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0 ver the last decade and more, consciousness 
of the disparities between women's and men's 
participation in public religious life through- 

out Jewish history has sparked reevaluations of the 
roles of women in Judaism, and stimulated efforts to 
recover and reclaim the history and experience of 
Jewish women. Scholars who have taken as their start- 
ing point the works and systems created by learned 
men, most notably Jewish law, have sometimes con- 
cluded that the Jewish woman was, in the words of 
Rachel Adler, "the Jew who wasn't there." Yet such 
conclusions oversimplify the historical reality. An inves- 
tigation of the history of Judaism which includes popu- 
lar as well as learned religious literature yields a more 
complex and multi-layered portrait of Jewish religious 
culture. Such a study shows that traditional Judaism 
contained varied conceptions of the religious aspira- 
tions appropriate to women, and that a monolithic 
view of "the role of women in Judaism" simply did not 
exist. Further, a comparison of popular and learned 
religious literature points up the importance of such 
factors as social status, as well as specific historical 
conditions, in the shaping of women's religious lives. 
Finally, the evidence for the multi-layeredness of Jewish 
life which this comparison yields reminds us that "the 
history of Judaism" must include the history of the 
unlearned along with the learned, and of women along 
with men. This article makes a contribution to this 
more inclusive Jewish history by tracing the transforma- 
tions of one motif, which originates in an esoteric 
mystical text, through translations and adaptations in 
Yiddish popular literature. 

Yet precisely because we want to recover the history 
of Jewish women as part o f  t h e  history of  Judaism, it is 
vital to consider issues of women's religious life within 
the framework of the concerns that underlie all  reli- 
gious life. So let us begin by asking a big question: 
How can we imagine spiritual fulfillment? What, in a 
religious system, can give us a sense of the possibilities 
inherent in the religious life? Ashkenazic Judaism, the 
religious civilization of Central and Eastern European 
Jews, gave a variety of answers to these questions, 
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answers embedded in Halachah (Jewish law), musar 
(ethical literature), and kabbalah (mystical literature), 
as well as customs, folk religious practice, and social 
structure. The legal and ethical materials address such 
issues primarily in the context of our mundane realities: 
Given the circumscribed and limited nature of earthly 
life, how should a Jew live? To what standards of 
behavior should a Jew aspire? How can one live a holy 
life? Yet if we remember that religion exists in tension 
with mundane reality, that it both strives to sanctify the 
everyday and to transcend it, we realize that there are 
other ways of phrasing the question, other kinds of 
ideals to which a Jew may aspire. Thus one may ask, 
can we imagine ourselves untrammeled by earthly limi- 
tations? How high could our liberated souls reach? 
Such transcendent visions are more prevalent in the 
mystical literature, and perhaps because of the esoteric 
character of Jewish mystical speculation, were, for many 
centuries, available only to a rather restricted intellec- 
tual elite. 

To look at the question of spiritual aspiration from a 
different angle: It is clear that Ashkenazic Judaism 
implicitly differentiated between the religious goals of 
the learned elite and of the 'amey ha-arets, the ignorant 
or the common people, who might be called the "folk," 
and explicitly distinguished the religious duties, re- 
sponsibilities, privileges, and aspirations of men and 
women. Torah study, the study of God's word and law, 
especially the Talmud and later legal literature, was the 
most important religious duty of men, in which women 
had no part. Women rarely mastered Hebrew, which 
would have enabled them to read the religious classics 
of Judaism. When they attained literacy, it was usually 
in Yiddish, the vernacular of Ashkenazic Jews. They 
were excluded from participation in such public arenas 
of religious life as the house of study, the rabbinical 
court, and the hasidic conventicle; even in the 
synagogue, they sat in a balcony or separate room, 
screened from male eyes, participating in public wor- 
ship only from a distance. Suffice it to say that their 
mundane reality was circumscribed indeed. 

