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Podékovani

Obrazova publikace Sedmero poZehndni ma byt podobné jako kniha chasid-
skych legend Jifiho Langera Devét bran priizorem do svéta, ktery je soucas-
nému clovéku vzdaleny a malo znamy. Ma mu poskytnout obraz komunity,
ktera si stiezi sviij poklad predevsim ve svych srdcich a ktery probleskuje
i v pfitomnych ¢ernobilych fotografiich. Nazev knihy je nejen ohlasem Lan-
gerova genidlniho vypravéni, ale odkazuje zaroven k rituadlu Sedmi pozeh-
nani (Seva berachot), ktera jsou recitovana béhem zidovského svatebniho
obfadu. Setkani tradi¢nich Zidfi nejriizngjsich smért u hrobt vyznamnych
ucencq, rabini a cadikd, o nichz vypravi doprovodné texty, je totiz svého
druhu mystickym zasnoubenim, pfi némz se spojuji duse tohoto svéta se
svétem priStim, pri némz se sjednocuje pozemska pritomnost s nebeskou
piitomnosti — Sechinou. Kazdy ze sedmi rabinskych jarcajti (vyro¢i smrti)
zachycenych objektivem fotoaparatu je zaroven pribéhem sedmi vyznam-
nych duchovnich vidct, ktefi jsou pro zidovské spolecenstvi trvalym pozeh-
nanim.

Fotografie pritomné v této knize vznikaly po dobu nékolika let a jejich
autor stravil bezpocet hodin na cestach napri¢ celou stfedni a vychodni
Evropou. Jejich vybér predstavuje pouhy zlomek z toho, co béhem svych
vyprav zachytil. Nékteré z nich byly prezentovany na vystavach v Praze,
Brné&, Olomouci, Boskovicich, Hole$ové ¢i v Ceském a Polském T&$iné, jiné
jsou zde publikovany viibec poprvé. Doprovodné texty pak byly inspiro-
vany nejen pocetnymi primarnimi prameny, ale také rozsahlym a soustie-
dénym vyzkumem domacich a zahrani¢nich badateld, z celé fady je nutno
zminit alespon kolektivni monografii Hasidism: A New History (Princeton
2018) a Historical Atlas of Hasidism (Princeton 2018), ktery sestavil autor
uvodu Marcin Wodziniski.

Vznik této knihy by nebyl mozny bez podpory a pomoci mnoha osob a in-
stituci, kterym bychom timto radi podékovali. Dik nalezi nasi domovské
Zidovské obci v Olomouci a Nada¢nimu fondu obétem holocaustu. Zvlastni
podékovani patii Petru Papouskovi, rabi Efraimu K. Sidonovi, rabi Oferu Pel-
ledovi, Jindiichu Streitovi, Pavliné Vandrové, Marcinu Wodzifniskému a viem
nasim blizkym.

Jindfich Buxbaum, autor fotografii, Daniel Soukup, autor textl

Acknowledgments

The photo book Seven Blessings is intended as a glimpse into a world which is
quite distant and little known at present, in a similar fashion as the collection of
Hasidic legends Nine Gates by Jiri Langer. It should provide a picture of a commu-
nity, which guards its treasures primarily in the hearts of its members and which
is allowed to shine out in these black and white photographs. The name of the
book is not only a reference to Langers brilliant narrative, but also refers to
the ritual of the Seven Blessings (sheva brachot), which are recited during the
Jewish wedding ceremony. Meetings of traditional Jews of various streams at
the graves of renowned scholars, rabbis and tsaddiks, which is the theme of
the accompanying texts, are a kind of mystical engagement, in which the souls
of this world are linked with the world to come, where the earthly presence
is united with the heavenly presence - Shekhinah. The seven listed rabbinic
yahrzeits (anniversaries of deaths), depicted with an objective camera, are
also the stories of seven celebrated spiritual leaders who amount to a perma-
nent blessing for the Jewish community.

