nwK12a: The Genesis of Piyyut

* Definition: Piyyut (0119, plural piyyutim) is a Hebrew liturgical poem composed
to be recited or chanted as part of Jewish prayer.

* Origins: The practice began in late antiquity, in Eretz Yisrael (4th—7th centuries
CE), when poets (paytanim) wrote compositions to embellish the statutory
prayers. It continued in the high Middle Ages (9-12 centuries) throughout the
Jewish world.

The Hebrew word v11a (piyut) — plural D019 (piyutim) — refers to a liturgical poem,
usually composed for inclusion in the synagogue service.

Its etymology is quite clear:

* Origin: The word derives from Greek:
— ToInTNG (poiétés) = “poet”
— moinua (poiéma) = “poem” or “work”
— moinoig (poiésis) = “poetry” or “creation”
*  From Greek, it was borrowed into Jewish Palestinian Aramaic as Xb119
(piyuta), meaning “poem” or “poetic composition.”
This form appears already in late Talmudic and early Midrashic literature

(roughly Byzantine-era Palestine, 5th—7th centuries CE), the same cultural
setting in which piyyut as a literary genre flourished.

* From Aramaic, the word was absorbed into Hebrew as wrs, with the Dpwn
(pattern) pi‘ul, common for loanwords.

Summary of development:
Greek poiétés / poiema — Aramaic piyuta = Hebrew piyut.

This etymology reflects the Hellenistic cultural environment of Late Antique Eretz
Yisrael, where Jewish poets adapted Greek literary concepts and terminology to create
a uniquely Jewish liturgical poetry.

* Purposes:

1. To enrich the prayer experience with biblical allusion, linguistic artistry, and
theological depth.

2. To adapt the service for special occasions (Shabbat, festivals, fast days).

3. Sometimes to replace or expand standard prayers that were not yet fully
fixed.



Features: Biblical language and midrashic allusion, strict poetic structures
(acrostics, rhyme schemes, wordplay), and complex Hebrew style that often
requires commentary.

Yotzrot (mxm)

Context: Inserted into the Yotzer Or blessing (the first blessing before the
Shema) in the morning service.

Function: These poems elaborate on themes of God’s creation, light, and
angels.

Occasions: Especially prominent in Ashkenazic tradition for festivals and special
Shabbatot.

Structure: Often consist of a series of stanzas that lead into or substitute the
standard text of the blessing.

Famous Paytanim: Yanai and Eleazar Kalir pioneered yotzrot.

Kerovot (m211p)

Context: Inserted into the Amidah (the central prayer) — usually the blessing of
Gevurot (“You are mighty...”) and others.

Function: They “draw near” (k-r-v) the congregation to the statutory prayer by
linking biblical and midrashic motifs to each of the Amidah’s blessings.

Structure:

o A krovah is an entire cycle of poems covering most or all blessings of the
Amidah on a special day.

o Each individual poem within it is called a pizmon or shibbutz.

Usage: Most widespread in early Eretz Yisrael practice; fragments survive in the
Cairo Genizah. Later Ashkenazi liturgy preserved some.

Example: On fast days, kerovot would be recited in the Amidah to highlight
themes of repentance, divine mercy, and redemption.

< So, to put it simply:

Piyyut is the general art of Hebrew liturgical poetry.
Yotzrot embellish the blessings before Shema (morning service).

Kerovot embellish the Amidah.
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WHO is like You who destroyed the unjust after ten generations, and
WHO compares to You who judges tyrants with ten arrows
None is like You and None compares to You.
WHO is like You who heated them for twelve months, and
WHO compares to You who oppressed them for twelve months
None is like You and None compares to You.
WHO is like You who erased through a flood of water
WHO compares to You who drew them into a torrent of water
None is like You and None compares to You.
WHO is like You whose sovereignty was declared by the flood’s survivors
WHO compares to You who was coronated by the survivors of the split waters
None is like You and None compares to You.
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Haftarah of Parashat No’ah (Isaiah 54)

In this chapter, Isaiah likened the Jewish people in their exile to a childless woman
whose barrenness has been reversed.
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(1) Sing, O barren, thou that didst not
bear, Break forth into singing, and
cry aloud, thou that didst not travail;
For more are the children of the
desolate Than the children of the
married wife, saith the Lord. (2)
Enlarge the place of thy tent, And let
them stretch forth the curtains of thy
habitations, spare not; Lengthen thy
cords, and strengthen thy stakes. (3)
For thou shalt spread abroad on the
right hand and on the left; And thy
seed shall possess the nations, And
make the desolate cities to be
inhabited. (4) Fear not, for thou shalt
not be ashamed. Neither be thou
confounded, for thou shalt not be put
to shame; For thou shalt forget the
thy youth, And the
reproach of thy widowhood shalt
thou remember no more. (5) For thy
Maker is thy husband, The Lord of
hosts is His name; And the Holy One

shame of
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thy Redeemer. (9) For this is as the
waters of Noah unto Me; For as |
have sworn that the waters of Noah
Should no more go over the earth,
So have | sworn that | would not be
wroth with thee, Nor rebuke thee. (10)
For the mountains may depart, And
the hills be removed; But My
kindness shall not depart from thee,
Neither shall My covenant of peace
be removed, Saith the Lord that hath
compasssion on thee. (11) O thou
afflicted, tossed with tempest, And
not comforted, Behold, | will set thy
stones in fair colours, And lay thy
foundations with sapphires. (12) And |
will make thy pinnacles of rubies,
And thy gates of carbuncles, And all
thy border of precious stones. (13)
And all thy children shall be taught of
the Lord; And great shall be the

to destroy. (17) No weapon that is
formed against thee shall prosper;
And every tongue that shall rise
against thee in judgment thou shalt
condemn. This is the heritage of the
servants of the Lord, And their due
reward from Me, saith the Lord.
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