the
cases in which the employment of Christian servants is mentioned have to do with these specific,
problematic halakhic circumstances. By contrast, the employment of Christian wet nurses is men-
tioned in everyday contexts, and very few of the sources discussing the wet nurses mention Sab-
bath or holidays as an issue.

94. Grayzel, Church and the Jews, 1: doc. 25.
95. The Hebrew here states that the wet nurses argued between them and then indicates in the

next sentence that their master was responsible for these arguments.
96. SHP, no. 159. See also Parma manuscript of Sefer H· asidim no. 159, which differs slightly

from the printed edition.
97. SHP, no. 1439.
98. Sefer Or Zaru’a, 2: no. 48, no. 279; R. H· ayim b. Isaac, Piskei Halakha shel R. H· ayim Or

Zaru’a (Drashot Maharah· ), ed. Isaac Samson Lange (Jerusalem, 1973), 155; R. Moses b. Barukh,
Teshuvot, Minhagim uPesakim, 1: no. 95, 2: no. 131 and parallels; MS Cambridge Or. 548, no.
106, fol. 30b–31a.

99. SHP, no. 1139.
100. For example, R. Yeh· iel of Paris ruled: “And feeding a minor from the lard which is called

bolieu that is made from the h· elev of non-Jews, even if this is done by the hand of a Jewess, is per-
mitted since the infant is like a sick person whose life is endangered,” R. Yeh· iel b. Judah of Paris,
Piskei R. Yeh· iel miParis veHoraot meRabbanei Z· arfat, ed. Eliyahu Dov Pines ( Jerusalem, 1977),
no. 137. For an example concerning the laws of Sabbath, see: R. Moses of Couçy, Semag, Issur ve-
Heter, rule 59, nos. 28–29: “And if the baby does not have what to eat he can tell a Canaanite to
cook him pap on the Sabbath. And if the infant does not want to be fed by anyone but his mother,
R. Samson of Couçy (d. 1221) replied that his mother is permitted to feed him, even from a broth
of milk that was milked and cooked on the Sabbath by the Canaanite, since he is like a sick per-
son whose life is in danger, as he does not want to eat from anyone else.”

101. R. Moses Parnas, Sefer haParnas, no. 162 and in a slightly different version in manuscript
MS Oxford Bodl., Mich. 455 (146), fol. 15b, no. 125; SHP, no. 1073.

102. Shoham, Social Attitudes, 96 n. 287; MS Paris Héb. 1122 fol. 5b; MS Oxford Bodl., Opp.
31 (271) fols. 88a–89b where the use of lard for a cream to ease the symptoms of a skin disease
(Shh· in) is mentioned; Barkai, Les infortunes de Dinah, 99–104. I thank Dr. Ephraim Shoham for
referring me to these sources.

103. The word min means type (like a type of food) and is another name for heretics or, in many
medieval texts, for Christianity. This passage plays with both these meanings.

104. Sefer Or Zaru’a, 4: no. 146.
105. R. Meir b. Barukh, Teshuvot, Pesakim uMinhagim, 2: no. 131.
106. Grayzel, Church and the Jews, 1:107, 115, 199, 211, 307, 317, 321–23, 329, 331. Refer-

ences to illicit relationships between Jews and their Christian wet nurses can also be found in other
sources. For example: SHP, no. 19, which mentions a penance for someone who sinned with a
Christian servant. See the comments of Goldin, “Beziehung der jüdischen Familie,” 220–22.

107. For Innocent’s accusation, see Grayzel, Church and the Jews, 1:114–15: “Faciunt enim
Christianas filiorum suorum nutrices, cum in die ressurectionis Dominice illas recipere corpus et
sanguinem Jesu Christi contingit, per triduum antequam eos lactent, lac effundere in latrinam.”
For Henrici de Segusio, see Summa Aurea (Venice, 1581), 1514–1515: “Nam sunt qui, quod
nephandum est dicere, nutrices christianas habentes non permittunt lactare filios, com corpore
Christi sumpserunt, nisi primo per triduum lac effuderint in latrinam: quasi intelligunt quod cor-
pus Christi incorporetur et ad secessum descendat.”

