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The Hasidic story is an impor tant dimension of Jewish folklore and modern Jew-
ish lit er a ture. Alongside the Hasidic homiletic lit er a ture, which holds the main 
religious and spiritual messages of Hasidism, the Hasidic story pre sents the most 
impor tant inner- Hasidic foundation for understanding its social and ethical 
worldview, and perhaps its history. This literary corpus encompasses hundreds 
of compilations containing thousands of Hasidic stories, legends, and tales, 
mainly in Hebrew and, to a lesser degree, in Yiddish, written or printed over the 
last two centuries. The development of the Hasidic tale as an impor tant genre in 
the movement’s literary production must be studied as part of modern Jewish 
lit er a ture written from the eigh teenth through the twenty- first centuries.

As in other areas of the history of Hasidism and its literary development, one 
can notice how Hasidim tended to reinvent their forms of expression and their 
channels of public communication. They tended to alter their lit er a ture and spir-
itual message according to exterior challenges and the movement’s internal 
developments. So it is with the Hasidic story as well. Through their immediate 
surroundings and more distant traditions, Hasidim  were well aware of literary 
genres and styles, and they consciously  adopted popu lar literary forms and 
means of expression while adjusting style and content to their own social- 
religious needs. We can see that the literary product in this genre was modified 
according to historical developments.

Storytelling and Story Writing

As part of the ritualization pro cess that took place in early Hasidism, many extra- 
religious ele ments  were incorporated into Hasidic religious tradition. Vari ous 
traditional, formerly esoteric customs and norms  were  adopted within Hasidic 
circles as exoteric religious rituals performed by the greater community, while 
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other “new” rituals  were in ven ted as part of Hasidic spiritual renewal.  These rit-
uals  were redefined and integrated into Hasidic customs and became part of 
the movement’s ethos. This ritualization pro cess initiated the sanctification 
of other wise neutral routines, including dancing, singing, and preaching, 
that developed into the essential cultural characteristics of Hasidism. Storytell-
ing, too, ceased to be just a means of entertainment or a way to communicate 
norms and ideals, but became a central part of the religious sphere and of 
Hasidic culture as well.

Hasidim started telling stories during the very first appearance of Hasidic 
groups in the mid- eighteenth  century, before the institutionalization of Hasi-
dism into a movement. The Baal Shem Tov and his associates made extensive 
use of parables and stories in their sermons as a literary tool and as a means of 
orally disseminating their ideas and theologies. They did so in private conversa-
tions as well as in public, official gatherings within  these early Hasidic circles. As 
Hasidism developed into a movement, storytelling was refined in its ritualistic 
per for mances and literary narrative sophistication. Distinct styles of stories 
gradually developed as they became distinctively Hasidic and gained stronger 
social, theological, and sometimes po liti cal meanings.

In his introduction to the very first collection of Hasidic stories, Shivḥei ha- 
Besht (In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov), which was printed first in Hebrew and 
soon in Yiddish, in 1814 and 1815, the printer cited the following saying attrib-
uted to the Besht himself: “When one relates the praises of the tsadikim, it is as 
if he concentrates on Ma’aseh Merkavah”— that is, on the esoteric story of the 
divine chariot from the prophet Ezekiel.1 This saying echoes the aforementioned 
transformation of storytelling into a religious resource in early Hasidism. Like 
the highest theological discourse, Torah learning, or prayer, so does telling a 
story, particularly if it is told about a  great tsadik, have  great spiritual value that 
surpasses any literary value it may have or any additional social implications it 
sheds on its listeners.

The following Hasidic story, with which Gershom Scholem chose to end his 
famous book Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, gives us an insight into the pro-
cess storytelling went through in the history of Hasidism:

When the Baal Shem had a difficult task before him, he would go to a certain 
place in the woods, light a fire and meditate in prayer— and what he had set 
out to perform was done. When a generation  later the “Maggid” of Mezrich 
[Międzyrzecz] was faced with the same task he would go to the same place in 
the woods and say: We can no longer light the fire, but we can still speak the 
prayers— and what he wanted done became real ity. Again a generation  later 
Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov [Sasów] had to perform this task. And he too went 
into the woods and said: We can no longer light a fire, nor do we know the 
secret meditations belonging to the prayer, but we do know the place in 
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the woods to which it all belongs— and that must be sufficient; and sufficient 
it was. But when another generation had passed and Rabbi Israel of Rishin 
[Rużyn] was called upon to perform the task, he sat down on his golden chair 
in his  castle and said: We cannot light the fire, we cannot speak the prayers, 
we do not know the place, but we can tell the story of how it was done. And, 
the story- teller adds, the story which he told had the same effect as the actions 
of the other three.2

