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Abstract: Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century

Yiddish Versions of Pereq Shira

Pereq Shira (“Chapter of Song™) is a short, anonymous work containing a collection of
hymnal sayings in praise of the Creator, placed in the mouths of His creatures. All
creation, except man, is represented — the natural and supernatural orders, inanimate
nature, the heavens and all their hosts, the world of plants and animal kingdom — each
according to its kind. It contains 85 sections, in each of which elements of creation,
beginning with the celestial and ending with dogs, use biblical and rabbinic verses in
order to sing God’s praises. Together the hymns comprise a kind of cosmic song of
praise by the whole of creation. They are set in a Midrashic framework, imparting a
firm literary structure to a collection that in itself lacks textual continuity. Most of the
“hymns” are in fact biblical verses, the greater part of them citations from Psalms. At
the end of Pereq Shira there are pseudepigraphic additions, apparently of a later date,
praising the one who says Pereq Shira.

The connection between many of these texts and the creature uttering the praise in
each hymn is not clear. The text has been preserved in several manuscripts,
including Genizah fragments, the earliest dating from about the Tenth century. The
versions differ considerably in content and arrangement, and classification of the
manuscripts reveals the existence of three distinct traditions: Oriental, Sephardi, and
Ashkenazi. Hasidei Ashkenazare believed to be the cause of the spread of Pereq Shira
as a special prayer and its penetration into cycles and prayers in Ashkenaz. The first
manuscript in Ashkenazi script is the Hebrew one now kept in Oxford (Mich. 569, The
Bodleian Library); it contains a shortened version of the work, and it was composed in
about 1289. Its hymnal character and the "cosmic praise” expressed in its words may
explain why it became a prayer. In the following centuries the distribution of Pereq

Shira expanded, its prints multiplied, and the value attributed to it grew.



Pereq Shirahas been transmitted with commentaries over time. The first
commentary on Pereq Shira is that of R. Samuel [not Shmuel?] Kimhi (1347). The
second commentary on Pereq Shira was written by R. Moshe ben Joseph di Trani
(MaBiT), who was one of the greatest of the rabbis of Safed and a contemporary of R.
Joseph Caro. The MaBiT’s commentary attests to the extent of interest in and diffusion
of this work.

In this study, I wish to offer/present a comprehensive bibliography on Yiddish
translations of Pereq Shira, which survived in versions from the seventeenth- and
eighteenth centuries. Thus far, no comprehensive research on Pereg Shirain Yiddish
has been done. In particular, I found that the Yiddish translations of Pereq Shira were
harvested from various Hebrew-language commentaries on this work, which were
inaccessible to anyone not conversant in Hebrew: most of the seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Yiddish translations availed themselves of MaBiT’s commentary to
make the work more readily comprehensible to the reader (see the synopsis in chapter

3).

In Chapter 1, I present the 19 versions of Pereq Shirain Yiddish that I have studied
during my research. The first Pereg Shirain Yiddish I have been able to trace is a
manuscript dated 1663 from Hamburg; the first printed book is from Amsterdam, 1692.

In Chapter 2, I present four different paratexts*¢! of three different versions
of Pereq Shirain Yiddish accompanied by my translation into Hebrew. These texts
originate from:

Pereq Shira, manuscript, Hamburg, 1663; Pereq Shira, first printed edition (to our
knowledge), Amsterdam, 1692; Pereq Shira, illuminated manuscript, 1740 (?).

Among them, I give the title pages and the prefaces of the first two versions
of Pereq Shira. In the first stage, I discuss the title page of the manuscript of Hamburg
(1663) of Pereq Shirain Yiddish. Next, [ examine the introduction of Amsterdam’s

printed version (1692) of the same work. In the third and final stage, I present a

16l Paratext is a concept in literary interpretation. The main text of published authors is often surrounded
by other material supplied by editors, printers, and publishers, which is known as the paratext.



manuscript version of Pereq Shira that was illustrated by the prominent artist Aaron b.
Benjamin Zeev (Schreiber) Herlingen. These paratexts help us to understand the
identity of the ideal reader of Pereq Shirain Yiddish.

In Chapter 3, I compare passages referring to four beings — stars, frog, starling bird
and spider — in several versions: 1) Pereq Shira, ms. (Hamburg, 1663); 2) Pereq Shira
(Amsterdam, 1692); 3) Pereq Shira (Frankfurt, 1700); 4) Pereq Shira, illuminated ms.
(Amsterdam, 1740?); 5) Pereq Shirain Seder Korbn Minkhe (Amsterdam, 1725); Pereq
Shirain Seder Tkhinot ubakashot (Fiirth, 1783); I chose six primary representative
versions which I consider that can serve as interesting examples. From these six
versions, | prepared a synopsis that presents the major findings of the comparative

analysis.

In the introduction to his commentary on Pereq Shira, MaBiT wrote (emphasis in the

original):

[...] To attract the intellect to the cause of Pereq Shira, we should say
differently that it is known that everything created in the world was
created for mankind’s needs, as was written after the Creation, “Let us
make mankind in our image, after our likeness, so that they may have
dominion over the fish in the sea and over the birds in the sky, and over
the beasts and all the land, and over all things that creep on the

ground,” etc.

It is in this spirit, one may say, that the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Yiddish

translations of Pereq Shira were produced.
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