108. Rashi, Avodah Zara 26a, s.v. “Menikah benah shel Yisrael bir’shutah.”
109. R. Yeh· iel of Paris, Vikuah· R. Yeh· iel of Paris, ed. Reuven Margaliquot ( Jerusalem, 1928),
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21. This is also the wording in MS Moscow Günzberg 1390 fol. 94b. The Latin version of the dis-
putatiom does not include this passage, nor does the Hebrew version cited by Wagenseil in his
Tela Ignae Satanae. For the different versions of the disputation, see Loeb, “La controverse de
1240,” REJ (1880): 1:247–61; 2:248–70; 3:39–57, and especially 1:248 54.

110. Tosfot, Avodah Zara 26 a, s.v. “Ovedet kokhavim menikah benah shel Yisrael.”
111. The phrase used to describe the supervision of the Jewish friends, “Yoz·e venikhnas” is a

common phrase. See Rashi, Berakhot 34b, s.v. “Ke’eved.”
112. R. Elh· anan b. Isaac, Tos’foth, ed. David Fränkel, (Husiatyn, 1901), 26a. R”i’s other stu-

dent, R. Samson of Sens also agrees with this opinion: Tosfot R. Samson b. Abraham of Sens, Shi-
tat Kadmonim al Massekhet Avodah Zora, ed. Moses Judah Blau (New York, 1969), 26a.

113. R. Barukh was known in much of the literature as R. Barukh of Worms. Recently, Simh· a
Emanuel has shown that he was from Paris (“Biographical Data on R. Baruch b. Isaac”). Tarbiz·
69(2000): 423–40.

114. Urbach, The Tosaphists, 347–54.
115. R. Barukh b. Isaac, Sefer haTerumah, no. 152. This book was fairly popular during the Mid-

dle Ages, and these instructions can be found in many thirteenth-century manuscripts: MS Ox-
ford Bodl., Opp. 73 (640), fol. 15, no. 145; MS Parma 813, fol. 187, no. 21. For a slightly different
version, see MS Oxford Bodl., Opp. Add. 34 (641), fol. 14d, no. 149. It is interesting to note that
R. Barukh’s opinion opposes that of the other disciples of his mentor, R. Isaac of Damprierre, supra,
n. 113.

116. R. Moses of Couçy, Semag, negative commandment no. 45.
117. R. Jacob b. Judah H· azan of London, Ez· H· ayyim, 2:331, Hilkhot Avodah Zarah veGerim.

See also R. Abraham b. Ephraim, Sefer Hamiz·vot, MS Paris héb. 392, fol. 41b, no. 165.
118. This fear was certainly a valid one, as scholars have demonstrated over the years in dis-

cussions on adolescent converts. There is a major difference, however, between the influence a
Christian family could exert over adolescents, and their possible influence on infants. For adoles-
cent conversion, see Ivan Marcus, “Jews and Christians Imagining the Other in Medieval Europe,”
Prooftexts 15(1995): 222; and, more recently, William C. Jordan, “Adolescence and Conversion
in the Middle Ages: A Research Agenda,” in Jews and Christians in Twelfth Century Europe, ed.
Michael A. Signer and John Van Engen (Notre Dame, 2001), 77–93; Alfred Haverkamp, “Bap-
tised Jews in German Lands during the Twelfth Century,” in Jews and Christians in Twelfth Cen-
tury Europe, eds. Michael A. Signer and John Van Engen (Notre Dame, 2001), 255–310.

119. I attribute less importance to the fear that wet nurses would kill Jewish children than
Goldin, “Jewish Children and Christian Missionizing,” who sees this as a central consideration in
child rearing. While I do not doubt that this fear existed, I do not think it was as menacing or as
all-encompassing as Goldin suggests.

120. R. Barukh’s ruling seems to accord well with what Urbach defined as his tendency to find
solutions for halakhic issues dealing with Jewish-Christian daily relations. See Urbach, The To-
saphists, 350–51, especially since his opinion is different from that of some of his contemporaries,
supra, n. 115.

121. For example: R. Eleazer b. Joel haLevi, (b. 1140), Sefer RaHaviah Avodah Zarah, no. 1057.
122. R. Eleazar b. Judah, Sefer Rokeah· , (Fano, 1505), no. 472. This ruling can also be found in

MS Paris héb. 363, fol. 179b. This manuscript was copied by Sabbetai b. Joseph, also known as
Bon Fish, in 1452. This text is not included in the modern printed edition of Sefer Rokeah· , and
its omission may be a case of modern editing of a halakhic text.

123. Sefer Or Zaru’a, 4: no. 145. Later German sources quote R. Barukh with few comments.
For example: Hagahot Maimoniyot on Maimonides, Hilkhot Ovdei Kokhavim, 9:16; Mordekhai,
Avodah Zara, no. 812.

