Drowning Haman in Noise: The Origins and Meaning of the Custom

In most Synagogues the reading of the Scroll of Esther (Megillat Esther) on Purim occurs in a rowdy, festive setting.  Children and adults appear in a wide variety of costumes, merry making abounds, and graggers and other noisemakers fill the air after Haman’s name is read aloud.  In today’s world, elaborate noise making devices have been constructed to supplement the sound of the gragger.  Some communities play appropriate clips from movies every time Haman’s name is mentioned.  Others use more simple instruments, like whistles or use pins to pop balloons.  

What is the origin and meaning of this custom?  Hayyim Schauss in his classic work, The Jewish Festivals (New York, 1938) asserts (p. 265), “The beating and noise of Purim originally had nothing to do with Haman; it comes from ancient times, when Purim was still a nature festival, bound up with the passing of winter and the approach of spring.  It is an ancient belief with people that at the time when the seasons change the evil spirits have great power and strive to do mischief to all.  One of the surest safeguards against the spirits was noise."

In contrast, R. Moses Isserles (16th c. Poland) suggests a more traditional explanation for this custom, which derives from the notion that Haman descends from the wicked tribe of Amalek.  In a gloss to the Shulkhan Aukh, (Orakh Hayyim, 690) he writes, “Children have the custom of drawing images of Haman on wood and stones, or writing the name, “Haman”, upon them, and then banging the two objects together in order to erase Haman.  This accords with the verses, ‘You must obliterate any mention of Amalek’ (Deuteronomy 25: 19), and ‘Let the names of the wicked rot’ (Proverbs 10: 7).  From this evolved the custom of banging Haman during the reading of the Megillah.  No custom should be nullified, because it was surely established for a reason.”

These two suggestions differ significantly in approach and yet, they share the fact that both minimize the importance of the custom.  Schauss suggests that the custom is a relic of a superstitious past.  Similarly, while R. Isserles acknowledges the sacredness of this custom, he ultimately traces it to children playing, and thereby limits its religious power.

A deeper look at this custom within a broader context indicates that this custom of children is actually powerfully symbolic.  The holiday of Purim resonated loudly with the Jewish communities of the last two millennia because it matched their historical reality.  For much of their post Temple history, Jewish communities have been physically weaker than their neighbors and consequently exposed to brutal persecutions.  Jews responded to the holiday of Purim because it represented their deepest wish: to overthrow their evil oppressors and physically defeat them.

Rabbinic tradition teaches that on Purim everything reverses.  Historically too, Purim was a day of reversals for the Jewish community.  As Professor Elliot Horowitz shows (Zion, 1994) there is a long history of Jewish communities rising up boldly and even excessively, against their Christian neighbors on the holiday of Purim.  Jews had the custom of burning Haman in effigy, while dancing and singing around the fire.  In the year 408, Theodosius II, forbids Jews from burning Haman’s image in effigy.  Nevertheless, the custom continued and the rowdiness of Purim led to even more brazen acts.  For example, in the 12th c, R. Efraim of Bonn reports that on one Purim, the Jews hung a Christian persecutor in Bray, France.  For this act, King Phillip Augustus subsequently massacred the Jews of Bray. 

The concept of Purim as a holiday of physical reversal was a reality that the Jews of the Middle Ages longed for.  In addition to manifesting itself in random physical acts of violence against Christian oppressors, this dream also became institutionalized within liturgical practice.  Thus, Rashi (France, 11th c.) writes of a custom of reciting a piyyut immediately following the reading of the Megillah that concludes with the words, “Cursed be Haman, and cursed be [his wife] Zeresh.”  Upon saying those words the entire congregation would either stamp their feet, bang stones together, or break pottery dishes in order to hear a loud crash.  Finally, the entire congregation would rise to their feet and declare, “The Lord will reign forever and ever.”  (Cited in Shibbolei Haleket, Italy, 13th c.)

Enemies of the Jews directly connect these customs to possible subversions against the current ruling government.  Indeed, Alfonso de Espina (Spain, 15th c.), the ideological force behind the Spanish Inquisition, writes in his Fortalitum Fidei, that on Purim Jews shake clay objects in their Synagogues and declare, “Just as Haman was brought down, so too, the King of the Christians will quickly be defeated.”  

Jews themselves saw their noisemakers as symbolic weapons against their Christian oppressors.  Professor Yom Tov Lewinsky in his work, Keitsad Hakku et Haman, gathers many sources which reflect how Jews throughout history have treated Haman on Purim.  In some of the sources that arise from early modern Eastern European literature, Jews refer to their noisemakers poetically as weapons.

The noisemakers were spiritual weapons.  The 13th c. German work, Sefer Ha-Asufot records a rich, if mythical, exchange between the 12th century German Jewish Pietist, R. Judah the Pious, and a local Christian ruler.  “The ruler asked R. Judah the Pious: ‘Why do you bang the walls when Haman’s name is mentioned?’  He responded to him: ‘For every bang that we perform here, the demons bang [Haman] in Hell (Gehennom).’  The ruler asked: ‘How do you know this?’  He responded, ‘Come and I will show you.’  He showed the ruler the entrance to Hell and the ruler saw that they were hitting Haman.  The ruler said:  ‘If I were with you, I would help you to hit Haman.’”  (Cited in Lewinsky, p. 28.)

The custom of children making noise when Haman’s name is read on Purim cannot be divorced from its historical context.  It must be understood within the long tradition of Jews arising on Purim and declaring that like Esther’s Jews, they too, will defeat their oppressors.  The banging of instruments symbolizes the power of the Jews.  Jews will not be muted before their attackers.  The Jews will eventually destroy their enemies, just as Haman was destroyed and continues to be destroyed every year.

Throughout Jewish history Jews understood that the act of making noise was not simply due to the frivolousness of mischievous children.  The noise represented the deepest hopes and aspirations of the Jews.  

With this understanding of the importance of the custom, it makes sense to look for an even more ancient provenance of the custom.  As both R. Abraham b. Nathan of Lunel (13th c.), in his Sefer Ha-Minhag (Laws of Purim), and R. Solomon Kluger (1785-1869, Brody) in his Hakhmat Shelomoh (section, 690) independently suggest, the custom actually dates back to the Jerusalem Talmud (Tractate Megillah, chapter 3).  The Talmud lists a series of statements that it is customary to declare on Purim.  For example, “Cursed is Haman and cursed are his children,” or “May the bones of Nebuchadnezer be ground up.”  When exactly is one to recite these formulations?  The Talmud implies that they are recited during the actual reading of the Megillah, upon coming to the name of either Haman or Nebuchadnezer.  However, later scholars found this difficult because it would mean interrupting the reading with speech, which is prohibited.  Thus, R. Kluger suggests that the noise making, which does not include speech, replaced the recitation of the prescribed formula.  Alternatively, once can suggest that children who would be unable to recite a long formula upon hearing Haman’s name would be more comfortable fulfilling the spirit of the Talmud’s teaching simply by cursing Haman with the ancient equivalent of the Bronx cheer.       

The suggestion of these two scholars that this custom originates in the Talmud marks their recognition that the making of noise on Purim is not simply child’s play.  Rather, it has its basis in Talmudic texts and represents normative Jewish tradition.  

To come full circle: Either the Jewish people as a whole co-opted a custom of children in order to represent their dreams for physical liberation, or else children adapted a teaching of the Talmud in order to find their own religious expression.  Either way, it’s a history of reversal worthy of Purim, the holiday of reversals. 

