The Unsavoury Story behind Latkes
(Michie Yana-Berger, Limmud 2019)

1. “Levivot” in Tanakh

(I Samuel 13: 1-20)
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(1) This happened sometime afterward: Absalom son of David had a beautiful sister named
Tamar, and Amnon son of David became infatuated with her. (2) Amnon was so distraught
because of his [half-]sister Tamar that he became sick; for she was a virgin, and it seemed
impossible to Amnon to do anything to her. (3) Amnon had a friend named Jonadab, the son
of David’s brother Shimah; Jonadab was a very clever man. (4) He asked him, “Why are you
so dejected, O prince, morning after morning? Tell me!” Amnon replied, “l am in love with
Tamar, the sister of my brother Absalom!” (5) Jonadab said to him, “Lie down in your bed
and pretend you are sick. When your father comes to see you, say to him, ‘Let my sister
Tamar come and give me something to eat. Let her prepare the food in front of me, so that |
may look on, and let her serve it to me.”” (6) Amnon lay down and pretended to be sick. The
king came to see him, and Amnon said to the king, “Let my sister Tamar come and prepare a
couple of cakes in front of me, and let her bring them to me.”
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(7) David sent a message to Tamar in the palace, “Please go to the house of your brother
Amnon and prepare some food for him.” (8) Tamar went to the house of her brother Amnon,
who was in bed. She took dough and kneaded it into cakes in front of him, and cooked the
cakes. (9) She took the pan and set out [the cakes], but Amnon refused to eat and ordered
everyone to withdraw. After everyone had withdrawn, (10) Amnon said to Tamar, “Bring the
food inside and feed me.” Tamar took the cakes she had made and brought them to her
brother inside.
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(11) But when she served them to him, he caught hold of her and said to her, “Come lie with
me, sister.” (12) But she said to him, “Don’t, brother. Don’t force me. Such things are not
done in Israel! Don’t do such a vile thing! (13) Where will I carry my shame? And you, you
will be like any of the scoundrels in Israel! Please, speak to the king; he will not refuse me to
you.” (14) But he would not listen to her; he overpowered her and lay with her by force.
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(15) Then Amnon felt a very great loathing for her; indeed, his loathing for her was greater
than the passion he had felt for her. And Amnon said to her, “Get out!” (16) She pleaded with
him, “Please don’t commit this wrong; to send me away would be even worse than the first
wrong you committed against me.” But he would not listen to her. (17) He summoned his
young attendant and said, “Get that woman out of my presence, and bar the door behind
her.”— (18) She was wearing an ornamented tunic, for maiden princesses were customarily
dressed in such garments.—His attendant took her outside and barred the door after her. (19)
Tamar put dust on her head and rent the ornamented tunic she was wearing; she put her hands
on her head, and walked away, screaming loudly as she went. (20) Her brother Absalom said
to her, “Was it your brother Amnon who did this to you? For the present, sister, keep quiet
about it; he is your brother. Don’t brood over the matter.” And Tamar remained in her brother
Absalom’s house, forlorn.



2. Megillat Yehudit (medieval Jewish texts, excerpts)
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On the third day a woman of the wives of the sons of the prophets, whose name was Judith,
cried out to the LORD, and prayed, and fasted, and beseeched him: “Please, LORD, who
performs kindness to thousands! Remember David’s loyal service in faithfulness!” After she
had prayed, the spirit of the LORD suddenly seized her and she took it to her heart.
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When the lady went out, herself and her two maids in attendance, she put on royal apparel
and set a royal diadem on her head and dressed her hair. Her glory increased and her beauty
grew, and Judith won the admiration of all who saw her.
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When Aliforni heard the words of the girl, he rejoiced greatly, and said: “Do not fear for I
will do what you desire and | will deliver your lives from death. You will be in charge of my
household and reign over all your soul desires and your father — I shall make him my
bodyguard forever”. “Come now, lie with me my sister, for it is a great love | have for you, a
love with all its rapture.”
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Then Judith said: “I am thirsty and have been humbling my soul with fasting.” So she said to
her maid: “Cook me two pancakes so | can eat at your hands.” She made her the pancakes
and salted them heavily and poured them into the pot with pieces of cheese. She took them
and brought them to the room where Aliforni was.




3. Who was Yehudit?

Book of Judith (8:1-2)

Judith was informed at the time of what had happened. She was the daughter of Merari son of
Ochs, son of Joseph, son of Oziel, son of Elkiah, son of Ananias, son of Gideon, son of
Raphaim, son of Ahitub, son of Eliljah, son of Hilkiah, son of Eliab, son of Nathanael, son of
Salamiel, son of Sarasadali, son of Israel. Her husband Manasseh, of her own tribe and
family had died at the time of the barley harvest.

Book of Judith (9:1-2)

Judith threw herself face to the ground, scattered ashes on her head, undressed as far as
the sackcloth she was wearing and cried loudly to the Lord. At the same time in Jerusalem,
the evening incense was being offered in the Temple of God. Judith said: Lord, God of my
ancestor Simeon, you armed him with a sword to take vengeance on the foreigners who had
undone a virgin’s belt to her shame, laid bare her thigh to her confusion, violated her womb
to her dishonour, since through you said @this must not be’ they did it.




