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On Wednesday, April  5, 1617 (= 29 Adar Sheni, 5377), birkat ha-hammah  was recited throughout the Jewish
world. Two witnesses – both were present in Frankfurt on that day – left accounts of the ceremony as it was

commemorated in Frankfurt.1

The first witness is R. Yosef Yuzpa Hahn (1570-1637), in his Yosef Ometz2 (Frankfurt, 1723):3

רוזחמב הנושאר תנשב תלפונ הפוקתה ובש ןסינ שדוחב ןושארה 'ד םויב לודג רוזחמ לכ ףוסל
ןימלע תיב רצחל תסנכה תיב רחא ףכית םיכלוה להקה לכש הפ גהנמו .המחה ןישדקמ לודג
תיבב תירחשב זירכמ שמשהו ,תישארב השעמ השוע םלועה ךלמ וניקלא 'ה התא ךורב םירמואו
.המחה שדקל להקה לכ וכליש תסנכה

The second witness is R. Asher b. R. Eliezer Ha-Levi (circa 1598-1660), an Ashkenazic merchant and rabbinic

scholar who lived most of his life in Alsace. In his Sefer Zikhronot (Berlin, 1913), he writes:4

אלו ,המחה רוזחמ הנש ח"כ לכ השענ ןכ יכ המחה שדחתנ טרובקנרו 'קב יתויהב ז"עש רדאו ט"כ
לכ וכלהו ,ולא םימיל עיגיו הכחמה ירשא ,השמחו תואמ עברא ןסינ ח"רע דע דוע תאזכ השענ
ךורב :דחא הפ ונרמאו םכותב יתדמעו ,היה ןנועמ םויו ,תורבקה תיב לע םויה לע 'ג העשב להקה
.תישארב השעמ השוע

The plain sense of the texts is that the blessing was recited just outside the old Jewish cemetery of Frankfurt. R.

Yosef Yuzpa Hahn’s “ ןימלע תיב רצח “ is certainly not to be confused with “ ןימלע תיבב .” Similarly, R. Asher

b. R. Eliezer Ha-Levi’s “ תורבקה תיב לע ” means “adjacent to” or “by” and is not to be confused with “ תיבב
5”.תורבקה

Readers of the testimony of these two witnesses were puzzled as to why in Frankfurt birkat ha-hammah was
recited  adjacent  to the Jewish cemetery.  No such practice is  recorded  elsewhere in Jewish literature.  The
puzzlement was compounded by some later authorities (see below) who understood the witnesses as testifying
that in Frankfurt birkat ha-hammah was recited in the Jewish cemetery. This surely demanded explanation!

Given the recent proliferation of halakhic anthologies on birkat ha-hammah,6 we decide to investigate some of

them in order to see how this problem was addressed.7

R. Mordechai Genut, summarizing the previous birkat ha-hammah literature, writes:8

.תורבקה-תיבב וז הכרב ךרבל היה ןיימד טרופקנרפ גהנמ

It is difficult, of course, to imagine the Kohanim of Frankfurt marching into the cemetery and reciting birkat
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ha-hammah!9 One wonders too why the concept of שרל געול , which does not allow for the public performance

of mitzvoth in a cemetery (e.g., wearing of tallit or tefillin or recital of the fixed prayers)10, seems not to apply

to birkat ha-hammah!11 Surprisingly, R. Genut did not address these specific issues, but he did wonder why in
Frankfurt they insisted on reciting birkat ha-hammah in the cemetery. In a footnote, he cites several solutions.
Here, we shall focus only on the first two (of the three solutions he proffers). The first solution is that Jewish
cemeteries provide a conducive setting for repentance. (And one should not perform any mitzvah – and certainly
not one that can be performed only once in 28 years – without first engaging in an act of repentance.) Even
conceding  all  the “givens”  of  R.  Genut’s  first  solution,  the fact  remains  that  this  practice was  unique to
Frankfurt. Surely it is strange that no other Jewish community saw the need to recite birkat ha-hammah in the
cemetery. The second solution is that the Jewish cemetery in Frankfurt was on elevated ground. Presumably, R.
Genut means that the cemetery grounds were more elevated than the ground upon which the Jews actually
resided in Frankfurt. But this, in fact, is not true. From the Jewish quarter, one walked downhill in order to
reach the cemetery. These solutions are hardly persuasive.