Despite that fact, the varied and voluminous Yiddish 
homiletical, ethical, and devotional literature written 
for and sometimes by women during the 1 6 ~ ~  through 
the lYh centuries gives evidence of an intensely lived 
religious life and a richly imagined spiritual world. 
Yiddish works for a female audience include collections 



of pious and exemplary tales, guides to the upright life, 
paraphrases of the Bible, and tkhines, supplicatory 
prayers for a wide variety of  occasion^.^ There is, of 
course, much in this women's literature which hallows 
the everyday: prayers for a sick child, or for baking 
bread, or for the three "women's commandmentsn- 
lighting Sabbath candles, separating a portion of dough 
in memory of the priestly tithes, observing menstrual 
prohibitions. There are prescriptions for how to be a 
good wife, and strictures against idle chatter in the 
synagogue. Yet did this literature contain anything which 
suggested that women could transcend the limitations 
of their earthly roles? How could women-and men- 
imagine the spiritual aspirations of Jewish women? 
How high could women's souls reach? 

0 ne place to look for the answer to these ques- 
tions is in the material which quite literally 
transcends the life of this world: descriptions 

of Paradise. Paradise can, of course, be imagined in 
ways that reinforce earthly roles and limitations. There 
is, for example, the well-known motif which states that 
women in Paradise will be their husbands'  footstool^.^ 
There is also a chapter in the Brantshpigl (the "Burning 
Mirror"), an ethical treatise in Yiddish for women by 
Moses Henoch Yerushalmi Altshuler, first published 
around 1600 C.E. with the fascinating title "This chap- 
ter explains how women, with much talking, can talk 
their way into eternal life." The Brantshpigl does not 
waste much time describing Paradise, except to state 
that husbands and wives will be together there. (It 
makes the point that the joy of a righteous man in 
Paradise is only complete when he is together with his 
wife.) But the work does discuss the question of whether 
and on what grounds women can deserve a heavenly 
reward. In general it follows the Talmudic view (Berakhot - 
17a) that women gain eternal life by bringing their 
children to school or to the house of study, and by 
waiting for their husbands with a nice hot meal when - 
they come home from the house of study or (the 
Brantshpigl adds) from business, and in general by 
caring for their husbands' needs. 

Yet there is also another description of Paradise 
which gives a very different picture of the religious 

1. For a readable survey of this literature, see Israel Zinberg, A 
History of Jewish Literature, trans. by Bernard Martin; vol. 7: Old 
Yiddish Literature from its Origins to  the Haskalah Period (New 
York: Ktav, Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1975). On 
the t k h i n e ~ ,  see Chava Weissler, "The Traditional Piety of 
Ashkenazic Women," in Jewish Spiritually, Vol.11, ed. Arthur 
Green. (New York: Crossroad, forthcoming). 
2. This seems to be a well-known traditional oral motif in 
Ashkenazic, especially Eastern European, culture. However, I 
have been unable to trace it to any literary source earlier than 
I. L. Peretz's short story, "Sholem bayis? 
3. In the Nuhala/ Tsevi, also known as the Taytsh Zohar (the 

possibilities for women's souls, a description of a sepa- 
rate Paradise for women where, unencumbered by their 
earthly roles, women occupy themselves with prayer, 
study, and contemplation. I first came across this de- 
scription in an lgth century book of tkhines entitled 
"The Three Gates." The striking contrast it presented 
to other depictions of women in early Yiddish literature 
intrigued me, and set me searching for its source, and 
for parallel versions. I discovered that this motif derives 
from the Zohar (the "Book of Splendor"), the great 
classic of medieval Jewish mysticism, and that it was 
widespread in lTh and Bth century Yiddish literature 
(and through reprinted editions, also in the 1 9 ~ ~  cen- 
tury) in a number of different versions. The early part 
of this period, in particular, was a time of the populari- 
zation of Jewish mysticism, a phenomenon which made 
new visions of the religious life available to those out- 
side the learned elite-women and unlearned men. But 
this is only half the story. As we shall see, the visions 
were also transformed in the process of popularization 
and translation. 

. . . traditional Judaism contained 
varied conceptions of the religious 
aspirations appropriate to women, 
and a monolithic view of "the role 
of women in Judaism" simply did 
not exist. 