Scholem defined this tale as “the very history of Hasidism itself” since it tells 
the essence of the  actual action of storytelling for generations who did not 
see themselves capable of the  great magical and religious deeds of their 
pre de ces sors.3

 There are two basic categories of storytelling. First are the hagiographical sto-
ries told about famous Hasidic sages, their lives, wisdom, moralities, and miracles. 
 These stories  were narrated and delivered in order to set an example of piety for 
generations of Hasidim and to create a sense of kinship with Hasidism in general 
or with a specific dynasty within it.  There  were stories told about so- to- speak 
“found ers” of the movement, and each Hasidic group may have had its own sto-
ries devoted to its renowned leaders.  These stories may have historical back-
ground or might be merely legendary.

The second type of stories was told by the tsadik himself. This category usu-
ally contains more allegoric and fantastic ele ments and is basically a literary 
alternative to the more widespread homilies spoken by nearly all Hasidic mas-
ters.4 Some Hasidic thinkers  were well- known as inspiring storytellers, the most 
famous of them certainly R. Naḥman of Bratslav (Bracław; 1772–1811), the great- 
grandson of the Besht and one of the most charismatic Hasidic leaders.5

Some of the stories told by the tsadik might consist of very short sayings that 
hold condensed meanings or that are aimed at hinting to other well- known 
aspects of his teachings. Other stories can contain a complex narrative or a 
tangled plot, sometimes delivered over several occasions by the tsadik to his 
audience. The inventing and performing of a story of such complexity required 
creativity on the part of the tsadik and depended on his ability to convey the story 
in a theatrical manner. Both types of stories,  those about tsadikim and  those told 
by tsadikim,  were first articulated and then circulated orally in Yiddish— the spo-
ken language of the Jews in Eastern Europe— just as the oral sermon was first 
formed in this vernacular. Thus, the story bridged over social and cultural gaps 
within a Hasidic group. The story, more than other means of communication, 
may be understood throughout the congregation in all its social strata, regard-
less of the diverse literacy, cultural capital, and religious devotion found among 
its members.

For  these oral stories to be preserved and transcribed,  there needed to be an 
initiative to rec ord them in writing, which obviously did not always exist.
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A Very Short History of Hasidic Stories

In the first Hasidic hagiography, Shivḥei ha- Besht, we find the following story 
that deals with the prob lem of inscribing the mystical teachings of the Besht:

 There was a man who wrote down the torah of the Besht that he heard from 
him. Once the Besht saw a demon walking and holding a book in his hand. 
He said to him: “What is the book that you hold in your hand?”

He answered him: “This is the book that you have written.”
The Besht then understood that  there was a person who was writing down 

his torah. He gathered all his followers and asked them: “Who among you is 
writing down my torah?”

The man admitted it and he brought the manuscript to the Besht. The Besht 
examined it and said: “ There is not even a single word  here that is mine.”6

This story clearly seeks to explain to the reader, who did not personally know 
the Besht, why the Besht had left no written rec ord of his teachings, based, it 
seems, on the preference for oral instruction over providing written texts. As 
in analogous traditions surrounding many other religious leaders, including 
Buddha and Jesus, the absence of writings seems to arise from a rather typical 
tension between an older, more archaic oral culture and a new attempt at can-
onizing written traditions. Following this view, the spiritual message of the 
Baal Shem Tov may not be transcribed whatsoever, and anyone who initiates 
to deliver his teachings in the form of a written book misses the eminence of 
his divine wisdoms.