More importantly, as the witnesses cited at the start of this essay make abundantly clear, the Jews of Frankfurt

recited birkat ha-hammah adjacent to the Jewish cemetery, not in it. R. Genut missed an important reference12

that makes this very distinction – a comment  published by R. Yissakhar Tamar in 1979. We present  the full
comment here, because – as we shall see –it left an indelible imprint on other recent halakhic anthologies on

birkat ha-hammah.13

ףסוי רפס םשב ]ג"ישת ,םילשורי ,המחה תכרב ,ץיבוקשומ יבצ ברה[ איבמש ריעמ ינרה בגאו
האצי םרב ,דאמ רז הז רבד הנהו ,ןימלע תיבב המחה תכרב ךרבל אוה מ"דפפ גהנמש ץמוא
ןישדקמ לודג רוזחמ לכ ףוסל :ח"עש ןמיסב ץמוא ףסויה ל"זו ,העידי רסוח ךותמ וינפלמ האיגש

ןימלועה תיב רצחל תסנכה תיב 14)תאיצי( רחא ףכית םיכלוה להקה לכש הפ גהנמו ,המחה
אוה ןשיה ס"נכהיבש עדוי ,א"פרת תנשב םש יתייה ינאו ,מ"דפפב היהש ימו .ל"כע 'וכו םירמואו
אקווד אלא ןימלע תיבל הדש תקלח םדוקה ןמזב םהל ונתנ אל יכ ,ןימלועה תיב םע דחי דכולמ
ארוק הז עדויש ימו .תובצמהו ןימלועה תיב תא םיאור ס"נכהיב תונולח ךרדו ,ס"נכהב י"עו וטיגב
דחי ףסאתמ להקהש ןמזבש אוה ןכ יעבט ןפואב קר ,העתפה לכ ילב ץמוא ףסוי ירבד תא
ינפל בוחרב ופסאתה אלו .המחה תכרב םש ןיכרבמו ,ןימלע תיב רצחל ןיאצוי ס"נכהיבמ ןיאצוישכ
הזיא היהיש אל לבא ,לודג להק ףסאתמשכ םיוגה לצא בל תמושתו ןינע וררועי אלש ידכ ס"נכהיב
רסוח ךותמ ץיבוקשומ צ"רו ,דאמ רזומ רבד הזש ,ןימלעה תיבב אקוד המחה תכרב וכרביש גהנמ
."ןימלע תיב רצח" םוקמב "ןימלע תיב" קיתעה םגו הזב הגש וז העידי

R. Tamar is to be congratulated for being the first to lay to rest (alas, without success) the claim that the Jews
of  Frankfurt  recited  birkat  ha-hammah  in  the Jewish cemetery.  Sadly,  however,  much of  his  comment  is
mistaken, and – in fact – would mislead those who came after him. We do not doubt for a moment that he was,
as he claims, in Frankfurt in 1921. Nor do we doubt that he saw a synagogue adjacent to the Jewish cemetery,

from whose windows  one could  see the tombstone inscriptions.  But  this  was  not  the ןשיה תסנכ תיב  of

Frankfurt, as Tamar calls  it, nor was it  the synagogue that the Jews of Frankfurt  prayed in during the 17th

century,  when  R.  Joseph  Yuzpa  Hahn  and  R.  Asher  b.  R.  Eliezer  Ha-Levi  wrote  their  accounts  of  birkat
ha-hammah.
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(Fig. 1) 

 

Briefly, when R. Samson Raphael Hirsch succeeded in creating a thriving separatist Orthodox Jewish community in

Frankfurt  in  the 19th  century  (after  the majority  of  the official  Jewish community had  joined  the Reform
movement), it became apparent to the official Jewish community that the best way to counter Hirsch’s success
was by finding a place for Orthodoxy within the official Jewish community. The communal authorities agreed in

1878 to appoint an Orthodox rabbi, Rabbi Markus Horovitz (author of יול הטמ ת"וש ), aside from the Reform
rabbis  already in their employ. As  a precondition to his  appointment, Rabbi Horovitz demanded that  a new
Orthodox synagogue be built for his community in Frankfurt. It was constructed in 1882 – a magnificent structure
– and was known as the Börneplatz Synagogue (figure 1) until  its  destruction by the Nazis on November 10,

1938.15 Indeed, it was built adjacent to the Jewish cemetery, and its windows overlooked the tombstones in the
cemetery. It displaced the old Jewish hospital, not a synagogue. No other synagogue in the history of Frankfurt
was built overlooking the Jewish cemetery. This, then, was the synagogue that R. Tamar saw in 1921. But, of
course, it didn’t exist in 1617 and therefore cannot be used to explain the accounts of R. Joseph Yuzpa Hahn and

