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How do you prove that something that, apparently, didn’t exist, actually did exist? In this case, that Jews in
Period celebrated the festival of Purim with a Haman pinyata.

First, a little background. Purim celebrates the events of the biblical Book of Esther, the failed attempt by
Haman, vizier the ancient Persian Empire, to kill all the Jews in the Empire. The plot was defeated by
Mordechai, a leader of the Jews, and his niece, Esther, the beautiful new wife of the King. The King ordered
that Haman be hanged and gave Mordechai Haman’s place in court.

Purim, held on Adar 15 on the Jewish calendar (February or March), is the Jewish carnival holiday. Since the
Middle Ages Jews have worn masks and costumes', and they have held feasts? and performed comedic plays.’
Jewish Law requires that Jews should drink until they can’t tell whether someone is saying, “Blessed be
Mordechai” or “Cursed be Haman” (Tractate Megillah 7b)*. And they obliterate Haman.

Obliterating Haman

Three lines of biblical text are the inspiration for this obliteration:

e “Thou shalt blot out the remembrance of Amalek” (Deuteronomy 25:19). Esther 3:2 describes Haman as a
descendent of Amalek;

e “The name of the wicked shall rot” (Proverbs 10:7); and
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e “Then it shall be, if the wicked man deserves to be beaten” (Deuteronomy 25:2); in Hebrew, v hayah eem
bain hakevot harashah.” The final letters of the first three words of this quote spell out the name Haman
(H-M-N), while the remainder of the quote suggest that the man “deserves to be beaten.”

Leon Midena (16™ century Venetian rabbi) wrote that “[w]hile the Book [of Esther] is being read, there are some
that, as often as they hear Haman named, they beat the ground and make a great murmuring sound in token of
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cursing him and eradicating his name.

In period, Haman’s name was written on flat stones or pieces of wood with flour or chalk. These were banged
together to erase the name.” People also wrote his name on the soles of their shoes or on the floor and erased it
by stamping their feet.® Sephardic [Spanish] Jews hit a hammer on the floor in memory of the hammer used to
build Haman’s gallows.” The grogger, a wooden or metal noisemaker based on a rasp turning against a wheel,
was introduced in German and French synagogues in the 10™ century.'’ In all three cases, the noise was only
made when Haman’s name was read.

The custom also arose of lighting a candle to represent Haman or a set of candles representing his ten sons at the
start of the reading of the Megillah (the Book of Esther).!" The candle(s) burned brightly at the start, but then
melted away as the story was read. In the 14™ century, Rabbi Eleazar of Worms compared this to the practice of
witchcraft, burning a candle to make a wax image of a victim for torture, and it was stopped thereafter.'

There are numerous records of active obliteration of Haman outside the synagogue.

“As early as the fifth century in the region near Antioch, it was the custom of the Jews to gather in the
synagogue courtyard in a happy, untidy procession. Sometimes they went outside the city gates,
carrying a dummy representing Haman, whom they hanged in effigy and burned in a bonfire. Around
the fire, they sang, told jokes, and traded insults.

In 408, Emperor Theodosius II ordered the Haman bonfires stopped and accused the Jews of using the
Haman story to camouflage a reenactment of the Crucifixion. But the Jews could not bring themselves
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to give up their holiday. In 415 word spread that they were using Christian children instead of effigies.
A pogram [riot/massacre] followed which wiped out a large portion of the local Jewish population and
their bonfires with them.”"?

The custom was also popular during the Geonic period (9th and 10th centuries). A gaonic responsum says that
“[f]lour or five days before Purim, the young men make an effigy of Haman and hang it on the roof. On Purim
14

itself, they build a bonfire into which they cast the effigy while they stand around joking and singing.

In his Masekhet Purim (Tractate of Purim), Kalonymous ben Kalonymous (1287-1377) mentions that the
Roman Jews “made merry round a puppet representing Haman, which was set on an elevation, amid shouts of

vengeance and blowing of trumpets. This custom was called ‘Ira’, which is the Italian for vengeance.”"