Despite the claim of the story, we know that some of the Besht’s disciples, such 
as R. Ya’akov Yosef of Polnoe (Połonne) and  others, did write down the Besht’s 
teachings, perhaps even during his lifetime, although they  were only published 
long  after his death. So did the compiler of the first hagiography, in which the 
prohibition was recorded, put the Besht’s life down in writing, forming the 
Besht’s image as the protagonist of Hasidism for  future generations. Regardless 
of the historicity and credibility of this type of legend (which we  will discuss 
 later), which for an average Hasid may be a reflection of the Besht’s real experi-
ence, we may see this story as an attempt at an apol o getic, even anachronistic 
pre sen ta tion of Hasidic culture as cardinally an oral phenomenon. This specific 
story clearly tries to explain the relevant absence of any kind of Hasidic lit er a-
ture in the time when the story was written and printed. In this early stage of 
the formation of Hasidism,  there was scarcely any attempt initiated by the tsa-
dikim themselves to reveal their own theology in writing; rather, the vast major-
ity of Hasidic teachings  were scribed and distributed by their students or  later 
admirers.

Despite such attempts, stories about early Hasidim, especially the Baal Shem 
Tov and his circle, began to be written down during the final years of the 
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eigh teenth  century, and most likely even before that— perhaps even during the 
Besht’s lifetime— but we lack evidence of anything prior to a manuscript written 
in the 1790s. However, the first printing of a collection of stories did not occur 
 until 1814, with the publication of Shivḥei ha- Besht in Kopyś (Kapust), Belarus. 
The first version of this work, from the 1790s, took the form of a manuscript writ-
ten by the compiler and transcriber of the originally oral stories, Dov Ber of Lin-
its (Ilińce), who claimed to have personally heard the stories from their firsthand 
sources. The printed version was intensely edited by Israel Yaffe, a Chabad Hasid, 
who changed, rearranged, and added to the original text in accordance with his 
agenda and with the state of the Hasidic movement in the early nineteenth 
 century. The next year, a somewhat differing Yiddish version of the book was 
published.7

In the same year, 1815, a first collection of R. Naḥman of Bratslav’s original 
stories, Sipurei ma’asiyot, was also printed. Thus, the first printing of Hasidic sto-
ries occurred thirty- five years  after the first Hasidic homiletic work was printed 
(1780) and a total of fifty- five years  after the death of the Besht, the protagonist 
of the first Hasidic hagiography.

For nearly fifty years  after the printing of Shivḥei ha- Besht, no other Hasidic 
hagiographies  were published. Nevertheless, stories  were still being retold and 
inscribed by Hasidim during that period, but  there was no attempt to produce 
or publish new collections for a wider audience of Hasidim.

Several  causes are credited for this long silence involving Hasidic legendary 
and hagiographic publications: some relate it to the low reputation the legend-
ary genre possessed within Hasidic ethos as popu lar culture, which prevented 
 later authors from taking part in its dissemination.  Others oppose this view and 
claim that on the contrary, the reception of Shivḥei ha- Besht as a sacred Hasidic 
text was so  great that  later authors refrained from imitating it. Yet other histo-
rians claim that Hasidim  were hesitant about printing further hagiographic 
works  after the maskilim mocked Shivḥei ha- Besht so strongly.  These explana-
tions are not entirely convincing, however,  because Shivḥei ha- Besht was actu-
ally reprinted many times during  these years, in Hebrew as well as in Yiddish, 
and certainly fit Hasidic norms. Nor  were restrictions of Austrian or Rus sian 
censors responsible for the fifty- year hiatus. Restrictions  were not enforced uni-
formly in all countries, and  there  were always printing  houses that  were able to 
publish Hasidic books. And indeed, Hasidic homiletic works  were printed con-
tinuously, some of them containing Hasidic tales. Oral and written storytelling 
continued, even if it did not do so as a separate genre with separate collections 
of stories. Therefore, the true basis for the half- century- long lack of hagiographic 
printing remains somewhat unresolved.8 It can be assumed that  there was no 
single reason for the long respite in the publication of Hasidic stories; rather, 
 there existed a combination of reasons, including more technical reasons, such 
as the high costs of printing and the growing regulation by the authorities, com-
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bined with cultural reasons, such as the fear of internal Jewish criticism, or 
even some level of indifference by Hasidim themselves as their movement grew 
larger and assumed an impor tant po liti cal position.

