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English Translation

Jewish Folk Medicine from the Baal Shem Tov to An-sky and Beyond

By Noah Barrera and Nathaniel Deutsch

“Ninety-nine out of a hundred deaths are the result of an ‘evil eye’ (Ninety nine by the

Evil Eye and one by natural causes).” -Talmud Bavli, Baba Mezi’a 107

By the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, Jewish ethnography
or Jewish folklore studies (there wasn’t a strong difference between the two fields at this
time) emerged as an important aspect of Jewish culture. One of the most important
ethnographic categories was folk medicine. In this article, we will examine the traditional
roots and contemporary manifestations of Jewish folk medicine in Eastern Europe (the
Pale of Settlement, Poland, Lithuania, etc.). Our research stretches from the period of the
Baal Shem Tov, who was the founder of the Hasidic movement, through the time of
An-sky’s Jewish Ethnographic Expedition in the towns of the Pale of Settlement, and
beyond. Our study will reveal that, besides Jewish men (e.g. Baal Shem, “Good Jew” or
Hasidic rebbe, field surgeon, healer or exorcist), both Jewish women (e.g., exorcist,
midwife, and healer) as well as non-Jews—Christian sorcerers and especially Muslim
Tatars—played important roles as folk healers. Furthermore, our article will provide a

taste of the various customs and practices (cupping, applying leeches, and “paslen”),

26 Regina Lilienthal, “Eyn Hore,” Yidishe filologye, 3 issues 4-6, July-December, 1924, pg. 245.
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aspects of the Practical Kabbalah or kabbalah ma’asit (protections, remedies,
incantations, etc.), as well as the various literary sources (i.e, Hasidic stories, minhag
books, memorial books, ethnographic documents and even contemporary Yiddish

newspapers) of Jewish folk medicine.

Baalei Shem and the Baal Shem Tov as Folk Healers

One of the most important figures in the history of Jewish folk medicine was the
Baal Shem, who made use of the Practical Kabbalah, much as a “Shaman” operates in
other cultures, in order to heal various illnesses. The most famous Baal Shem, who is
considered the founder of Hasidism in the first half of the 18th century, was Israel Baal
Shem Tov or the Besht. Significantly, the Baal Shem Tov was recorded in official Polish
tax records from Medzibozh, the city in which he lived, as a “Balzam Doktor.”?’ This
source illuminates the Besht’s role as a healer in the Jewish community. This is also
confirmed in the book Shivhei ha-Besht, the first Hasidic collection of stories about the
Baal Shem Tov’s life. Beginning in Kapust in 1814-15, the collection was published in
various versions, both in Yiddish and Hebrew. We give but one example from the
Yiddish Shivhei ha-Besht (Dafus Korets-Ustra), which shows the competition between
the various kinds of folk healers, including: a Tatir (Tatar or Kedar), a Doktor (a
non-Jewish expert), and an ishah arufete, the wife of a healer or, in this case, probably a

healer in her own right. Notice also that the Yiddish orthography from the following

27 Moshe Rosman, Founder of Hasidism: Quest for the Historical Baal Shem Tov, pg. 165, Berkeley.
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example is entirely non-standard; that is to say, the majority of the words are missing
various letters.

Isaac had a young daughter. She already got married and was sick. Isaac brought
her to the Besht. He commanded to have leeches put on her; Mr. Isaac was afraid
to allow her hemorrhoids to be opened because she was still very young. She was
just 13 years old when she got hemorrhoids. He didn’t want to depend on this
because in these times one still did not completely believe in the Baal Shem; Mr.
Isaac inquired of the Duchess doctor [doktor]; he also commanded to open the
hemorrhoids. They summoned a female healer [ishah arufete] to open the
hemorrhoids. She opened them. The healer was an important woman in the city.
When the Baal Shem saw the healer, he reproved them for summoning her and
said that it was no different here in this town than over there. Since she opened
the hemorrhoids, she will have no success. Afterwards, Mr. Isaac traveled to
Koshentin to the Tatar [7atir]. When the Baal Shem learned of this, he traveled to
Koshentin because he was very faithful to the Hassidic Rabbi Gaon Mohor Dovid,
the rabbi of Mr. Isaac’s father and he scolded Mr. Isaac for having traveled to the
Tatar. Because she was with a Tatar, he can not think of her and cannot have an
effect on her. Mr. Isaac promised the Baal Shem that he will return home
immediately, but when the Baal Shem Tov left Koshentin, Mr. Isaac sat with his
daughter at the Tatar’s. He sat awhile. It helped, but it was not successful. Mr.
Isaac had to go home with his daughter; afterwards, Mr. Isaac’s daughter became
very sick; Rabbi Dovid made a big commotion and finally gathered people to
recite Psalms and bless her with another name.?®