In addition to the text in "The Three Gates," I found 
Yiddish descriptions of the women's Paradise in two 
sorts of literary settings: as a portion of running transla- 
tions or adaptations of large sections of the Z o h ~ r , ~  and 
as a separate "story" or "tale" (mayse), variously entitled 
A grand story of Rabbi Simeon barYohai7' and 'A won- 
drously beautiful tale from the Zohar," appended to other 
texts.4 These versions differ from each other and from 
the original Zohar text in a number of significant ways, 
even when the differences are only small details. Yet it 
is important to note that all of these versions, including 
the original, were available in the culture at roughly the 

'Yiddish Zohar"), by Tsevi Hirsh Khotsh, first published in 1711; 
and, more importantly for our present purpose, in Part 2 of 5. 
Ma'asei Adonai, by Simon Akiva Ber hen Joseph, first published 
in 1694. The Yiddish translation of this passage in the Nahalat 
Tsevi is quite close to the original Zohar text. 
4. These versions appear as separate sections of other books. They 
include: "Ma'aseh gadol me-rabi Shim'on bar Yohai," appended to 
5. 'Olam ha-ha (Hanau: 16201, a lengthy description of Paradise, 
pp. 7a-8a; "Ayn uunder sheyn mayse oyz den Zohar parshas Lekh 
Lekha [!I," printed as an addendum to Ayn sheyn getlikh lid Orah 
Hayyim (Fuerth: 11692-169811, a poem describing the ethical life, 
pp. 8a-8b. 
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same period, and that in any case, a number of the 
versions were available simultaneously. 

Thus, part of the argument will be that even this 
single motif shows that there was a range of views 
about how high a woman's soul could reach. The texts 
that contained these views were aimed at and/or were 
accessible to particular audiences, male or female, 
learned or unlearned. The point is that for us to under- 
stand how women's spirituality was imagined among 
Ashkenazic Jews, by women and by men, we must 
investigate the distribution of versions to audiences. 
There is no simple or single picture to be drawn of the 
spiritual aspirations appropriate to women. 

While all of these versions are of interest, three of 
them-the Zohar, one of the running translations, and 
the tkhzne-form a direct literary chain. They are thus 
a particularly illuminating example of changes in con- 
tent as related to changes in audience, and I will devote 

. . . there is a description of a separate 
Paradise for women where, unen- 
cumbered by their earthly roles, 
women occupy themselves with 
prayer, study, and contemplation. 

most of my attention to them in this discussion. 
Let me begin, then, with the original (Zohar I11 

167b). In this account, Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai, the 
hero and putative author of the Zohar, is receiving a 
report of various heavenly secrets from one of his 
disciples: 

. . . Oh my teacher, they showed me six palaces, 
which contained enjoyments and delights, in the 
place where the curtain is spread in the Garden, for 
from that curtain onwards, males do not enter at all. 

In  one of the palaces is Bithia, daughter of 
P h a r ~ a h , ~  and several myriads and thousands of 
righteous women are with her. Each one of them has 
places of light and delight without any crowding. 
Three times a day, criers announce, Behold, the 
image of Moses the faithful prophet is coming! Then 
Bithia goes out to the place where she has a curtain, 
and sees the image of Moses, and bows before it, 
and says: Happy is my lot that I brought up this 

5. Although a Bithia, daughter of Pharoah, is mentioned in 2 
Chron. 4:18, it is not clear that she is the same person as the 
daughter of Pharoah who rescued Moses (Exod. 2:5-10). The 
rabbis, however, made this identification and explained her name 
as meaning "daughter of God" (Lev. Rabba 1:3). This identification 
was accepted by the author of the Zohar. 
6,  Serah, daughter of Asher, is mentioned in the Bible only in 

light. And this is her special pleasure, more than all 
the other women. 

She returns to the other women, and they exert 
themselves in the study of the commandments of the 
Torah. All of them are in the forms they had in this 
world, and they are clothed in garments of light like 
the garments of males, except that [the women's 
garments] do not shine as brightly. In that world, 
they exert themselves in the study of the command- 
ments which they were unable to fulfill in this world, 
and the reasons for them. And all the women who 
dwell with Bithia daughter of Pharoah are called 
nashim sha'ananot ["tranquil women"; Isaiah 32:9], 
because they have not suffered the pains of Hell at all. 