The photographs in this book came about over a period of several years, and
their author spent countless hours travelling through Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. The selection only represents a fragment of what he actually captured
during his journeys. Some of them have already been presented at exhibitions
in Prague, Brno, Olomouc, Boskovice, HoleSov, Cesky Tésin and in Cieszyn, while
others are published here for the first time. The accompanying texts have been
inspired, not only by numerous primary sources, but also by extensive and fo-
cused research by both Czech and foreign scholars, from which mention should
be at least made of the collective monograph Hasidism: A New History (Princeton
2018) and Historical Atlas of Hasidism (Princeton 2018), which was the work of
the author of the introduction Marcin Wodzinski.

This book could not have come about without the support and assistance
of a number of people and institutions, who we would like to express our
thanks to. We would also like to thank our home Jewish community in Olo-
mouc and Foundation for Holocaust Victims. Special thanks also go to Petr
Papousek, Rabbi Efraim K. Sidon, Rabbi Ofer Pelled, Jindrich Streit, Pavlina
Vandrova, Marcin Wodzinski and all of our loved ones.

JindFich Buxbaum (photographs), Daniel Soukup (texts)



Predmluva

K nasledujici ivaze mne ptivedla jedna z fotografii Jindficha Buxbauma
v této knize. Fotograf tu do stfedu snimku postavil pékné upraveného stu-
denta chasidské jesivy. Hledi primo pred sebe a tazavy vyraz jeho obliceje
vyzaruje udiv, ktery by clovék ocekaval u kolemjdouciho andéla, kdyby si
ho néjaky clovék vsiml a chtél ho vyfotografovat. Pri otazce, proc se viibec
nechal vyfotografovat, si ale nemohu odmyslit autora fotografie. Stoji pred
chlapcem a sklani se k displeji svého aparatu, kde ho vidi. Takto zprostied-
kované ho asi vidi nejlépe, jak umi, ale chape toto poc¢inani jeho protéjsek? Je
zvykly byt viditelny jen ve svém svété a svét lidi, ktefi do néj nemaji pristup,
vnima jen ze zcela praktickych diivodi. Pocetné skupiny chasidli na vypra-
vach k hrobim svatych rabind, ktefi kdysi davno zili ve vychodni Evropé,
skute¢né nemaji nejmensi zdjem vnimat ze svého okoli vic nez zazracnou
auru svatého mista a obvykle ani nevédi, jsou-li na Ukrajiné, v Madarsku,
nebo v Ceskoslovensku, protoZe tu z jejich hlediska - az na vyjimky - zadni
Zidé nejsou, aZ na ty pod zemi. Za t¥icet let, kdy sem opét ziskali piistup, byli
sice z praktickych diivodd nuceni si tu s pomoci mistnich zaridit ubytovani
a zvelebit svatd mista, ale to vSechno stejné zarizovali k tomuto tcelu najmu-
ti lidé. Na jednom ze snimki v této knize miizeme spatfit dvojici mistnich
mijejici se s chasidem, ktery se z mikve vraci na ubytovnu a ptes hlavu ma
rucnik. Mijeji ho bez zajmu jako on je, jedny s druhymi sice zdanlivé spojuje
misto, kde se vyskytuji, ale to je vSe, protoZze se fakticky nevyskytuji na stej-
ném misté. Koneckonct se to nelisi od mist jako New York nebo Jeruzalém,
odkud tihle chasidi priletéli oslavit jarcajt svého svétce. I tam se mijeji s jiny-
mi lidmi, jako se mijeji jejich do sebe uzaviené svéty, protoze sekularni svét
se vSemi svymi reklamami a poutaci smysld je do sebe jesté uzavienéjsi nez
svét zboznych Zidd. Ziji pospolu jako antilopy a pakotiové v africké savang,
ponévadZ nemaji divod brat si pritomnost téch druhych vazné k srdci.