In the successive generations of the Hasidic movement, the place of the Baalei Shem was
gradually taken over by the figure of the “Good Jew,” i.e., a Hasidic rebbe, especially
someone who specialized in the problems of the Jewish common folk. Among other
responsibilities, they had medical obligations—for example, helping a barren woman
become fertile by means of a blessing or a protection, or by giving a pregnant woman an
amulet or a “childbirth letter,” [kimpet brivl] in order to protect the child. It was also a
custom to visit the graves of important, righteous Jews [tsadikim] to pray for a cure to a

sickness.

28 Abraham Rubenstein, Shivhei ha-Besht:Mahadurah mu'eret umevu'eret, Jerusalem, 1991, pg. 337.
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An-skv and the Jewish Ethnographic Expedition

An-sky (the pseudonym for Shloyme Zanvl Rappoport), was not the first person
to study Jewish folklife, including folk medicine, from an ethnographic perspective. For
example, in the second half of the 19th century, Moshe Berlin published a Russian book
in which he identified stereotypical Jewish illnesses and various aspects of Jewish folk
medicine, such as the phenomenon of the Baal Shem, although in a negative and critical
fashion.”” Meanwhile in Germany, by the end of the 19th century, the famous rabbi and
pioneering Jewish ethnographer, Max Griinwald, founded and edited Mittheilungen der
Gesellschaft fiir Jiidische Volkskunde in which he published a number of articles that
discussed Jewish folk medicine.

However, An-sky was without a doubt the most important figure in the
renaissance of Jewish ethnography which took place in the last years of the Russian
Empire. Between 1912-14, An-sky led the Jewish Ethnographic Expedition in the name
of Baron Herz Ginzberg, in which An-sky and a group of young associates traveled
through the Pale of Settlement. In the course of three years, they visited approximately 70
old—and from a cultural perspective—important towns, in which they collected
“remaining treasures,” consisting of thousands of Yiddish folksongs, stories, jokes,
sayings, parables, customs and other elements of Jewish folk culture.*

One of the members of the expedition was Avrom Rechtman, who, in 1958,

published his memoirs regarding his experience with An-sky. In his memoirs, Rechtman

» Moisei Berlin, Ocherki etnografii eivreiskogo narodonaseleniia Rossii, Saint Petersburg, 1861.
30 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor: zakrones vegn der etnografishe ekspeditsye, angefirt fun
Shin. An-sky, 1958, pg. 15.
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included many rich materials in relation to Jewish folk medicine. He explained the goal
of the expedition’s folk medicine collection as such: “The expedition was successful in
recording and gathering a significant amount of incantations, protections, and amulets for
a variety of illnesses.”' He acknowledged that a large part of Jewish folk medicine had
traditional roots (such as the belief in the “evil eye”): “According to the Talmud, the evil
eye is a very serious illness and can also be a cause of other serious illnesses. Therefore,
we find in the Talmud a variety of remedies to protect and heal oneself.”**

As we have already seen in the tale from Shivhei ha-Besht, Rechtman noted that
the Jewish common folk in Eastern Europe went to non-Jewish healers, especially Tatars,
when they were sick: “The Jewish masses, even religious Jews, were greatly devoted to
non-Jewish exorcists, fortune-tellers, sorcerers and, above all, to ‘Tatars’.”** Indeed,
Rechtman offered a rare description of a Tatar’s method: “We often sent a sick person to
him from miles away. We also sent a special messenger to a ‘Tatar’ on behalf of a sick
person, so that he would exorcise an illness. In such a case, the messenger brought the
‘Tatar’ a possession of the sick person, such as a shirt from a grownup, or a baby blanket.
The Tatar uttered incantations over the object, and then the sick person wore it until he
became well.”* In general, Rechtman took note of both male and female Jewish
exorcists. He emphasized that, in comparison with male exorcists, the female exorcists
were much more famous: “People. . . believed less in the males than in the females and

seldom called upon them.”** It was truly one of the most important contributions of the

31 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pg. 291.
32 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pg. 290.
33 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pg. 294.
3*Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pgs. 294-95.
35 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pg. 300.
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Jewish Ethnographic Expedition to emphasize the important role of women in Jewish

folk medicine and their specific methods.

