Jewish Folk Literature
Professor Haya Bar-Itzhak

Course Description

Jewish folk literature has a long historical record. Among the Jews written sources played a
great role in creation and transmission of folklore. The tendency developed among the Jews in
early times was to put down in writing folk literature as well as folk customs and beliefs. We
can trace folk literary forms in Biblical and Rabbinic literature and Jewish literature in the
Middle Ages.

Because of the dispersion of the Jews among many peoples and in different countries, Jewish
folklore in general and folk literature in particular is comprised of many common elements, but
also separate local developments, which include features related to the local non-Jewish folklore.

Such a historical depth and cultural diversity add to the richness and complexity of Jewish folk
literature.

The course is an introduction to this literary folk tradition. We will concentrate on folk literature
in ancient Jewish sources as well as modern Jewish folk literature of various Jewish ethnic
groups. We will explore trends of continuity and change in Jewish folk literature and discuss
ethnographic, poetic and thematic aspects such as the recording of folk literature in the natural
environment while examining the storytelling event and performance; Poetic aspects such as
character, space, time, genre; main themes in Jewish folk literature; and research approaches to
folk literature.

Course Requirements

There is no prerequisite for the course. The classes will consist of lectures and discussions, and
the weekly reading assignments. During the course the students will write two minor papers
(40%). At the end of the semester students shall take a final examination (60%).

Absences will negatively impact your grade. You should not miss this class unless you have an
emergency or a disease.
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Schedule of Classes
We 9/3 Folk Literature — Definition & Description

Mo 9/8 Epic Laws
Reading: Olrik 1965

We 9/10  Characteristics of Jewish Folk Literature
Reading: Yassif 1999, VII—XVII; 1-7

Mo 9/15  Jewish Myth
We 9/17  Reading: Yassif 1999, 8-15

Mo 9/22  Jewish Legends — Historical & Sacred
We 9/24  Reading: Yassif 1999, 15-26

Mo 9/29  Jewish Legends of Origin
We 10/1  Reading: Bar-ltzhak 2001

Mo 10/6 Demons Legends
We 10/8  Reading: Yassif 1999, 144-165, 351-370

Mo 10/20 Jewish Fairy Tale
We 10/22 Reading: Bar-Itzhak 2005, 97-151; Shenhar 1987, 6-29

Mo 10/27 The Jewish Novella
We 10/29 Reading: Yassif 1999, 343-350

Mo 11/3  The Collection & Study of Jewish Folklore
Mo 11/10 Reading: Ben-Amos 1991, Bar-lItzhak 2010, 11-26.

Mo 11/17 Topics in Jewish Folklore — Diaspora and The land of Israel
Reading: Noy 1963, 4-9; Bin-Gurion 1999, 272-294

We 11/19 Topics in Jewish Folklore — Blood Libel Legends
Reading: Dundes 1991; Alexander 1987

Mo 11/24 Topics in Jewish Folklore — Charity
We 11/26 Reading: Bin-Gurion 1990, 414-422

Mo 12/1  Topics in Jewish Folklore — Elijah
Reading: Bin-Gurion 1990, 427-440



We 12/3  Jewish Folk Narratives in Israel
Mo 12/8  Reading: Bar-1tzhak & Shenhar 1993; Noy 1963; Ben-Amos 2007, 2011,
Shenhar 1988; Shenhar 1991; Bar-Itzhak 2005, 29-50

Changes in Syllabus
This syllabus is subject to change.