In the next palace is Serah, daughter of Asher: 
and several myriads and thousands of women with 
her. Three times a day it is announced before her: 
Behold, the image of Joseph comes! She rejoices, 
and goes out to a curtain which she has, and sees 
the light of the image of Joseph, and rejoices, and 
bows down before him and says: Happy was the day 
on which I gave the good news about you to my 
!grandfather. Afterwards, she returns to the other 
women, and they busy themselves with the praises 
of the Lord of theworld, giving thanks to his Name. 
And each of them has several places and joys. After- 
wards, they turn once again to the commandments 
of the Torah and the reasons for them. 

At this point, the text describes the palaces presided 
over by Jocheved, the mother of Moses, and Deborah 
the prophet, and then continues: 

O h  my teacher, oh my teacher who has seen the 
rejoicing of the saintly men and righteous women 
who serve the Holy One, be blessed! Way inside all 
of these palaces are the four hidden palaces of the 
Holy Matriarchs, which it is not permitted to reveal, 
and no one has seen them. And all day long, [the 
women] are by themselves, as I told you, and so are 
the men. But every night, they all come together, 
since the hour of copulation is at midnight, both in 
this world and in that world. The copulation of that 
world [consists of] the cleaving of soul to soul, light 
to light. 

The text concludes by explaining that the fruit of these 
heavenly midnight trysts is the souls of those who 
become converts to Judaism. 

genealogical lists (Gen. 46:17, Num. 26:46,1 Chron. 7 3 ) .  However, 
later legend portrays her as gently breaking the news to Jacob 
that Joseph was still alive by playing the harp and singing about 
it so that Jacob could hear (Sefer h a - M a c  k-yiggash). Other 
stories are told about her in the midrash; for a summary, see Yosef 
Heinemann, Aggadab and Its Development (Hebrew), (Jerusalem: 
Keter, 19741, pp. 56-63. 



L et me make a few observations about this text 
before describing the Yiddish versions. First, it 
is clear that the author of the Zohar honors the 

saintly women of Paradise. Nonetheless, although he 
depicts these women as freed from the cares of their 
earthly roles as wives and mothers, and devoted to such 
spiritual pursuits as singing the praises of God, he 
indicates that they retain their inferior status, even in 
heaven. For example, women's heavenly garments do 
not shine as brightly as men's. Further, both Bithia and 
Serah humbly bow to Moses and Joseph, respectively, 
and acknowledge their good fortune in acquiring merit 
through their association with these male figures. And 
finally, the women's study of "the reasons for the com- 
mandments" is focussed on those commandments that 
they were unable to fulfill on earth, by implication, 
because they were women. E'amei ha-mitsuot, specula- 
tion concerning the reasons for the commandments of 
the Torah, has a long history in rabbinic, philosophical, 
and mystical Jewish thought. Compiling comprehensive 
lists of the commandments justified in mystical terms 
was a popular activity of Jewish mystics. Women, how- 
ever, were forbidden to engage in such speculation, 
even when they were permitted to study such practical 
matters as the religious laws they themselves were re- 
quired to observe? It seems, then, that here the author 
of the Zohar allows women in Paradise to repair or 
make up for their female disabilities. 

Second, the author of the Zohar does not single this 
narrative out. Although, obviously, he was interested 
enough in the fate of women in Paradise to include a 
discussion of it, he sets this passage into a running 
narrative which describes many other features of Para- 
dise. This contrasts most sharply with those "wondrously 
beautiful tales," in which the entire narrative is devoted 
to this one motif. Finally, remember the audience for 
this text in the period under discussion. Despite the 
fact that the study of mystical materials was spreading 
in the 171h and lgth centuries, the original text of the 
Zohar was still in Aramaic, and thus accessible only to 
a rather limited segment of the population, and one 
that may safely be presumed to have been almost exclu- 
sively male. 