In every city and town of Ukraine, there were old women, which we called upon
in every emergency and in various misfortunes. Almost every pregnant woman,
primarily women giving birth for the first time, were under their supervision and
influence... they, the old women, knew a variety of incantations and knew
protections and remedies, “tested” for good measure. They exorcised: from a
“good eye,” a toothache, a sprained foot, an ulcer, a skin infection, a dog bite, an
epileptic and other misfortunes. They worked magic through knifes, socks, and
with hairbrushes. They spilled wax, lead. They “Rolled Eggs” on a frightened
person... and they performed hundreds of other protections and remedies.*®

Members of the expedition, especially An-sky, often pretended to be sick, in order to
document the method of a female exorcist, as was the case in the following example, with

Rechtman himself in the role of a sick person:

In Letichev there was a female exorcist named Genedl who was famous
throughout the region. When we visited Letichev and heard about her reputation,
it was my turn to pretend to be sick and lay in bed... then she washed her hands.
Seven times she washed them and, between the first and second washing, she
worked her magic on me. Not resting a minute: pulled me by the ears, laid on top
of me and did not stop the whole time from muttering incomprehensible words. I
cannot understand to this day how it took so much energy in my case to carry out
the entire procedure, which seemed to drag on for an eternity.*’

One of the most important distinctions, according to Rechtman, between the female and

male exorcists was how they used language:

3 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pgs. 290-91.
37 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pgs. 298-99
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And the incantations of the “old men” are entirely different from the incantations
of the “old women.” They differentiate themselves in content and, above all, in
language. Female exorcists uttered their incantations in Yiddish, Ukrainian, or
mixed both languages together—male exorcists, however, made use of Hebrew,
the language of the sacred Torah, almost exclusively.*®
Rechtman validated the above claim with the following sample of female incantations,
which he translated from Ukrainian: “Evil Eye, I exorcise you out the neck, the forehead,
the chest, the shoulders, the spinal cord, the joints, the fingers, the stomach... the bones,
the blood, and the entire body. You may not flourish here. You may not take root here.”?*
In the course of the expedition, An-sky originally wanted to travel to 300 towns
(instead of only 70), but—realizing that that would be an impossible task—he created a
questionnaire (originally he planned on asking ten thousand questions). An-sky explained
in the “Foreword” to the Jewish Ethnographic Program, his massive questionnaire with
over 2000 questions on the traditional Jewish life cycle, beginning with “The Child”
(pregnancy, midwife, childbirth, etc.) and ending with “Death” (dying, burial society,

ritual purification, shrouds, funeral, etc.), that Jewish folk culture was a kind of “Oral

Torah.”

Yet on par with the book, with the great Written Torah [Toyre shebiksav] that we
have received as an inheritance from hundreds of generations of the
chosen—pious sages and great scholars, thinkers and spiritual guides—we
possess yet another Torah, an Oral Torah [Toyre shebalpe], which the people
themselves, and especially the common folk, have ceaselessly created during their
long, hard, and tragic history. This Oral Torah, which consists of folktales and
legends, parables and aphorisms, songs and melodies, customs, traditions, beliefs,
and so on, is also an enormously significant product of the same Jewish spirit that
created the Written Torah. It reflects the same beauty and purity of the Jewish

38 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pg. 300.
3 Avrom Rechtman, Yidishe etnografye un folklor, pgs. 295-96.
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soul, the tenderness and nobility of the Jewish heart, and the height and depth of
Jewish thought.*’

Among the various elements of the people’s “Oral Torah” was Jewish folk medicine and
An-sky devoted many questions to this topic. It is, therefore, not surprising that he made
use of the same concepts and terminology in his questions as in the sources that we
analyzed earlier (e.g., applying leeches, the evil eye, Tatars, incantations, and
protections). The following selection of questions give an idea of the questionnaire’s

deep interest in Jewish folk medicine:

17. What medicines, precautions, and other means are employed in order to have
clever children?

27. What protective amulets, charms, and precautions are there to protect a
woman from the evil eye?

1607. Are there Tatars in your community, old male and female gentiles, who
heal? What provisions [sgules] and remedies do they offer?

1608. Is the practice of bloodletting still widespread? Applying leeches? Does this
still take place in the bathhouse?

1610. Are there trained doctors in your community? How many of them are Jews?

1611. Do the doctors received financial support from the community and how
much?

1637. What illnesses are considered to be the most dangerous?
1638. Which illnesses are considered disgusting?
1639. Do disgusting illnesses often occur now among Jews?

1641. What remedies and special practices are employed at that point (reciting
Psalms, praying at graves, etc.)?

“0Shin. An-sky, Dos yudishe etnografishe program, ershter teyl: der mensh. Petrograd 1914, pg. 11.
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1646. In what condition of illness do people give the sick person a new name?