V jedné svaté knize jsem se docetl, Ze v dobé, kdy existoval jeruzalémsky
vSichni, cely narod, mohli vidét okridlené cheruby vyristajici ze zlatého
vika na svaté schrance. Znamenim poZehnani nového roku bylo, kdyZ hle-
déli jeden ke druhému, opak toho byl patrny z toho, Ze se od sebe odvraceli.

e

Co kdybychom mohli néco podobného cist ve tvarich lidi, kdyby se skulinou

mezi svymi svéty divali jeden na druhého a zjiStovali, Ze jsou vlastné uplné
stejni, jenom kazdy stoji na opacné strané vika jako ti dva oktidlenci, jeden
na severni a jeden na jizni strané? Mam takovy dojem, Ze se o to Jindfich
Buxbaum pokousi pres periskop displeje svého fotoaparatu, a mnozstvi
snimkd, které v onom prece jen cizim svété nadéla, svédci o tom, Ze se jeho
snaha nemiji u¢inkem. Ti chasidsti chlapici z mnoha dalsich fotek ho evi-
dentné prijali do svého svéta. A ti, kdo o to maji alespon ze zvédavosti zajem
z druhé strany, se mohou divat spolu s Jindrou a zamyslet se nad tim, zdali
sama ta zvédavost neni projevem mnohem hlubsi touhy, jiz si ve svém svété
netroufaji projevit ani sami pted sebou.

Na jedné z fotografii zachytil Jindfich Buxbaum v kruhu tancicich chasidt
svym fotoaparatem jednoho ¢i jesté jednoho, jak se na okamzik odpoutali od
zemé. Ackoli je skoro trapné to tikat, zazil jsem v sedmnacti letech ten pocit
osvobozeni od zemské tiZe pri volejbale. Jako zazrakem jsem se pfi vyskoku
na smec odrazil tak vysoko, az jsem mél najednou hodinu na to, rozmyslet
si, kam balén umistim. Asi tak dlouho mi ptipadalo, Ze spolu s mi¢em visim
nad siti mezi nebem a zemi. Haidam, Ze kdyz fotograf zmackne spoust a vi, ze
ji zmackl v pravy okamzik, da mu ta chvilka hodinu vnitiniho ¢asu, ba vic. To
ukazuje, Ze plné proZzité dny mohou trvat celou vécnost. Ale jind zkuSenost
mé naucila, Ze sdm tam clovék dlouho nevydrzi. Podobné nezapomenutelny
zazitek mi dala modlitba s braclavskymi chasidy v synagoze postavené nad
hroby rabi Simona bar Jochaje a jeho syna Eleazara v Meronu. Tam, bylo to
na Ro$ hasana a ne na Lag baomer, jarcajt rabi Simona, kdy jich byva na mi-
lion, mi bylo pétactyricet a naopak trvalo hodiny, nez jsem, vtésnan mezi
stovky tél, vplul do jejich modlitby a splynul s nimi v jednu dusi. ProtoZe
potom vnima €lovék sviij svét jinak. Mozna se to neda srovnat s blaZenosti
ve svété, kde uz duse nemaji téla, mas jen chvilku, aby ses v ném rozhlédl, ale
prinejmensim vis, Ze je a bude po celou dobu tvého Zivota s tebou.

Efraim K. Sidon






Preface

One of the photographs by Jindrich Buxbaum in this book actually inspired
the following reflection. The photographer situated a nicely dressed student
of a Hasidic yeshiva in the middle of the picture. He is gazing directly in front
of him, with the questioning expression on his face displaying surprise. It is
as if an angel passing by had been noticed by someone who wanted to take a
picture of him. When one wonders how he allowed himself to be photogra-
phed, one has to imagine the thinking of the author of the photograph him-
self. He stood before the boy and peered at him through his camera. He can
seem him as best as possible in this manner, but how does his counterpart
view it? He is used to being visible only in his own world, and the world of
people, which does not have access to it, is only noticed for completely prac-
tical reasons. Large groups of Hasidic Jews on trips to visit the graves of holy
rabbis, who lived long ago in Eastern Europe, are truly not interested at all in
noticing the world around them. They are only interested in the miraculous
aura of the holy place and usually do not even know if they are in Ukraine,
in Hungary or in Czechoslovakia, because, from their perspective, with some
exceptions, there are no Jews here, except for those below the ground. Over
the thirty year period, when they have received access once again to these
places, they have been forced for practical reasons to establish accommo-
dation with the help of local people and restore the holy places, but all of
this was carried out for this purpose by hired people. You can see in one of
the pictures in this book two locals, passing by a Hasid who is returning to
his housing from a mikveh with a towel around his head. They pass him by
without any interest in who he is, despite the fact that they are supposedly

linked by the place where they are. This is the only thing, however, because
they are actually not in the same place. After all, it does not even differ from
places such as New York or Jerusalem, where these Hasids have flown in
from to celebrate the yahrzeit of their saint. People also pass by one another
there, with their closed off worlds passing one another by, as the secular
world with all of its advertisements and lures for the senses is even more
closed off than the world of devout Jews. They live alongside one another
like antelopes and wildebeests on the savanna in Africa, as they do not have
areason to take the presence of the other to heart.