Striking as the Zohar's depiction of the women's 
Paradise is, the version contained within the Sheloshah 
She'arim, "The Three Gates," changes it in significant 
ways. A popular book of tkhines, "The Three Gates" 
originated in the lgth century and was reprinted re- 
peatedly throughout the 19th century. This work is a 
collection of devotions connected with the following 
three topics, the "three gates" named in the title: the 

7. See, for example, Sefer Hasidim (ed. Wistinetzki), par. 835, 
which specifies that a man is obligated t o  teach his daughter the 
legal rulings which concern her own observance, but that "one 

three commandments which were the special duties of 
women; the penitential season, especially the eve of 
Yom Kippur; and the New Moon. This sophisticated, 
powerful, and erudite text is attributed to Sarah bas 
Tovim, a legendary figure whose name became a symbol 
of the tkhine genre. This was so much the case that 
Eastern European male Yiddish authors, writing pot- 
boiler tkhines in the late 1Yth century to eke out a 
meager living, liked to attach her name to their produc- 
tions. There seems to be no direct historical evidence 
about Sarah's life apart from the autobiographical ma- 
terial contained within "The Three Gates" and one 
other tkhine collection attributed to her which can be 
reliably dated to the 181h century. I have as yet reached 
no conclusions about whether or not she existed or was 
the author of this text; however, one of my concerns in 
studying "The Three Gates" was the question of 
whether or not a woman could have or did write it. 

The description of the women's Paradise is contained 
within, or one might even say, abruptly plunked down 
into, the section of the prayer which deals with the 
Blessing of the New Moon. After an impassioned plea 
for the Messianic redemption, and a paraphrase of a 
version of the prayer recited in synagogues for the 
Blessing of the New Moon, the text continues as follows: 

Lord of the World, I pray to you, God, as Esther 
the Queen prayed. Lord of the whole world, with 
your right hand and your left hand, you have created 
the whole world with both your hands. May you 
spread vour mercies over me. 

There are also there in Paradise six chambers in 
which there are several thousand righteous women 
who have never suffered the pains of Hell. Bithia the 
Queen, daughter of Pharoah, is there. There is a 
place in Paradise where a curtain is prepared to be 
opened, which allows her to see the image of Moses 
our Teacher. Then she bows and says, How worthy 
is my strength and how knowing is my power! I drew 
such a light out of the water, I brought up this dear 
light! This happens three times a day. 

In the next chamber, there are also thousands 
upon thousands upon myriads of women, and Serah 
daughter of Asher is a queen. And every day it is 
announced three times, Here comes the image of 
Joseph the Righteous! Then she bows to him and 
says, Praised is my strength, and how worthy is my 
power, that I was privileged to tell my lord Jacob 
that my uncle was alive. And in the upper chamber, 
he studies Torah, and in the other chamber, they sing 

(Continued on p. 117) 

does not teach the depth of the Talmud, the reasons for the 
commandments, or the secrets of theTorah to women or minors." 
I am indebted to Prof. Ivan Marcus for this reference. 

46 TIKKUN, VOL. 2, No. 2 



(Continued from p. 46) 
WOMEN IN PARADISE 

hymns and praises, and study Torah. (Emphasis 
added) 



After describing the chamber of Jocheved and De- 
borah, the passage concludes: 

And the chambers of the Matriarchs cannot be 
described; no one can come into their chambers. 
Now, dear women, when the souls are together in 
Paradise, how much joy there is! Therefore, I pray 
you to praise God with great devotion, and to say 
your prayers, that you may be worthy to be there 
with our Mothers. 

T his remarkable passage differs in a number of 
significant ways from the original. Three of 
these changes, in particular, bespeak a different 