R. Asher b. Eliezer Ha-Levi.16

Tamar’s  confused  account  misled  at  least  two of the recent  halakhic anthologies  on birkat ha-hammah,  R.
Gavriel Zinner,

התכרבו המחה שודיק :לאירבג יעטנ  (Jerusalem,  2009)17  and  R.  Yonah  Buxbaum, המחה שודיק
(Jerusalem, 2009).18 Both cite Tamar’s account as authoritative, without further comment. In the case of R.
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Buxbaum (prior to his citation of Tamar), two reasons are suggested for the recitation of birkat ha-hammah
adjacent to the Jewish cemetery: it provided greater space for the entire Jewish community to gather and recite
the blessing together, and it provided a better view of the sun. At last, a breath of fresh air! We shall devote the
remainder  of  this  essay  to  an  analysis  of  these  two  suggestions,  to  see  whether  or  not  they  are  likely
explanations of what happened in Frankfurt. 

An organized Jewish community existed in Frankfurt from as early as 1150. Christian persecution of the Jews in
Frankfurt was rampant throughout the medieval period and took a variety of forms. In 1462, it took the form of a
decree issued by the Frankfurt Council which forced the Jews to live in a newly created ghetto. It was basically
one long street, called the Judengasse, ultimately with four and five story wooden row-houses on both sides of

the street (figures 2, 3, and 4).19 Initially, walls 30 feet high were constructed around the ghetto to keep the
Jews out of Christian Frankfurt. The gates that allowed entry in and exit from the ghetto were kept locked at
night. Jews could not leave the ghetto on Sundays and Christian holidays (until 1798, when this restriction was

rescinded).  These were the basic conditions  of Jewish life on Frankfurt  until  the 19th century,  when in the
aftermath of the French Revolution and Emancipation, the ghetto walls came crumpling down and Jews were

permitted to live outside the ghetto.20
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(Fig. 2)

(Fig. 3) 
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(Fig. 4)

 

A wonderful  account  of the Judengasse is  preserved in the writings  of R. Jacob Joshua Falk  (author of ינפ
עשוהי ), who described what he saw when he moved to Frankfurt in 1742 in order to serve as Chief Rabbi:21

ןיב הלודג הירורעש יתיאר ,תועדב יתבר ,םע יתבר ,םיקלאל הלודגה ריע מ"דפפ ק"ק ןאכל יאבב
ןופצמ איהש תומכ הכורא ,הנטק תחא הבחר םא יכ הפ םידוהיל ןיאש עודי רבדה תויהב ,'ה ינהכ
ןיב קספה ןיאו ,ברעמ דצמ הלומל הדגנכשו חרזמ דצמ תחא ,תונוכש יתשל הקלחנו םורדל
,הנוכשה יתבמ דחאב תמ תומי יכ היהו .ריעזמ טעמ תומוקמב םא יכ ,הנוכשו הנוכש לכ ,םיתבה
םג ו"ח םאו .הדגנכש הנוכשל הנוכשמ ךלילו םוקממ זוזלו םידנו םיענ תויהל םינהכה וכרצוה
יכ ,ללכ םידוהיה בוחרב תחא הניל ןולל ,םלגר ףכל חונמ אצמי אל יזא ,תמה תומי הנוכש התואב
.ריעזמ טעמ תומוקמב םא

Lest anyone assume that the עשוהי ינפ ’s description of the Judengasse applies only to the 18th century, and

not earlier, a map of Frankfurt – drawn in 1628 – indicates otherwise (see figure 5).22 The map, contemporary
with R. Joseph Juzpa Hahn and R. Asher b. R. Eliezer Ha-Levi, depicts the Judengasse exactly as described by the

עשוהי ינפ .
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(Fig. 5)

 

One other point  needs to be addressed in order for this  analysis  to continue. What  time in the morning did
davening begin in Frankfurt, and when did they recite the birkat ha-hammah? Regarding the latter question, the
two witnesses cited at the start of the essay seem to contradict each other. R. Joseph Yuzpa Hahn indicates that
the blessing was recited immediately after davening, adjacent to the cemetery. R. Asher b. R. Eliezer Ha-Levi
indicates that it was recited “in the third hour,” adjacent to the cemetery. In fact, we know that on April 5,