An impor tant cultural turn brought about a wave of printing of new collec-
tions of Hasidic stories  after this long pause. Starting in the mid-1860s, printing 
of Hasidic hagiography (as well as other genres of Hasidic lit er a ture) increased 
dramatically, enabled perhaps also by a gradual easing of censorship first in Gali-
cia and then in Rus sia. The most impor tant author- compilers, or “cultural 
agents,” as Zeev Gries called them, who propagated hagiographical works of the 
Hasidim in this early phase of its development— the  later nineteenth 
 century— were Menaḥem Mendel Bodek (1825?–1874), Aharon Walden (1838–
1912), and Michael Levi Frumkin- Rodkinson (1845–1905).9  These authors worked 
separately but borrowed blatantly from each other. They, and many other less 
prominent propagators of Hasidic stories, collected material about many figures, 
Hasidic and pre- Hasidic, which indicates the level of Hasidic institutionaliza-
tion at this point in its history.

The renewed awakening of the Hasidic tale as a literary genre took place si mul-
ta neously with the rise of modern Hebrew and Yiddish lit er a ture in Eastern 
Eu rope. Hasidic publishers may have sought to create cultural alternatives to 
modern fiction aimed instead at a traditional audience. The new tales of the tsadi-
kim would compete with modern, mostly secular lit er a ture. The Hasidic literary 
revival was related also to the emergence of Orthodox Jewish historical writing 
that began midcentury in the wake of the new German Jewish movement of sci-
entific historiography (Wissenschaft des Judentums). Orthodox writers reprinted 
genealogical lit er a ture, chronographic works, and old rabbinical lexicons, while 
adding new books about rabbinical figures from the eigh teenth and nineteenth 
centuries. The center of this Orthodox- historiography activity was in Galicia, 
mainly in Żółkiew (Zovkva) and Lwów (Lemberg/Lviv), and  later in Warsaw— 
moving along with the changing centers of the Hebrew press. Such historical 
work, which straddled the border between traditional rabbinic lit er a ture and 
modern historiography, created the climate for Hasidim to write their own quasi- 
historical, quasi- legendary stories about their venerable ancestors. The reappear-
ance of Hasidic stories in print was motivated by  these external evolutions and 
served as a countercultural instructive tool within Hasidic society.

Another wave of printing Hasidic stories was conducted at the beginning of 
the twentieth  century, especially during the interwar period. In the printing cen-
ters of Poland, many volumes of Hasidic stories  were produced, making the 
Hasidic bookshelf relevant once again for the con temporary Jewish Orthodox 
reader. The compilers and printers of this phase  were the heirs of the nineteenth- 
century Hasidic cultural agents. They came from diff er ent strata of Jewish soci-
ety; some  were well- known rabbis or famous Hasidic figures. Among the most 
significant author- compilers from this stage was Israel Berger (1855–1919), who 
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served as a rabbi in several communities in Transylvania and  later in Bucharest; 
he published a four- volume series of hagiographic works titled Zekhut Yisrael. 
Similarly, Tsevi Yeḥezkel Mikhelson (1863–1942), who served as rabbi in Płońsk 
(Central Poland) and then was a member of the rabbinical court in Warsaw, com-
piled biographies of many tsadikim. His son Avraham Ḥayim Simḥah Bunem 
Mikhelson did so as well, even more prolifically. Their relative, Yosef Lewinstein 
(1840–1924), rabbi of Serock, alongside many other less distinguished authors, 
joined them in producing a wide body of Hasidic knowledge by collecting and 
printing Hasidic stories and sermons of a number of tsadikim. To be sure, their 
choices  were not necessarily motivated by the “objective” importance of a selected 
tsadik. In fact, the early twentieth  century was an age of inner- Hasidic po liti cal 
competition over prestige and po liti cal influence;  every dynasty and group strove 
to position itself as an impor tant successor of the Hasidic tradition. Collections 
of Hasidic stories praising the holy deeds of the founder of a dynasty  were potent 
instruments in such a conquest for power.10

A good example of such a compilation of stories is the aforementioned work 
by Israel Berger, Zekhut Yisrael, which actually consists of a series of books in 
praise of holy men titled Eser kedushot, Eser orot, Eser tsaḥtsaḥot, and Eser atarot. 
The four parts had apparently been written by 1906, when Eser kedushot was first 
published, but the other volumes had come out by 1910. Each volume contains 
teachings, stories, letters, and biographical data of about ten diff er ent tsadi-
kim. The first volume is dedicated to the specific  house of tsadikim to which 
Berger belonged— the Ziditshov (Żydaczów)- Komarno dynasty, a well- known 
kabbalistic- oriented Hasidic branch in Galicia. The other volumes contain hagi-
ographies of many other tsadikim, starting with the Maggid of Mezrich and his 
most prominent disciples and concluding with some lesser known figures whom 
Berger found impor tant enough to pre sent in his book. Berger attempted to com-
bine historical documents and testimonies with legends and glorifying tradi-
tions. His writing style suggests that he was well aware of the new historiographic 
tendencies in his environment, and that he tried to adopt a modern writing style 
while framing it in the spirit of inner- Hasidic narrative and traditional 
hagiography.