view of women's spiritual status. First, there is no 
mention of women's inferior garments; the whole dis- 
cussion of garments is simply omitted. Second, the 
subject matter of women's study is changed. No longer 
are women studying the reasons for the commandments 
they could not perform on earth, and are thus, some- 
how, still repairing or compensating for the disabilities 
they suffered as earthly women. Rather, they are simply, 
in theyiddish phrase, lernen Toyre. This phrase denotes 
"studying Torah," which is, of course, the primary reli- 
gious duty of Jewish men, from which women were 
excused or excluded. But in Paradise, at least according 
to "The Three Gates," women engage in this most holy 
of a~tivities.~ (The Yiddish "tales" about the women's 
Paradise, incidentally, make this even more explicit. 
They state that women study Torah "just like men.") 
The assertion that women could study Torah, even if 
only in Paradise, must have seemed quite revolutionary; 
it was expunged from some later editions of the text, 
which simply say that Joseph studied Torah in an upper 
chamber, while the women sang God's praises below. 
Third, and perhaps the most striking feature of this 
text, Bithia and Serah boldly proclaim their strength 
and their spiritual power. They express a sense of their 
own worth in this passage, not just their good fortune 
in having been the agents of events concerning impor- 
tant men. A fourth change, the expunging of the erotic 
element from the conclusion of the description, seems 
characteristic of the popularization of kabbalistic texts. 
This raises issues I cannot pursue here; however, this 
passage will be important in establishing the chain of 
literary transmission between the Zohar and the tkhzne. 

All of these changes occur in a text in Yiddish which 
was explicitly addressed to women. It makes a certain 
amount of sense that a work intended for women 
would portray women as powerful figures, although 

8. Part of the reason for the change in terminology may be a 
simplification for a popular audience. It is possible that women 
(or non-learned men) could not be assumed to know what the 
study of ta'amei ha-mitsvot was. 



not all works intended for women did so. Yet one may 
also ask if these changes suggest that a woman was the 
author of this text. The fact that this description derives 
from the Zohar seemed to pose a difficulty: Could a 
woman actually have read the original Zohar text? Only 
a few women even acquired full competence in Hebrew, 
let alone Aramaic, and an esoteric text like the Zohar 
was not a likely one for a woman to study.9 This 
problem set me looking for an intermediate source in 
Yiddish, and in the course of this search I discovered 
all the versions of the description mentioned at the 
outset. On  the other hand, the fact that the changes-in 
the text expanded women's spiritual horizons made a 
female author seem very plausible. 

I still don't know whether or not "The Three Gates" 
was written by a woman. But when I hypothesized that 
these changes must have been introduced by a woman, 
I was wrong, as I discovered when I found the inter- 
mediate source. As will become apparent, the author 
of "The Three Gates" based her (or his) text on the 
Sefer Ma'asei Adonai, the "Book of the Deeds [or Tales] 
of the Lord," in which the description of the women's 
Paradise forms part of a Yiddish paraphrase of a long 
section of the Zohar. 

The author of this work, Simon Akiva Ber ben 
Joseph, lived in Germany and Bohemia in the 17'~ 
century. He spent much of his life wandering, teaching 
Talmud and preaching. In addition to two works in 
Hebrew, a mystical commentary on the daily prayers, 
and an encyclopedia of Midrash Rabba (a compilation 
of rabbinic legends), he composed two works in Yid- 
dish, both of which were very popular. These were the 
Avir Yaakov ("Protector of Jacob"), a collection of 
legends from medieval mystical sources about the bibli- 
cal Patriarchs, and the "Book of the Deeds of the 
Lord," which contains stories collected, translated and 
adapted from various mystical works. Part 1 first ap- 
peared in 1691, Part 2 in 1694, and a revised combination 
of the two in 1708.10 Thus, he was an author actively 
engaged in the popularization of mystical literature. 
Interestingly enough, his works, while in Yiddish, were 
not primarily directed to a female audience, but to 
non-scholarly men. 

There is no need to go into all the technical details 
which prove that this work is in fact the source used by 
the author of "The Three Gates." It is, indeed, even 
possible to show that it was the revised, combined 
version of 1708, rather than the versions based on the 
1694 edition, which was used. The clincher is that 

strange detail about the "upper chamber" in which, 
according to the tkhine, Joseph studies Torah. This 
"upper chamber" first appears in the 1708 edition. In 
any case, let me quote the passages comparable to 
those cited for the other two texts: 

. . . Dear Rabbi, there are six chambers in which 
there are women. And there is a curtain spread out 
in Paradise, past which no man can go. And in the 
first chamber sit several thousands and myriads of 
women none of whom have suffered the pains of 
Hell, and Bithia daughter of Pharoah is their queen. 
And every day there comes a cry that says that the 
image of Moses is coming. Now there is a place in 
that chamber where Bithia can open a curtain and 
see the image of Moses. As soon as she sees him, she 
bows down to him and says, How worthy is my 
power that I brought up such a light! This happens 
three times a day. 