Unfortunately, An-sky never received any responses to his questionnaire because of the

outbreak of the First World War in 1914, its year of publication.

The Study of Jewish Folk Medicine in Eastern Europe after An-Sky

Following An-sky’s death in 1920, other researchers continued his ethnographic
work in Eastern Europe. For example, Yidishe filologye [Jewish Philology], which was
edited by the famous Yiddish linguist, Max Weinreich, and his colleagues Noah Prilinsky
and Zalman Reyzen, devoted its pages to various topics in relation to linguistics, literary
research and, especially relevant to our work, ethnography. In 1924, a year before the
founding of YIVO (The Jewish Scientific Institute), the first volume was published with a
number of articles about Jewish folk medicine, including an article by Eliyahu Sosnovik,
“Mater’ialen tsu der yidisher folksmeditsin in vaysrusland” [Materials on Jewish Folk
Medicine in White Russia], and short discussions about relevant phenomena (e.g., Tatars,
paseln, evil eye, memory stimulation, and even hair growth).

In the section on Tatars, we find the following examples of their methods: “15
kilometers from the town of New-Pohost lived a Tatar. We traveled to him (the majority
Christians) in the case of a disease or other neurological sickness. He did not take
payment... one is supposed to bring some bread; he whispers over it and gives part of it
to the sick person to eat. With his whole being, he makes circles in the air around the

sick person,” and it goes on to say further, “(Heard from another) A sick person...
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traveled to a nearby Tatar. The Tatar withdrew blood from his pinky finger. He did not
accept money.”* The term paseln refers to various beliefs and rituals which were used to
heal a sick person. For example, Yidishe filologye describes the following scene: “A
nearby Jewess laid the sick person on the ground and broke a jar over him. Through this
act of paseln, the sick person lived.”* Another method was to cut off the “ears of the
unclean animal, which was living in the house” of the sick person. It was also a custom to
urinate on the face of a sick person, in order to paseln. Indeed, one of the authors of this
article heard from someone whose family came from the shtetl of Serednitse, that the
sisters of his great-grandfather, who was once very sick, urinated on his face (against his
will!) in order to heal him from a sickness. Incidentally, “In order to make your hair grow
well,” the Yidishe filologye tells us, “You should take the fresh grass from the fields, cook
them, and smear or wash the hair.”*

In another volume of the publication in the same year, Nechama Epstein
translated from Polish to Yiddish the important ethnographic work about the evil eye by
the Polish-Jewish Ethnographer Regina Lilienthal, who wrote: “The belief in the ‘evil
eye,” which was widespread literally among all peoples, has deep roots by us Jews... the
Jewish folk masses in Eastern Europe believe, even to this day, deep in ‘evil eyes,” which
one calls euphemistically ‘Good Eye,” being in this the cause for a large part of illnesses

and ailments... which become interpreted as an ‘evil eye’.”* We find yet another article

about “Tatars and Sorcerers” by Shmuel Vinter, who wrote that “sick people” from the

4nKedarim,” Yidishe filologye: tsvey-khodishdike bleter far sprakhvisnshaft, literaturforshung un etnografye,
volume 1, 1924, pg. 163.

“"paseln,” Yidishe filologye, pg. 164.

$"Hor,” Yidishe filologye, pg. 165.

“Regina Lilienthal, “Eyn hore” Yidishe filologye, three issues 4-6, July-December, 1924, pgs. 245-47.
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town of Vlotslovic, which is located not far from Warsaw, “Traveled to Topola... to a
Tatar, a 50 year old peasant, who was famous far and wide in Poland. We were able to
find there hundreds of patients, some of them rich, who used to come in their own
coaches, Jews and Christians.” Vinter’s article reveals four important points: first, that
the custom to travel to a Tatar continued into the 20th century (i.e.. that the Jewish
tradition of visiting Tatars existed no less than 200 years in Eastern Europe); second, that
non-Jewish healers were famous not only in the local community, but also in the larger
region; third, that Tatar healers were popular among both Jews and Christians; and,
finally, that poor people were not the only ones to travel to Tatars when they were sick,

but also the rich.

Jewish Folk Medicine in the Memorial Books

In the “Foreword” of the Jewish Ethnographic Program An-sky lamented that
“With every old man who dies, with every small-town fire, with every exile, a piece of
our past is lost.”*® However, even An-sky could not predict the unbelievable destruction
of the Holocaust. After the Second World War, the survivors of the Holocaust tried to
honor the memory of the holy martyrs and communities in the form of the “Memorial
Book” genre. Among the many aspects of traditional Jewish life which the Memorial
Books tried to document, was the subject of folk medicine. It is possible to give hundreds
of examples from this literature; however, we will give but a few from two communities,

Serednitse and Berezne.