1617, sunrise (more specifically: המחה ץנ ) in Frankfurt was at 5:53 A.M. and sunset was at 7:03 P.M.23 If one

counted hours from 6:00 A.M., the third hour was between 8:00 and 9:00 A.M. If one counted תוינמז תועש , the
third  hour from sunrise was  approximately  between 8:05  and  9:11  A.M.  We also  know  exactly  what  time
davening  ordinarily began, thanks  to Johann Jacob Schudt, who testifies  that  services  began every weekday

morning in Frankfurt at 6:00 A.M.24 Assuming that davening took not more than an hour, according to R. Hahn the

blessing was recited shortly after 7:00 A.M. According to R. Ha-Levi it was recited shortly after 8:00 A.M.25 At
that hour, on the Judengasse, due to the row-houses, the sun could not be seen at all! This was because the
Judengasse was a crescent shaped street on a North-South axis, more or less perpendicular to the Main River. In
order to see the sun – rising in the East and setting in the West – it was necessary to leave the ghetto and walk to
the nearest open space, so that the blessing could be properly recited. The nearest open space, just beyond the

southern gate of the ghetto, was the Jewish cemetery and its surrounding fields (see figure 6).26
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(Fig. 6)

 

Returning to the two suggestions of R. Buxbaum, the first was that the land adjacent to the cemetery provided
greater space for the entire Jewish community to gather and recite the blessing together. Doubtless this is true,
but it does not seem likely that this was the key factor for the decision to walk out to the cemetery area. There

was one place in the Jewish ghetto where large crowds could gather, if the only concern was תרדה םע בורב
ךלמ . Weddings in Jewish Frankfurt were performed just outside the doors of the main synagogue27 precisely

because there was sufficient room for all the invited guests to attend the ceremony (see figure 7).28 In 1617,

there were some 454  Jewish families  living  in Frankfurt.29  These could  easily gather in  front  of  the main
synagogue, if necessary in shifts. If they walked to the cemetery area nonetheless, it was because only there
could the sun be sighted and the blessing recited. R. Buxbaum’s second suggestion was that the cemetery area
provided “a better view” of the sun. We would suggest that it provided the only view of the sun – at an early

hour – in Jewish Frankfurt from the 15th through the 19th centuries.

(Fig. 7)
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It  is  noteworthy that  some 30,000 Jews lived  in Frankfurt  in 1925, a year in which birkat ha-hammah  was
recited. There are no reports that Jews went to the cemetery area in order to recite the blessing. It was no
longer necessary.

NOTES

1. A third witness from Frankfurt, R. Joseph Koshmann, ףסוי ןאצכ גהנ  (Hanau, 1718; cf. the Tel-Aviv, 1969
edition, p. 145), also discusses birkat ha-hammah. Since he makes no reference to the Jewish cemetery in
Frankfurt, the focus of discussion of this essay, his account will not be addressed.

2. The correct name of the sefer is ץמוא ףיסוי . The printer misread the manuscript copy (still extant at the
Bodleian Library in Oxford), and it is by the mistaken title that the book is read and cited. See R. Yissachar
Tamar,

םיערז רדס ימלשורי :רמת ילע  (Tel-Aviv, 1979), vol. 1, p. 294.

3. §378. Cf. ץמוא ףסוי  (Frankfurt, 1928), p. 80, §378. R. Hahn’s testimony is not necessarily confined to the
1617 recital of the birkat ha-hammah, as he may also have witnessed the 1589 recital when he was 19 years old.

4. P. 7  of  the Hebrew  section of  M.  Ginsburger,  ed.,  Die Memoiren des  Ascher  Levy  (Berlin,  1913).  Cf.  E.
Kallmann, ed., Les Mémoirs d’Ascher Levy de Reichshoffen (Paris, 2003), p. 21, interlinear addition 2.

5. Cf. Psalm 137:1 לבב תורהנ לע , which can only mean “at the side of; by.” See also Rashi to Gen. 14:6.

6. See, e.g., E. Brodt and Ish Sefer, “A Preliminary Bibliography of the Recent Works on Birkat ha-Chamah,”

Tradition Seforim Blog,  March 27,  2009;  and  Akavya  Shemesh,  “ י"רב הנוי 'רל המחה שודיק רפס לע
םיובסקוב ,” Tradition Seforim Blog, March 30, 2009.

7. We have examined the following 6 works only:

R. J. David Bleich, Bircas HaChammah  (Brooklyn, 2009); R. Yonah Buxbaum, המחה שודיק  (Shikun Square,

2009); R. Mordechai Genut, התפוקתב המחה תכרב  (Bnei Brak, 2009); R. Menachem Mendel Gerlitz, תכרב
התכלהכ המחה  (Jerusalem,  2009);  R.  Yehuda  Herskowitz,The Sun Cycle  (Monsey,  2009);  and  R.  Gavriel

Zinner, המחה תוכרב תוכלה :לאירבג יעטנ  (Brooklyn, 2009).