Now in the next chamber there are thousands of 
myriads of women, and Serah, daughter of Asher, is 
their queen. And every day it is called out three 
times, Here comes the image of Joseph the Righte- 
ous! She bows down to him, and says also, Praised 
is my power, and how beautiful is my strength, that I 
was worthy to tell the good news to my lord Jacob 
that my uncle Joseph was still alive. And in the upper 
chamber [in the 1694 version: in the first chamber] 
they study Torah, and in this next chamber they sing 
praises and hymns and also study Torah. (Emphasis 
added.) 

After describing Jocheved's and Deborah's chambers, 
the description concludes: 

And in the chambers where our Matriarchs are, it 
is not to be described what joy and purity there are, 
and no one is privileged to see their purity. Now, 
dear Rabbi, when the souls in Paradise come together, 
they have great delights, and they rejoice fully in 
Paradise. And a great light is created from their joy, 
and from this light are created the souls from which 
come the converts to Judaism . . . 

T o run briefly through the comparison: "The 
Book of the Deeds of the Lord" omits mention 
of the inferior garments. Second, women study 

Torah, and we can see that the introduction into the 
tkhine of Joseph studying Torah in the "upper chamber" 

9. I have subsequently discovered that at least one isth century 
Ashkenazic woman, Sarah Rebecca Rachel Leah bat Jacob Jokel 
Horowitz (b. ca 1720), could read the Zohar, and incorporated 
quotations from it into her trilingual (Hebrew, Aramaic, and 
Yiddish) work, "The Tkhine of the Matriarchs." 
10. The fact that the 1708 edition was a combination of Parts 1 

and 2 was first noted by Sarah Zfatman; see her annotated 
bibliography, Yiddish Narrative Prose from its Beginnings t o  
'Shivhei ha-Besht' (1514- 1814) (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: The Hebrew 
University, 1985), p. 92. I am indebted to Dr. Zfatman and to her 
bibliography for assistance in locating the versions of the "women 
in Paradise" motif. 
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is both a watering down of the original force of the 
statement, and an attempt to explain a typographical 
error or misreading. The earlier edition, referring to the 
fact that Torah study went on in Bithia's chamber as 
well as Serah's, referred to the first (ershtn) chamber; 
the later edition erroneously substitutes the word eyber- 
shtn (upper) for ershtn. A later reader could have 
reasoned, What upper chamber could have been meant? 
It must have been a segregated spot in which a man 
could study. Which man appears in the text? Joseph. 
Third, Bithia and Serah proclaim their power. Fourth, 
the conclusion seems just about half-way between the 
original text and the tkhznes's complete exclusion of 
erotic elements. Further, the wording of the final address 
to Simeon bar Yohai is clearly the literary model for the 
author of the tkhine's appeal to women to be good girls 
and say their prayers. 

Despite my exhilaration at having discovered the 
intermediate source between the tkhine and the Zohar, 
when I realized that Akiva Ber, a man, had introduced 
all of the key changes, I was at first somewhat disap- 
pointed. But when I realized that the "Book of the 
Deeds of the Lord" was not only written by a man, but 
also addressed primarily to men, as the introduction 
makes clear, I was intrigued. Whatever his reasons for 
making these changes, Akiva could not simply be accused 
of pandering to his audience. Indeed, this positive 
portrayal of women for a male audience becomes one 
of the most interesting features of this array of materials 
concerning the fate of women in Paradise. Non-learned 
men could read about women who said things like 
"Praised is my power, and how beautiful is my strength.' 

In the analysis of all these texts, we may seem to have 
descended from spiritual heights to a morass of details. 
So let us ask again, how high could women's souls 
reach? How were women's religious aspirations ima- 
gined by Ashkenazic Jews? I admit that the study of a 
single motif, however widespread, is only a slight foun- 
dation on which to base an answer to this question. But 
it can at least point us in some interesting directions. 