I once read in a holy book that at the time when the Temple existed in Je-
rusalem, a curtain was drawn back from the Holy of Holies on the Day of
Atonement so that the entire nation could see the winged cherubs emerging
out of the golden cover on the holy dwelling. It was a sign of blessing of the
new year when they spotted one another, while the opposite was apparent,
when they turned away from one another. What if we could see something
similar in the faces of people, what if we saw one another through the ope-
ning between both worlds and discovered that we are actually completely
the same, only each of us is standing on the opposite side of the lid like the
two winged figures, one to the north and one on the southern side? I have
a feeling that Jindfich Buxbaum is attempting something similar through
the periscope of his camera and that the number of pictures which capture
this truly foreign world, testify to the fact that his efforts have succeeded.
It is apparent that the Hasidic boys in many of the photographs accepted
him into their world. And those with at least an interest from the second



side, can take a look along with Buxbaum and ponder over whether their
curiosity is not actually an expression of a much deeper desire, which they
are reluctant to allow to appear in front of them in their own world.
Jindfich Buxbaum captures in one of the photographs a circle of dancing Ha-
sids, as they momentarily lift up off the ground. Although it might seem silly
to say, | experienced this liberation from earthly bounds playing volleyball
at the age of seventeen. I jumped up so high to spike that [ suddenly had an
hour to contemplate where to place the ball. It seemed that long, hanging
with the ball between the heavens and the ground. [ would guess that when
a photographer presses the button, and knows he did it at the right moment,
he receives an hour of internal time, maybe even more. This indicates that fu-
lly experienced days can last forever. Other experience has shown, however,
that a person does not last long alone there. I had a similarly unforgettable
experience from a prayer with Bratslav Hasids in a synagogue situated abo-
ve the graves of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and his son Eleazar in Meron. It was
on Rosh Hashanah and not on Lag BaOmer, the yahrzeit of Rabbi Shimon,
when there are a million people, I was forty-five and it lasted hours before I
found my way, squeezed between hundreds of bodies, to their prayers and
was able to merge with them into one soul. You view your world different af-
ter that. Perhaps this cannot be compared with blessedness in a world where
souls no longer have bodies, you only have a short time to look around, but at
least you know that it is there and with you throughout your life.

Efraim K. Sidon
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Uvod

UZ je to tricet pét let, kdy jsem poprvé navstivil Zidovsky hibitov ve Varsa-
vé, ktery je jednim z nejvétsich zidovskych pohiebist v Evropé. Tehdy jsem
poprvé uvidél Sedivé a nenapadné domecky vztycené nad hroby nékterych
osob, o nichZ jsem doposud nic nevédél. Nezaujaly mne svou (absentujici)
krasou anebo architektonickym tvarem. VytusSil jsem vSak duchovni vyznam
téchto malych domki oznacovanych chasidy jako ohalim (jak jsem se poz-
déji dozvédél), prestoze jsem nebyl schopen mu béhem prvniho setkani
porozumét. Prosebné listky zanechané na onéch hrobech, svi¢ky, kaminky,
prilezitostni navstévnici (i kdyz v té dobé zavitalo do vychodni Evropy jen
malo chasidi), vSechny tyto drobnosti mé primély, abych zkoumal vyznam
téchto mist a jejich kulturu. A tak je tomu dodnes.