124. Supra, n. 14.
125. Some scholars have suggested that the custom of employing a wet nurse was most preva-

lent in France where the business of wet nursing flourished in the Middle Ages. In these coun-
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tries, wet nurses made more money than elsewhere, and it was more common to find children sent
out to the homes of wet nurses, rather than cared for in their own homes (Fildes, Wet Nursing,
36–39). This difference might explain the distinction between the practices in Germany and those
in northern France, and, perhaps, the German-Jewish texts’ stronger reservations regarding send-
ing children to the homes of Christian wet nurses.

126. Such an example appears in Sefer Or Zaru’a, 1: no. 657. In this case, it is clear that the
woman was very poor when she sought employment.

127. Christian theological objections to other wet-nursing arrangements grounded in the su-
periority of Christianity to Judaism, or the fear of conversion of the wet nurses to Judaism, would
not have applied to this practice. Only one source mentions this option, and it is from outside the
geographical area under discussion. A thirteenth-century document from Valdolid, Spain, forbids
Jewish and Muslim women to nurse Christian children, and Christian women to nurse Jewish and
Muslim children. See Heath Dillard, Daughters of the Reconquest: Women in Castillian Town So-
ciety 1100–1300 (Cambridge, 1984), 207.

128. Only R. Eliezer b. Nathan discusses the reasons a Jewish woman should not accept em-
ployment in a Christian home. He explains that if she were single, committing herself to be a wet
nurse would restrict her ability to marry during the period of her employment, and if she were a
married woman, working in a Christian home would cause her husband to be averse to her (Sefer
Ra’avan, no. 294).

129. Aside from this ruling, Mordekhai, Avodah Zara, no. 813, some of the sources propose an
alternate solution: The woman can express the milk and then throw it away. For example: R. Moses
of Zurich, Semak of Zurich, no. 101; R. Meir b. Barukh, Shut Maharam (Prague edition), no. 41.

130. Rubin, Gentile Tales, 33.
131. This possibility is also linked with an insinuation against the Jews that appears in a bulla of

Innocent III from 1208, that mentions that Jews sell the milk that their children do not drink to
Christians: “Similar to this is what the Jewish women do with the milk which is publicly sold for the
nourishment of children.” It is not at all clear that this was breast milk, nor is it clear exactly what
the Jewish women do (Grayzel, Church and the Jews, doc. 24, pp. 126–27). The entire document
discusses practices of the Jews—such as selling non-kosher meat to Christians—that are derogatory
to Christians, since they receive substances the Jews themselves refuse to consume. It seems, how-
ever, that it was common practice to express breast milk for infants and feed them with bottles. This
practice was not allowed on the Sabbath. See: R. Yeh· iel of Paris, Piskei R. Yeh· iel, no. 9.

132. Maher, Anthropology of Breast Feeding, 18; Jane Khatib-Chahidi, “Milk Kinship in Shi’ite
Islamic Iran,” in The Anthropology of Breast Feeding, ed. Vanessa Maher (Oxford, 1992), 109–12.

133. Eric R. Wolf, “Kinship, Friendship and Patron-Client Relationships in Complex Societies,”
in The Social Anthropology of Complex Societies, ed. Michael Banton (Edinburgh, 1966), 1–18;
Jane Schneider, “Introduction: The Analytic Strategies of Eric R. Wolf,” Articulating Hidden His-
tories: Exploring the Influence of Eric R. Wolf, eds. Jane Schneider and Rayna Rapp (Berkeley, Los
Angeles, and London, 1995), 7–9.

134. Chapter 1, pp. 49–52.
135. The main concern was that the nursing infant would die because s/he would refuse to

nurse from someone other than his/her mother, or that a suitable wet nurse might not be found.
Since this second pregnancy was within the family unit, there was no fear that the father or mother
might be careless with their infant’s life.

136. Jean-Paul Habicht et al., “The Contraceptive Role of Breast-Feeding,” Population Studies
39(1989): 213–32; Ulla-Britt Lithell, “Breast-Feeding Habits and Their Relation to Infant Mortal-
ity and Marital Fertility,” Journal of Family History 6(1981): 182–94.