But not all the Hasidic story compilers  were so skilled and proficient in this 
task. Many books containing less famous or less well- known Hasidic stories  were 
published by rather mediocre and little- known author- compilers who gathered 
anything they could recall from Hasidic legends. The growing demand for this 
type of book in the first half of the twentieth  century served chiefly as a coun-
tercultural literary body for the Hasidic Orthodox public opposed to secular 
reading. This resulted in a significant growth in the numbers of  these publica-
tions, which  were not all of high quality; nor did they always carry a deep moral 
message for the readers. Some less qualified authors, sometimes lacking affilia-
tion with Hasidic doctrine and history, attempted to produce collections that 
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eventually became part of the general body of Hasidic legendary lit er a ture and 
have been recognized as such by the Hasidic community itself, but that lacked 
much literary quality or credibility.11

The real scope of this Hasidic literary body was somewhat unknown  until 
rather recently (for a bibliography of  these books, see the end of this chapter). It 
is clear that  there have been ups and downs in the production of story collec-
tions in accordance with both cultural contexts and historical events. However, 
it is now pos si ble to estimate that no fewer than 260 books containing Hasidic 
stories  were printed from 1815 up to the destruction of Eastern Eu ro pean Jewry 
during the Holocaust. This number includes a relatively wide range of types of 
compilations and is not  limited just to works dedicated entirely to classical 
Hasidic stories.

Readings into Hasidic Stories

Some Hasidic stories are very specific, condensed, or brief, and yet are able to 
deliver a precise sharp spiritual or social message. For example, the following 
famous short story, not found in Hasidic collections, was characterized by Mar-
tin Buber as part of the Hasidic oral tradition:

Near his passing, Rabbi Zusya of Hanipoli said: “If they ask me [in the next 
world], why  wasn’t I [like] Moses, I’ll know what to answer, but if they ask me 
why  wasn’t I [like] Zusya, I  will have no answer.”12

It is obvious that the purpose of such a story was not merely to document a spe-
cific event, but primarily to provide a spiritual existential message for a Hasid 
seeking meaning in his life. The personality of R. Meshulam Zusya of Hanipoli 
(Annopol) (1718–1800) was chosen  because of his image in Hasidic lit er a ture as 
one of the humblest tsadikim of his day.13

But  there are other va ri e ties of stories. Some have a genuine historical narra-
tive and are designed to portray an inimitable past of the Hasidic movement or 
to fulfill the reader’s curiosity and senses.

Another type of story is the classic hagiographical “praise,” designed to glo-
rify and elevate the image of a par tic u lar tsadik, to give him an impor tant place 
in the movement’s historical leadership strata or to celebrate his dynasty.

As a rich and heterogeneous literary corpus, which has also altered and 
evolved over the many phases of its development, Hasidic stories offer a wide 
range of approaches, interpretations, and readings. The way  these stories are read 
depends, undeniably, on the reader’s background and his or her identity. An ordi-
nary Hasid would approach the stories with a mindset quite diff er ent from that 
of the historian, while the latter’s perspective would differ from that of the liter-
ary scholar, the folklorist, or the bibliographer. Therefore,  these stories have often 
generated discrepancies among their vari ous commentators, who have debated 
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how one  ought to approach them, read them, and derive from them anticipated 
(historical or any other) information about Hasidim and their lit er a ture. (For a 
se lection of readings, see the list at the end of the chapter.)

In their anti- Hasidic satires, maskilim mocked Hasidism by manipulating 
Hasidism’s own legendary repertoire and setting it in a ridicu lous context, or 
by presenting fictitious stories with exaggerated meanings that ridiculed tsadi-
kim and their “foolish” followers. By  doing so the maskilim demonstrated the 
 great influence  these traditions had upon the Jewish mass on the one hand, and 
used the very same genre to defeat Hasidism by their own capital on the other. 
The Hasidic story was thus a dominant literary form used in the ideological bat-
tlefield between modernists and traditionalists in Eastern Eu rope.