A 14th century scholar described how people would ride through the streets of Provence holding fir branches
and blowing trumpets around a puppet of Haman which was hanged and later burnt.'® Similarly, in Jewish Life
in the Middle Ages Israel Abrahams describes how Italian Jewish fathers and sons conducted tourneys “in which
the boys fought on foot with nuts as pellets, while their fathers rode on horseback through the streets, flourishing
wooden staves and, to the blast of horns and bugles tilted at an effigy representing Haman, which was
subsequently burned on a mock pyre.”"’

Pinyatas

The Italian word “pignatta” (from which the Spanish “pinyatas derives) means "fragile pot." Originally, pinyatas
were fashioned without a base, and they resembled clay containers for carrying water. Pinyatas most often
resembled seven pointed stars. The round center represented Satan, and the seven points represented the Seven
Deadly Sins.

Pinyatas originated in China, figures of cows, oxen, and buffalo covered with colored paper that were smashed
as part of the New Year’s celebration. They were brought to Europe from China by Marco Polo in the early 14
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century. And they were quickly adapted to celebrations of Lent. The first Sunday of Lent became “Pinyata
Sunday” in Italy and the fiesta, “Dance of the Pinyata”, when the custom spread to Spain,'®

The burning of Judas is an Easter-time ritual that originated in medieval European Christian communities, where
an effigy of Judas Iscariot was burned. The Judas effigies might also be flogged, hanged, or exploded
(fireworks)."

In Spain, Portugal, and Mexico, Judas effigies, made as grotesque as possible and garbed in uncouth attire,
would be sold on the street on Good Friday. The figures would be hung from rooftops and then set afire on Holy
Saturday.”

Conclusions
So why didn’t the obliteration of Haman come to include Haman pinyatas? Smashing a pinyatas was fun, and
the Judas pinyatas were flogged, hanged, and burned, just as the Haman effigies were.

The reason, I think, is that the pinyata was quickly introduced into the Lenten and Easter celebrations, becoming
an overtly and obviously Christian item. This was at a time when anti-Semitic feelings were on the rise in
Spain, riots, accusations, loss of rights, and, eventually, expulsion in 1492. There were increasing anti-Semitic
feelings in northern Italy and central Italy, as well, and these were even stronger in the south which was partially
controlled by Spain. The Spanish Expulsion of the Jews in 1492 applied to Spanish controlled Sardinia and
Sicily. When Spain gained control of Naples in 1510, the expulsion was enforced there as well, extending to
most of southern Italy by 1541. In Venice, the first ghetto was established in 1570.*!

There already was a history of accusations that the Haman effigy was being used to mock the Crucifixion. A
Haman pinyatas would be inviting a negative Christian reaction: riots, possibly even public burnings or
expulsions. It was just too big a risk in the original Middle Ages, and so no documentation of such a pinyatas
exists to be found.

The Current Middle Ages are most definitely NOT a time of intense religious sentiment. Moreover, the pinyata
today has lost its religious symbolism and “most participate in the game [emphasis mine] solely for fun.”?* That
being the case, use of a Haman pinyatas at a Purim-themed event, at least, would be a case of what the heralds of
the SCA might call “A Step from Period Practice” (SPP) The Standards for Evaluation of Names and Armory
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(SENA) define a Step from Period Practice as “an element not found in period, core style armory that we
nonetheless allow.”” There is no pattern of using European artifacts other than tools and general, everyday
artifacts in period armory, but SCA arms using such artifacts have been registered. So too, the use of such an
artifact, in this case, a Haman pinyata, as a feature at an event should be considered an acceptable step from
period practice.?

The Haman pinyatas is an artifact that could have appeared in Period, although there are good reasons why it did
not. And, besides, hanging one at an event, with attendees taking turns trying to smash it would be fun.*
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