Teprve mnohem pozdéji jsem béhem studia pochopil, Ze chasidismus je jed-
nim z nejvlivnéjsich jevl formujicich moderni déjiny evropského zidovstva a
jednim z nejpozoruhodnéjsich mystickych hnuti ve svétovych déjinach. A pri-
tom by sotva kdo predpovidal, Ze jeho ,nevyrazné vyhonky* jak napsal jeden
z jeho kritiki, se tak znamenité rozrostou a chasidismus se v 19. stoleti stane
jednim z nejvétSich smérl judaismu a jednim z nejvyznamnéjsich nabozen-
skych proudti napric celou zidovskou i nezidovskou vychodni Evropou, pri-
¢emz jeho dalekosahly vliv bude patrny v mnoha oblastech Zidovského osid-
leni aZ do soucasnosti. Dnesni vliv chasidismu je vSudypiitomny, od zobrazen{
chasidl v popularni kultuie ptes zidovsky i nezidovsky naboZensky funda-
mentalismus aZ po rozmanité podoby Zidovské a neZidovské spirituality.

Za ustredni mys$lenku chasidismu, je-li viibec néjaka, 1ze oznacit koncept cadi-
ka (hebrejsky ,spravedlivy“), ktery je pokladan za viidce chasidské komunity
a osu chasidské zboznosti. Myslenkovy ptivod pojmu cadik 1ze najit v biblické
knize Prislovi 10:25 - ,spravedlivy [cadik] je zdkladem svéta“ - a v kabali-
stické vire ve skrytost spravedlivého, diky némuz existuje tento svét. Cadik
a vSechno to, co kona, je Térou - slovem Bozim, které ma stejnou vahu jako
psana Tora, tedy uceni zjevené MojziSovi. Jak prohlasil jeden z ranych chasid-
skych predakd, Toru se neucime pouze z cadikovych slov, ale i ze zptsobu,
jakym si zavazuje tkanicky u bot.

Z toho diivodu cadikové byvali a dosud stale jsou obklopeni po¢etnymi na-
sledovniky. Mezi né patrili nejen chasidé, ale také bézni nechasidsti 7idé,

zeny, a dokonce i kirestané, ktefi si prichazeli pro radu, 1ékarskou pomoc,
anebo nejcastéji pro zazrak. Poutnici pfedstupovali k audienci, aby zde
predlozili své strucné zadosti znamé jako kvitlech (tj. prosby) spolu s pené-
zitym prispévkem nazyvanym pidjon ha-nefes (doslova ,,vykupné za dusi“).
Pouté k cadikiim se béhem c¢asu staly charakteristickym znakem chasidské
pochazi obycej pokladat kvitlech a modlit se u mista posledniho odpocinku
zesnulych. Zvyk navstévovat hroby, ktery je v chasidismu pritomen témér od
jeho pocatku ze sklonku 18. stoleti, byl ptivodné spojen s uctou k jeho do-
mnélému zakladateli Jisraeli, tzv. Be$tovi (Baal Sem Tov), ktery je pohiben
v Medzybizi v Podoli (dnesni Miedzyboz), a pozdéji i k dalSim chasidskym
vlidcim. Postupné se pouté k hrobim staly masovou zalezitosti. Chasidé
véri, Ze jedenkrat v roce se duse zesnulého vraci na misto, kde je pochovano
jeho télo. Podobné cadikova duSe sestupuje na vyroci umrti k jeho hrobu,
aby si precetla kazdy kvitl, prenesla pak tyto zZadosti a prosby do nebe a své-
fila je Bohu. BEhem jércajtu, radostné vyrocni pripominky cadikovy smrti,
se u hrobi vyznamnych chasidskych viidct, jeZ se nachazeji zejména ve vy-
chodni Evropé, shromazduji pocetni chasidsti poutnici. Kazdy rok desitky
tisic prevazné chasidskych poutniki navstévuji proslulé ohalim rabiho Eli-
melecha v hali¢ském Lezajsku ¢i rabiho Nachmana z Braclavi, pohibeného
v ukrajinském meésté Umar.