*Shmuel Vinter, “Kedarim un Makhsheyfim,” Yidishe filologye, issues 4-6, July-December, 1924, pg. 394.
4 An-sky, Dos yudishe etnografishe program, pg. 11.
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The first description is of an old, female Jewish healer, a righteous woman, who,
before the war, helped Jews and gentiles in her town of Serednitse, which is located in
Southern Poland: “My pious grandmother Toybe Gutwillig. .. a truly observant Jewish
woman with a good Jewish heart; a great philanthropist, she made a name for
herself in the surrounding areas. . . the gentiles knew that if they needed something
they could ask Mrs. Toybe. Besides material help, my grandmother was a great
specialist in healing illnesses.”*’ The second is from a time (the nineteenth century)
when there weren’t any professional doctors in the Jewish communities of Eastern
Europe, but rather “field surgeons” (a trade which was usually learned via military
conscription) who functioned as healers: “As in every town in Poland, there weren’t any
doctors until the turn of this century. A non-Jewish hospital existed, but no Jewish
doctors. Therefore, Berezne was rich in supposedly ‘learned’ persons and ‘field
surgeons.” Podshubsky was well-know in Berezne and two brothers, most importantly
Leykhele the healer, as we called him. He occupied himself with field work and people

used to summon him to a sick person on whom he applied ‘cups.””*®

Conclusion: Contemporary Jewish Folk Medicine

Out of the ashes of the Holocaust sprung new Jewish communities in the land of
Israel, the United States, Canada, and other countries. Especially among the Hasidim,

who still speak Yiddish, we find to this day customs, mores, and beliefs related to folk

“Sefer yizkor: mukdash li-yehude ha-ayarot she-nispu ba-sho’ah ba-shanim 1939-1944: linsk, istrik, beligrod,
litovisk veha-sevivah, Tel Aviv, 1964/65, pgs. 288-289.

“Mayn shtetl berezne: zamlung fun zakrones fun berezner landslayt in land un in oysland, Tel Aviv, 1954, pg.
53.
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medicine. The phenomenon is expressed in “Broadsides” which are a very important
mass-media in Hasidic neighborhoods, such as Meah Shearim, Jerusalem and
Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Furthermore, Ultra-Orthodox authors and editors still publish
books about remedies (e.g., the popular Sefer Likuti Sgules Yisroel which was published
in various editions in the last few years).* However, Hasidic newspapers are perhaps the
most important vehicle for the spread of today’s Jewish folk medicine via advertisements
or, as they are known in American-Hasidic Yiddish, “klasifayds.” For example, in Der
Yid, the oldest Satmar Hasidic newspaper in Williamsburg, one can find advertisements
for various remedies and folk healers—significantly, both men and women. It is also
interesting to note that many of the “klasifayds” combine traditional Jewish customs and
concepts (e.g,. saying Psalms, incantations against the Evil Eye, and remedies) with
modern “Natural Healings,” which are beloved in today’s Hasidic communities.

In conclusion, we end our 300-year-long journey in the treasury of Jewish folk
medicine with several rich examples from the newspaper Der Yid (without, of course,

providing the names and phone numbers of the healers):*°

#1

We do various natural healings
For physical (diabetes, etc.) and
Neurological problems [as well as]
The worst marital problems

For appointments call:

“Sefer likute segulot yisra’el, yisra’el li-segulato, likute batar likute me-sefer segulot yisrael, Shabbetai
Lipschitz, Jerusalem, 2008.
Der Yid, 7. July, 2006, pg. 57-59.
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#2

Excellent remedies

For healing and marriage

And for income and for success

From the sages of the Mishnah and Gemara

And the Holy Book

Children of the house of the Rebbe in the holy city of Jerusalem say
40 consecutive days of Psalms on your behalf - 40$

Psalms of the Hida (Chaim Joseph David Azulai), around $400 -
Song of Songs, 40 days, $40

It is taught by the Mishnah - the mourner’s prayer is said by a minyan
30 persons $50/ a whole year - $30 per month/ anniversary of a death $18

#3

Remedies for the evil eye

Excellent remedies

From exorcism to lead spilling

Against the evil eye, fear, tension, nervousness,
And various problems.

It helps and makes life easier, God-willing,

It is done by an Ultra-Orthodox Jew.
Confidential

For an appointment call:

#4

Excellent remedy of lead spilling

Against fear, nervousness, tension, evil eye,

And various problems,

It can help by making things easier, God-willing.
It is performed by an old women in Jerusalem.
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