137. One solution for this problem—coitus interruptus, was forbidden in Judaism as in Chris-
tianity. This suggestion and others are discussed in BT Yevamot 34b. As this method is discussed
several times and repeatedly forbidden in medieval responsa, one can assume that like medieval
Christians many Jews were aware of this method and practiced it.
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138. For the Christian position, see Brundage, Law, Sex and Christian Society, 199, 242, 508.
For the ancient Jewish discussion, see Tosefta, Niddah 2:6. The permission given to nursing
women (as well as young girls and pregnant women) to use some form of contraception was not
without objection. Others claimed that the issue was to be left to the mercy of the heavens and
that no preventive measures should be taken.

139. Chapter 1, pp. 24–28.
140. R. Jacob b. Meir, Sefer haYashar leRabbenu Tam, H· eleq haShe’elot vehaTeshuvot, ed.

Shraga Fish Rosenthal (Berlin, 1898), no. 166.
141. Note that in this source the mother is doing the hiring!
142. SHP, no. 1188.
143. BT Yevamot 12b and the comments made by the Tosaphot ad locum, s.v. “Shalosh nashim

meshamshot bemokh.” For two different discussions of this topic, see Cohen, “Be Fertile and In-
crease,” 142; Judith Hauptman, Rereading the Rabbis: A Woman’s Voice (Boulder, 1998), 130–41.

144. I would suggest adding this example to the list of shared ideas pertaining to fertility dis-
cussed in chapter 1.

145. The fact that contraception was women’s business poses a challenge to historians who wish
to study its history, as few written sources remain. Nevertheless, a number of studies have focused
on this topic: Angus McLaren, A History of Contraception (Oxford, 1990), 101–40; John T. Noo-
nan, Contraception—A History of Its Treatment by the Catholic Theologians and Canonists (Cam-
bridge, Mass. and London, 1986), 170–257.

146. See the suggestion made by Soloveitchik, “Review Essay,” 233–34.
147. Examples of exactly such behavior are well known in the history of Niddah (menstrual pu-

rity). For example, Cohen, “Purity, Piety and Polemic,” 82–100.
148. R. Jacob b. Meir, Sefer haYashar, She’elot uTeshuvot, no. 166.
149. For example: R. Asher b. Yeh· iel, Shut haRosh, no. 53, 2, who determines that children

should not be given in custody to those who are their potential heirs.
150. Recent scholars have estimated that divorce rates were high, especially after the Black

Death. See Israel J. Yuval, “An Appeal against the Proliferation of Divorce in Fifteenth-Century
Germany,” Zion 48(1983): 177–216; and more recently: Grossman, Pious and Rebellious, 398–
402. We do not know, however, how many women were widowed at a young age; nor do we have
divorce statistics for the period before the Black Death.

151. In many questions, it is difficult to discern who is doing the asking, in part because of man-
uscript considerations.

152. About R. Samson see: Gross, Gallia Judaica, 477–78; Urbach, The Tosaphists, 118 –20;
Reiner, Rabbenu Tam, 57– 60. For his rulings, see: R. Solomon b. Isaac, Responsa Rashi, 
no. 217, n. 13; Teshuvot H· akhmei Provence, ed. Abraham Schreiber (Sofer) ( Jerusalem, 1967),
no. 54.

153. R. Solomon B. Isaac, Responsa Rashi, no. 217, n. 13; R. Jacob b. Meir, Sefer haYashar, no.
11 and parallels: Tosafot, Yevamot 42a, s.v. “stam”; Tosafot, Ketubbot 60b, s.v. “vehilkhata”;
Mordekhai, Yevamot, no. 3.

154. R. Solomon, b. Isaac, Responsa Rashi, no. 217; R. Jacob b. Meir, Sefer haYashar, She’elot
uTeshuvot, no. 748.

155. This was the accepted opinion, that of the house of Shammai.
156. See Reiner, Rabbenu Tam, 57–60, and R. Jacob b. Meir, Sefer haYashar, She’elot uTeshu-

vot, no. 11. R. Tam bases his ruling on a Gaonic precedent set by R. Ah· ai Gaon. This same ruling
appears in Sefer haNiyar, ed. Gerson Appel (Jerusalem, 1994), 283.

157. Sotah 4:3.
158. BT Yevamot 42b.
159. R. Jacob b. Meir, Sefer haYashar, She’elot uTeshuvot, no. 11.
160. Supra, n. 158.
161. The appearance of women before rabbinical courts is a topic that requires further scrutiny.
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For our purposes, I will note that R. Eliezer b. Nathan states that in his time, women frequented
the courts: Sefer Ra’avan, no. 87.