Nejedna se o plivodné chasidskou zvyklost. Rany chasidismus si ji vypujcil
od palestinskych kabalistti 17. a 18. stoleti, ktefi iniciovali slavnostni shro-
mazdovani znamé jako hilula, aby oslavili vyroci legendarniho zidovského
mystika Simona bar Jochaje. V a$kenazské Evropé to pak byli chasidé, kdo
popularizovali tento zvyk, jenz se postupné rozsitil i mimo chasidské kruhy.
Mtuze znit paradoxné, Ze jakkoli byly chasidské pouté vasnivé kritizovany
protichasidskymi rabiny, byl tento obyCej postupné napodobovan i mezi
béznymi Zidy jiz na po¢atku 19. stoleti. A mozna nejvétsi ironif je, Ze mezi
nejvic uctivané hroby ve vychodni a stiedni Evropé patfi ty, jez nalezi nej-
proslulejsim protichasidskym oponentiim, jakym byl napriklad Elijah ben
Slomo Zalman (1720-1797), znamy jako Gaon z Vilna, anebo Mose Sofer
(1762-1839), rabin v PreSpurku (Bratislave).
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Holocaust pretal mnohé vazby mezi chasidy (a tradi¢nimi Zidy obecng)
a jejich pivodni domovinou ve vychodni Evropé. Mukacevsky cadik jiz
davno nezije v Mukacevé, ale v Borough Park v Brooklynu. Podobné cadik
z Belzu nyni sidli v Jeruzalémé, zatimco jeho 42 tisic nasledovnika je ro-
zeseto v Jeruzalémé, New Yorku, ASdodu, Bnej Braku, Londyné, Montrealu,
Antverpach a v dalSich méstech Severni Ameriky, Izraele a Evropy. Presto
se dnes chasidské komunity snazi pokracovat a ozivit spojeni s vychod-
ni Evropou. Od osmdesatych let se stale rostouci pocet chasidii navraci
k hroblim svych zakladatelli. Mnozi navstévuji také nechasidské hroby.
Tyto pouté jsou vyrazem nostalgického propojeni s krajinou, v niZ se zro-
dila a po staleti vzkvétala tradi¢ni Zidovska kultura. Predevsim vSak pred-
stavuji ritudl, ktery posiluje identitu soucasného chasidismu a umoznuje
mu se znovu definovat v ndvaznosti na linii velkych chasidskych praotct
a jejich duchovniho odkazu. Zaroven se jedna o Zivou duchovni zkuSenost
pro vSechny typy poutnikd, jak chasidy, tak i nechasidy, nabozensky zalo-
Zené a Casto i pro ty bez vyznani. V neposledni fadé pak pouté ke svatym
hrobiim, a to je na tom zvlast paradoxni, umoziuji zidovské kulture ve vy-
chodni a stfedni Evropé opét vzkvétat.

Marcin Wodzinski,
profesor Zidovskych studif na Vratislavské univerzité



Introduction

[ visited the Jewish cemetery in Warsaw, the largest Jewish gravesite in Eu-
rope, 35 years ago. It was then that I saw for the first time the grey and
insignificant little houses erected on the graves of figures I knew nothing
about then. It was not, however, for their (non-existent) beauty or architec-
tural design that these structures captured my attention. It was the spiritu-
al importance of these little houses, known as Hasidic ohalim (as I learned
later), which I sensed but could not really understand at the first encounter.
Petitionary notes left on these graves, candles, stones, occasional visitors
(although at that time few Hasidim would visit Eastern Europe), all these
small indicators somehow encouraged me to explore the significance of
those places and their culture. And this has remained the case up until the
present day.

It was only much later that I learned that Hasidism is one of the most powerful
phenomena informing the modern history of European Jewry and one of the
most fascinating mystical movements in the history of the world. Although,
as one of its critics wrote, its “insipid buds” hardly foretold such a wonderful
growth, Hasidism became one of the largest movements within Judaism in
the nineteenth century, and one of the most significant religious movements
throughout the whole of Eastern Europe, Jewish or non-Jewish. Its extensive
influence remains evident in a great many areas of Jewish settlement up to
the present day. Today, influences of Hasidism are all-present, from Hasidic
representations in popular culture to Jewish and non-Jewish religious funda-
mentalisms, to manifold forms of Jewish and non-Jewish spirituality.

The central idea of Hasidism, if there is any, is the concept of the tsaddik
(in Hebrew ‘just’ or ‘righteous’), the leader of a Hasidic group and the axis
mundi of Hasidic piety. The ideological origin of the term tsaddik is in the
Book of Proverbs 10:25: “the righteous is the foundation of the world” and
the kabbalistic belief in the hidden righteous, thanks to whom the world
exists. The tsaddik and all his actions are the Torah - the word of God to the
same degree as the Written Torah, the scripture revealed to Moses. As one of
the early Hasidic leaders would say, one learns the Torah not only from the
tsaddik’s words, but also from the way he ties his shoelaces.

