PIYYUT: Encyclopedia Judaica

In ancient times, the piyyutim were intended to replace most of the set versions of
prayer and to serve as substitutes. They ensured variety of the obligatory prayers,
mainly on Sabbaths and festivals. In a later period, when the prayers became fixed,
sections of piyyut were interspersed in certain places within the set pattern of the
prayers. Naturally, most of the very extensive piyyut literature is devoted to the
adornment of the major holy days. However, during the early Oriental (eastern)
period of the history of the piyyut, liturgical compositions were also produced in
great abundance for regular Sabbaths, for simple fast days, and even for weekdays.
Obligatory prayers were also embellished with special sets of piyyutim for private
occasions, such as weddings, circumcisions, and mourning.

Types of Piyyut

Piyyutim can be divided according to their liturgical purpose into a number of
categories, differing in their histories and development, their structures, and their
distribution. In different periods, certain types of piyyutim were more prevalent than
others.

The earliest and most important types of piyyut are the kerovah and the yozer. The
kerovah is designed for inclusion in the Amidah prayer, while the yozer belongs to
the benedictions before and after the *Shema in the *Shaharit service.

The kerovot divide into a number of secondary categories, according to the types of
Amidah to which they are attached: the kerovah of the daily Amidah is called kerovat
Shemoneh Esreh because of the 18 blessings in that Amidah; that of Musafor Ma’
ariv Amidah for Sabbaths and the holy days is called shivata because of the seven
blessings in these Amidot; while that of the Shaharit Amidah of the Sabbath and
holy days, which include a kedushah, is called kedushata (in ancient Erez Israel,
kedushah was said on Sabbaths and festivals only in the Shaharit service). Each of
the types of kerovah has its own structural characteristics. The kerovah, mainly the
kedushata, is thought of as the dominant type of ancient piyyut.

The yozer is combined from several types of piyyut, according to the structure of the
permanent prayers replaced or embellished by piyyut. The yozer enjoyed great
circulation mainly in the second period of Oriental piyyut, between the seventh and
eleventh centuries. Parallel to the yozerot, which were intended for Shaharit, there
are also, during this period, piyyutim of Ma ’ ariv, intended to adorn the blessings
before and after the Shema in the evening service. This type of piyyut, however, was
never widely employed.

*The entry lists (in alphabetical order) some 500 paytanim.
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Translated by Rabbi Dr. Joseph Marcus

O God, when Thou didst march forth to smite Egypt
Thou didst pierce their hosts and didst destroy their
strongholds. Thy people Thou didst redeem to the
sound of the harp and the zither. Thou didst free them
and sift them out as fine flour is purified. Thou hast
dashed to the ground the multitude of Bubastis (Egypt);
desolate it lay to the ground, afflicted with empyema.
The forsaken one, wallowing in blood, shone again,
strengthened and refreshed through bathing and
washing. Even before the bitterness of bondage was
removed from the afflicted, salvation had already
sprouted for them who are guarded as the apple of His
eye.

Even before Thou didst crown them with a soul-
restoring Torah Thou didst bestow upon them the gift of
the Sabbath

When the prisoners were about to go forth from prison
to freedom; when to those who were plunged in the
mire miracles shone forth. Thou didst invigorate them
with a statute of rest and refreshment which had been
ordained even before the soul restoring Torah. With its
meaning and signification Thou didst command it at
Marah, that its pure law should be understood and
fulfilled. The holiness thereof should be established by
remembrance and observance, with songs of
thanksgiving and praise. Great judgments Thou didst
execute in Egypt, and didst stretch out a tent whose
pegs are never to be pulled up.

The loathsome have vanished, in wrath they were
crushed; terror seized Edom and Canaan.

My Savior, my Glory, my Fortress and Refuge takes a
stand to fight my aggressor. He protects me with His
wings, the Lord, my Banner, requiting and exacting the
judgment due to me. When His lamp shone over my
head. He rode on a swift cloud to snatch me away from
affliction. He destroyed the fortress of my excruciating
tormentor, and He, my Provider, led me to His remote
shelter. Front His Holy Dwelling He bandaged my
wound, and caused me to draw waters from the
fountains of salvation.

He taught me to rest from all trouble on the Sabbath,
and He granted me the enjoyment of the heritage of
Jacob my father.
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Thou didst come down to save Thy people, to acquaint
them with Thy pleasant path. Thou didst turn Thy steps to
the standing ruins, to crush the tyrants in Thy wrath. And
when the multitude of spoilers was consumed, and the
leaders as well as the hosts were destroyed, the time of
love approached, and salvation sprouted for the friends of
God. When the secret resolution went forth from His
Dwelling that the despondent people should march forth to
refreshing freedom, then hastened to the captives the
messengers, the twin pair of aroe-deer (Moses and Aaron).
They met the chief of the palace preparing the royal
banquet: “Whoever enters before the king mast have gifts
precede him!” At the gates of Egypt stood these
ambassadors. They who pluck salt-wort with worm-wood
(mean court flunkeys) gazed in astonishment, for they had
neither handful nor stalk (present). The arrogant king
treated them contemptuously; he rose and mustered his
legions: “Let those with gifts enter first, and these at the
very last!” Then asked the deaf cobra (Pharaoh):
“Concerning whom do you come and In whose name?”
They answered him: “You crooked, uprooted one, God will
utterly snatch the slaves from you!” The insolent tyrant
resisted in his perversity: “What have | to do with Him? Why
should | obey His voice? Not even a gift did He bring me,
like a beggar leaning on his staff!” He then looked over the
roster of his idols, to see if He had power in His hands.
They (Moses and Aaron) approached him with authoritative
words: “One does not seek Him among the corpses! You
fool, destined for wrathful chastisement, what business
has a priest (God) in a graveyard? With the fulfillment of His
words will the mighty Master become known! He who is
robed in righteousness has girded Himself to requite your
evil practices, 0 you cruel tyrant!” He perverted the way of
the violent man, his mischief recoiled on his own head.
Locusts, hail, coals of fire He showered down upon the
master magicians; down they sank and crumpled up, like
hissing serpents gasping for the dust of the earth.
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