162. Supra, n. 150.
163. For example: R. Meir b. Barukh, Shut Maharam (Prague), no. 655, nos. 863–64; R. Meir

b. Barukh, She’elot uTeshuvot (Crimona), no. 161; R. Asher b. Yeh· iel, Shut HaRosh, no. 52; Sefer
Or Zaru’a, 1: no. 740; Mordekhai, Ketubbot, no. 289; Teshuvot Maimoniyot, no. 24, and note 164.

164. For example: R. Jacob Hazan, Ez· H· ayim, Laws of Gittin, no. 9, 195, quotes a book called
Sefer haH· anokhi, citing R. Samson’s opinion and stating that R. Tam did not agree with him. Sefer
haH· anokhi was written in the thirteenth century and has survived only in fragments quoted in
other books. See: Simh· a Emanuel, The Lost Halakhic Books of the Tosaphists, Ph.D. Diss., He-
brew University ( Jerusalem, 1993), 81, n. 3.

165. Tosafot, Yevamot 36b, s.v. “VeLo ketanei”: “And R. Joseph of Orleans ruled that one who
marries a nursing woman does not need a divorce; rather, he should simply separate from her.”
This same ruling appears in Mordekhai, Ketubbot, no. 289, regarding a specific case in which a
Jewish wet nurse had been hired for the infant and had sworn under grave oath that she would not
leave her post before the end of her contract. For a description of how R. Tam’s teachings spread
in France, see Reiner, Rabbenu Tam, 68, and a summary of this topic on p. 113.

166. This was most probably a Jewish wet nurse. See also the discussion above, pp. 129–30.
167. For fairly detailed accounts, see: Sefer Or Zaru’a, 1: no. 640; MS Cincinnati 154, no. 5;

R. Meir b. Barukh, Shut Maharam (Prague), nos. 863–64; R. Meir b. Barukh, She’elot uTeshuvot
(Lvov), no. 362; MS Cambridge Or. 548, fol. 13, no. 74.

168. Israel M. Ta-Shma, “On the History of Polish Jewry in the Twelfth to Thirteenth Cen-
turies.” Zion 53(1988): 353–55 [in Hebrew]. Ta-Shma came to this conclusion based on the fact
that parts of the manuscripts were torn out, as, for example, in the Cincinnati manuscript. See also
Urbach, The Tosaphists, 488–91.

169. Ta-Shma cites this ruling, “History of Polish Jewry,” 353. This opinion appears in a num-
ber of manuscripts: MS Paris héb. 392, fol. 23a; MS Paris héb. 393, fol. 15a; MS Vatican ebr. 176,
fol. 50b–51a; MS Moscow Günzburg 1, fol. 22a; MS Parma 813, fol. 42b–43a.

170. For example: R. Meir b. Barukh, Shut Maharam (Prague), no. 864.
171. For example, R. Asher b. Yeh· iel, Shut haRosh, no. 53.
172. Teshuvot Hakhmei Provence, no. 53.
173. Sefer Or Zaru’a, 1: no. 740.
174. This fear is mentioned in other sources as well. For example, R. Asher b. Yeh· iel, supra, n.

171.
175. Ta-Shma, “History of Polish Jewry,” 353, n. 22; idem, “Children in Medieval Germanic

Jewry,” 265.
176. Supra, n. 87.
177. In Islam, the situation was very different. See supra, n. 41. It should be noted, however,

that while there were severe restrictions for divorcees in Islam, widows were allowed to remarry. A
comparison of these matters certainly merits further investigation.

Notes to Chapter 5

Joseph Dan, Iyyunim beSifrut H· asidei Ashkenaz (Ramat Gan, 1975), 153, excerpted from MS
Oxford Bodl., Opp. 540 (1567), fol. 3a.

1. For example: William F. MacLehose, “Nurturing Danger: High Medieval Medicine and the
Problem(s) of the Child,” in Medieval Mothering, eds. John Carmi Parsons and Bonnie Wheeler
(New York and London, 1996), 3–24.

2. For example: Dhouda, Manuel pour mon fils: Introduction, texte critique, notes par Pierre
Riché, traduit par Bernard de Vergille et Claude Mondesert S. J. (Sources chrétiennes, 225) (Paris,

NOTES TO CHAPTER 5 231



1975); The Goodman of Paris (Le ménagier de Paris): A Treatise on Moral and Domestic Economy
(c. 1393), trans. Eileen Power (London, 1928).