8. Genut, p. 290.

9. Had there been any validity to this presumption, it surely would have been adduced by the late R. Mordechai

Spielman in his יבצ שפנל ןויצ  (Brooklyn,  1976), an anthology of all passages in rabbinic literature that allow a
Kohen to enter a cemetery.

10. See 367:2-4§ העד הרוי :ךורע ןחלוש  and commentaries.

11. Gerlitz, p. 232 was the only work (of the 6 I consulted) to raise this issue (in a footnote). He resolves it by
suggesting that the blessing was actually recited just outside the cemetery. Nonetheless, in the body of his work

he writes unequivocally that:  תורבקה תיבב וז הכרב ךרבל וגהנש שי .
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12. So too Gerlitz, pp. 231-232.

13. See above, note 2.

14. For this emendation, see already R. Liepman Philip Prins (d. 1915), תורודל סנרפ  (Jerusalem, 1999), p.
292.

15. See Rachel Heuberger and Salomon Korn, The Synagogue at Frankfurt’s Börneplatz (Frankfurt, 1996). Figure
1, a photograph of the Börneplatz Synagogue taken in 1887, is drawn from p. 11 of this booklet.

16. Moreover, the Börneplatz Synagogue was outside the Jewish ghetto, whereas during the ghetto period (15th

-19th centuries), all the synagogues in Frankfurt were inside the ghetto.

17. Pages 105-106.

18. Pages 160-161.

19. Figure 2 is a 19th century lithograph of the Judengasse (from the Leiman Library). Figure 3 is a photograph of
the Judengasse from circa 1860 and is  drawn from Georg  Heuberger,  Ludwig  Börne –  A  Frankfurt Jew Who
Fought For Freedom (Frankfurt, 1996), p. 9. Figure 4 is a photograph of the eastern side of the Judengasse,
taken circa 1875 after much of the western side was demolished. The main Reform Synagogue, constructed in
1860 at the exact site where the main synagogue of the traditional community once stood, can be seen at the
extreme left of the photograph (from the Leiman Library).

20. In general, see A. Freimann and F. Kracauer, Frankfort (Philadelphia, 1929).

21. See R. Mordechai Halberstadt, יכדרמ רמאמ ת"וש  (Brünn, 1790), §56.

22. The map is drawn from Rachel Heuberger and Helga Krohn, Hinaus aus dem Ghetto: Juden in Frankfurt am
Main 1800-1950 (Frankfurt, 1988), p. 13.

23. See R. Meir Posen, ריאמ רוא  (London, 1973), p. 330 and table 86.

24. Johann Jacob Schudt, Jüdische Merkwürdigkeiten (Frankfurt, 1714), vol. 2, p. 218.

25. It is possible that in order to recite birkat ha-hammah together as a community specifically during the third
hour, davening in Frankfurt on this day began at 7:00 A.M., rather than at 6:00 A.M. Thus, there would be no
conflict between the reports of R. Hahn and R. Ha-Levi, both agreeing that the blessing was recited shortly after

8:00 A.M. Interestingly, a חול  published in Frankfurt in 1757 – a year in which birkat ha-hammah was recited –
seems to state that the proper time for the recital of the blessing was between 8:00 and 10:00 A.M (if I am

reading it correctly). I am indebted to Dan Rabinowitz for bringing the חול  to my attention.

26. Figure 6 is a portion of a map of Frankfurt from 1864. It is drawn from Heuberger and Krohn, op. cit., p. 93.
At the upper left of the map is the Judengasse. One can see the newly constructed Reform Synagogue on the
eastern side of the Judengasse.. The row-houses lead into the Judenmarkt, east  of which is  the old Jewish
cemetery. Doubtless, it was in and around the Judenmarkt that the Jews gathered to recite birkat ha-hammah

between the 15th and 19th centuries.

27. See ןיאושנ לש הגהנהו רדס  (Frankfurt, 1701), pp. 4-5, §4. Cf. ץמוא ףסוי  (Frankfurt, 1928), p. 332.
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28. Figure 7 (drawn from Heuberger and Krohn, op. cit., p. 49) depicts the Old Synagogue (on the Judengasse) of
Frankfurt, after it was rebuilt in 1711 [and prior to its demolition in 1860] following a fire that destroyed almost
all the dwellings in the Jewish ghetto. There appears to be ample space in the foreground for the communal
recitation of birkat ha-hammah.

29. See Jewish Encyclopedia, vol. 5, p. 486.
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