As such, tsaddikim used to be and continue to be surrounded by numerous




followers. This included not only Hasidim, but also ordinary non-Hasidim
Jews, women and even Christians who would come for advice, medical assis-
tance, or, most frequently, a miracle. The pilgrims would show up for audi-
ences and present their short requests known as kvitlekh, or petitions, along
with monetary payments called pidyon ha-nefesh (literally “ransom for the
soul”).

Pilgrimages to the tsaddikim became over time the trademark of Hasidic
religiosity. And this not only to a living tsaddik, but also to their graves, as
there is a custom of placing kvitlekh and praying on the graves of departed
tsaddikim. The custom of pilgrimage to the graves, existing in Hasidism al-
most since the dawn of the movement in the late eighteenth century, was
initially associated with the cult of the grave of the putative founder, Israel
the Besht in Medzhybizh (Polish Miedzyboz) in Podolia, and then of oth-
er Hasidic leaders. Over time it assumed mass proportions. Hasidim be-
lieve that once a year souls return to the place where the body is buried.
A tsaddik’s soul returning on the anniversary of his death to his gravesite
would read every kvitl, then take the requests to heaven and represent the
supplicants before God. The yortsayt, a joyous feast on the anniversary of a
tsaddik’s death, gathers numerous Hasidic pilgrims to the graves of the most
renowned Hasidic leaders, many of them located in Eastern Europe. Tens of
thousands of mostly Hasidic pilgrims visit the most famous ohalim of Rabbi
Elimelekh in Galician Lezajsk (Lizhensk) or of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav
(Polish Bractaw), buried in Uman, Ukraine every year.

The custom itself was not originally Hasidic. The early Hasidim borrowed
it from the seventeenth and eighteenth century Palestinian kabbalists,
who initiated a custom of festive gatherings, known as hillula, in order to
celebrate the anniversary of the legendary Jewish mystic Shimon bar Yo-
hai. In Ashkenazi Europe, however, it was the Hasidim who popularized
the custom, and, with time, it went wide beyond the limits of Hasidism
itself. Quite paradoxically, although Hasidic pilgrimages were vehemently
opposed by anti-Hasidic rabbis, it was the custom of visiting the graves
that became frequently emulated among non-Hasidic Jews as early as the
beginning of the nineteenth century. Maybe most ironically, among the
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most venerated rabbinic graves in Eastern and Central Europe are those
of the most renowned anti-Hasidic opponents, including the Gaon of Vil-
na, Elijah ben Shlomo Zalman (1720-1797), and the Rabbi of Pressburg
(Bratislava), Moshe Sofer (1762-1839).

The Holocaust severed many of the ties between Hasidism, traditional
Jews more generally, and their original territories in Eastern Europe. The
tsaddik of Munkach no longer lives in Munkatsh, but in Borough Park in
Brooklyn. Similarly, the tsaddik of Belz now resides in Jerusalem, while
42 thousand of his followers live in Jerusalem, New York, Ashdod, Bnei
Brak, London, Montreal, Antwerp and other cities in North America, Is-
rael and Europe. Even so, Hasidic communities today continue to nurture
their ties with Eastern Europe. Since the 1980s, an ever increasing number
of Hasidim return to the graves of their leaders all over Eastern Europe.
Many others visit non-Hasidic gravesites as well. These pilgrimages are an
expression, amongst other things, of a nostalgic connection with the land
where traditional Jewish culture was born and flourished for centuries.
They most of all represent a ritual, reinforcing the identity of contempo-
rary Hasidim, allowing it to redefine itself in line with the great forefathers
and their spiritual legacy. At the same time, this is a vital spiritual experi-
ence for all pilgrims, Hasidic and non-Hasidic alike, religious and, often,
non-religious. As such, pilgrimages to the holy graves, quite paradoxically,
are enabling the Jewish culture of East and Central Europe to flourish once
again.

Marcin Wodzinski, Professor of Jewish Studies at University of Wroclaw