3. The basis for the different commentaries is BT Kiddushin 30b–31a. The commandment is
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niensis, Expositio in Exodum, PL, 164, 280; 1386; Hugo de St. Victoris, De sacramentis, PL, 176,
355; Barbara Newman, From Virile Woman, 76–107. After the Reformation, the superiority of the
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pears in a commentary on Song of Songs 4:2 “Your teeth are like a flock of ewes climbing up from
the washing pool.” Bede explains: “Dentes sunt ecclesiae, quia panem verbi Dei parvulis illius ad
quem mandendum ipsi non sufficiunt parant. Solent quippe piae nutrices particulas panis den-
tibus conficere et inter lactandum,” Venerabilis Beda, In Cantica Canticorum Allegorica Exposi-
tio, PL, 91, 1130.
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Vitry, no. 345; R. Jacob b. Meir, Sefer haYashar, She’elot uTeshuvot, nos. 52, 2.
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54. Sefer Tosafot haShalem, Exod. 2:2, no. 7.
55. R. Jacob Mulin, Shut Maharil, no. 104–105.
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60. SHP, no. 293.
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Leah.”
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 5 235



(Ann Arbor, 1992), 195–206; “The Position of the Medieval Jewish Widow As a Function of Fam-
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she was not pregnant. However, even women of whom there was no doubt that they were not preg-
nant were required to wait three months. See, for example, Sefer Or Zaru’a, 1:628.
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(München, 1994), 15–21; Schultz, Knowledge of Childhood, 124; Yves Brissaud, “L’infanticide à
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français et étranger 50(1972): 229–56; Marianne Carbonnier-Burkard, “Perenniser et concevoir,”
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110. SHP, no. 1301.
111. Urbach, “Mavet biShegaga,” 319.
112. Barbara Kellum, “Infanticide in England in the Later Middle Ages,” History of Childhood
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says, ed. Cathy Jorgensen Itnyre (New York and London, 1996), 137–53.
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and Self-Flagellation in the Writings of the Sages of Germany and Poland 1348–1648 (Jerusalem,
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121. Peter Abelard, Ethica, ed. and trans. David E. Luscombe (Oxford, 1971), 17, nos. 79–80.
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yonge children un-to hir calleth, And in hir armes pitously wepings, Embraceth hem and tendrely
kissinge, Ful lyk a mooder, with her salte teres, She batheth both hir visage and hir heres.” This
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GLOSSARY

’Arvit—Evening prayers.
Ba’al brit (f. ba’alat brit, pl. ba’alei brit, ba’alot brit)—Figure chosen by parents to hold

infant at circumcision ceremony.
Challah—Bread, the “obligation of challah” requires that the baker break off a piece

of dough and burn it.
Cohen—Person of priestly (Aaronic) descent.
Get—Divorce writ.
Halakhah—Legal practices and observances of Judaism.
H· azan—Cantor.
Isha H· akhama—Lit. wise woman, midwife.
Kahal—Congregation.
Ketubbah—Marriage agreement that protects woman’s monetary rights.
Kiddush haShem—Sanctifying the name of God.
Kindbett (Kindbetterin)/Mah· zor—Book of ritual prayers.
Meyaledet—Midwife.
Mikve—Ritual bath.
Mila—Circumcision.
Minh· a—Afternoon prayers.
Miz·vot H· annah—Three precepts that are considered women’s commandments—

challah, niddah, and lighting Sabbath candles.
Mohel (pl. mohalim, mohalot)—Circumciser.
Niddah—Impurity of menstruation.
Onah—Conjugal obligations of a husband toward his wife.
Piyut (pl. piyutim)—Liturgicpoem.
Rosh haShana—New Year.
Sandek—Synonym of ba’al brit.
Sefer H· asidim—Book of moral advice and instruction written primarily by R. Judah

the Pious in early thirteenth-century Germany.
Sefer Miz·vot (pl. Sifrei Miz·vot)—Halakhic books of a popular genre in the thirteenth
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Shekhina—Presence of God in the world, term often used in mystical texts.
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and one by the bride’s side to represent each family before and during the wedding.
Streya—Witches.
Takkanah (pl. takkanot)—Regulations governing the internal life of communities.
Tefillin—Phylacteries.
Tekhine—Prayer.
Wimpel—A cloth diaper taken from the circumcision ceremony and made into a Torah

binder.
Z· iz· it—Ritual garment with fringes.
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