The evidence of the texts we have examined suggests 
that the answer to these questions depends on whom 
you ask. The most restricted view of women's spiritual 
prospects was that available to the intellectual elite, to 
those who could read the Zohur in the original, and 
who did not need to resort to-and perhaps would not 
stoop to-Akiva Ber's popularizations in Yiddish. For 
this audience, women, even in Paradise, retained a 
distinctly subordinate status. Non-learned men and 
women, by contrast, were presented with versions of 
this motif which asserted that, at least in Paradise, 
women could become like men, having their own 
spiritual worth, and attaining unambiguously to the 
paramount male religious activity, Torah study. It is, to 

say the least, of interest that there seems to have been 
more sympathy for, or appreciation of, women among 
(or conveyed to) the uneducated than among the 
learned. Another important point here is that in the 
process of the popularization of this motif, the mystical 
material was not watered down, but intensified. (This 
is with regard to women's religious potential; erotic 
elements and, in other texts, technical kabbalistic ma- 
terials were reduced or suppressed.) 

In addition, these texts suggest that the answers to 
these questions about women's spirituality also depend 
on when you ask-at what historical period. This can 
be seen most clearly in the changes which take place in 
this passage in successive editions of "TheThree Gates.' 
During the first half of the 1 9 ~ ~  century, the text de- 
veloped in one of two ways: Either it eliminated the 
reference to Joseph studying Torah in the upper 
chamber, or it eliminated the mention of women study- 
ing Torah. It thus eliminated the ambiguity, and came 
out either for or against the full-fledged and self- 
sufficient study of Torah by women. By the late 19 '~  
century, however, the reference to women's study was 
often omitted, whether or not Joseph's study was re- 
tained. In addition, one late (1894) version of this 
description (which was, incidentally, pirated from "The 
Three Gates" and incorporated into a completely dif- 
ferent tkhzne) also removed Bithia's and Serah's excla- 
mations of power, perhaps revising the text to bring it 
back into line with the original. Thus, the affirmation 
of women's spiritual power and worth, and the assertion 
that women can aspire, at least in Paradise, to some- 
thing like equality with men, found in early editions of 
this text, fades somewhat by the end of the19th century. 

At this point, it is difficult to be certain of the 
reasons for this change. I would speculate that one 
factor may have been the desire of certain modernizing 
Jewish intellectuals to transform the traditional Jewish 
household into a model middle-class family along lYh 
century Western European lines. This involved restrict- 
ing women to the role of housewife, and removing 
them from their traditional economic and other ac- 
tivities outside the home. It has been shown that some 
of these maskzlirn ("enlightened1' intellectuals) used the 
vehicle of Yiddish popular literature, including the 
tkbines, to convey their views to a female audience. It 
is also well known that they did not hold this audience 
in high regard. 

w hile the great classics of Jewish literature 
remain crucial to an understanding of 
Jewish religious life, the analysis of these 

descriptions of the women's Paradise suggests that 
popular Yiddish religious literature holds important 
resources for those who seek to recover a broader 



Jewish history, one that includes women's experience as 
well as men's, and the religious concerns of ordinary 
Jews along with those of the scholarly elite. There is no 
reason to regard this literature as less legitimate a 
source for the Jewish past-or for our own connections 
to it-than the classic sources which have received so 
much more scholarly attention. Nor should the classics 
be cast in the role of villain: The point is that, as a 
complex and many-levelled religious system, 
Ashkenazic Judaism contained multiple visions of 
women's religious life, and that all of these visions 
should be available to those who wish to reclaim them. 
It is worth remembering that all of the texts examined, 
from the Zobar to the tkhine, were, in varying degrees, 
liberating: They enabled men and women to imagine a 
Paradise filled with thousands of myriads of righteous 
women, unencumbered by their roles as wives and 
mothers, freed from at least some of their earthly limita- 
tions, devoting themselves to studying Torah and prais- 
ing God. 0 