It was only  toward the end of the nineteenth  century, and even more so at 
the beginning of the twentieth  century, that Hasidic stories aroused the curios-
ity of  people outside Hasidic circles or other than hostile anti- Hasidic authors. 
This encounter was part of the rediscovery of Hasidism— often called “neo- 
Hasidism”—by a group of modern Jewish thinkers, often nationalists, who 
found in it a model of pure romantic religiosity. By this period the stories and 
legends told and written by Hasidim had gradually become a legitimate part of 
the modern Jewish literary canon for non- Hasidic and even non- Jewish read-
ers, and they grew to be widely appreciated by an ever widening spectrum of 
readers.14 The reception of neo- Hasidic lit er a ture was certainly diff er ent from 
the original, inner- Hasidic reception of the stories. The stories differed from the 
original religious and moral works designed to define Hasidic society, and they 
presented an entirely diff er ent literary body whose message was more univer-
sal, modern, and moral. They  were aimed for the modern reader who did not 
consider himself or herself part of the au then tic experience of the story.

From the earliest stages of modern scholarship of Hasidism, scholars dis-
agreed on how to read the legendary sources of Hasidism and how to properly 
integrate them into the more general understanding of the movement and its 
ideological- cultural message. Martin Buber, one of the most prominent initia-
tors of neo- Hasidism, was renowned for his refashioning of Hasidic tales and 
for presenting them to modern readers, first in German and then in modern 
Hebrew. For him this literary trea sure was the most impor tant ele ment for under-
standing the religious culture of Hasidism, and he saw it as a living tradition 
that influenced all the Hasidic groups and divisions throughout all periods. 
So did many other Hebrew and Yiddish novelists, including Yitzhok Leibush 
Peretz and Shmuel Yosef Agnon, to mention only two of the most prominent, 
who retold and refashioned Hasidic legends in a modern and most appealing 
manner. Gershom Scholem, by contrast, as a historian of ideas and mysti-
cism, objected to Buber’s view and pointed to homiletic lit er a ture, rather than 
legendary stories, as the fundamental ground for understanding the world of 
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Hasidism.15 Still  others have presented more complex paths to reading Hasidic 
stories.

Students of Jewish lit er a ture may approach the vast body of Hasidic stories 
through literary tools that allow them to analyze the stories’ symbolic or alle-
goric meanings. Folklore or ethnographic scholars may derive from the stories 
valuable information about the culture and traditions of the storytellers and writ-
ers of the Hasidic legends. However, one principal approach to Hasidic stories is 
to read them as historical documents.  After all, as mentioned, many of the sto-
ries describe (real or fictitious) historical events or pre sent narratives. Therefore, 
the reader of  these stories is naturally tempted to read them as recollections of the 
historical real ity and dramatic events in the history of Hasidism. The historical 
reading of Hasidic traditions is one issue that has been extensively deliberated in 
recent scholarship of Hasidism, corresponding to general methodological issues 
vis- à- vis other Jewish and non- Jewish legendary/hagiographic traditions.

Obviously, among the Hasidim themselves, legends and stories  were gener-
ally perceived as more reliable and as more trustworthy historical sources than 
they  were by non- Hasidic readers who  were not inclined to admire the stories’ 
protagonists. However, many scholarly studies of the history of Hasidism did 
not adopt sufficiently critical standards in relating to Hasidic legends and 
drew far- reaching conclusions that contradict other, more reliable historical 
sources.

The Hasidic story in general is meant mainly to pre sent a moral message, and 
therefore often includes mythical ele ments and persuasion to make  people think 
in a certain manner or to adopt par tic u lar values. Hence, one  ought to regard 
the Hasidic story as “sacred biography” or “hagiography,” and not relate to it sim-
ply as a source originally intended to provide a reliable historical narrative nor 
a realistic reflection of the past. That said, one may still offer a set of method-
ological tools for retrieving historically reliable data from Hasidic tales.

Scholarly debates over the historicity of Hasidic stories  were traditionally held 
over Shivḥei ha- Besht and its historical image of early Hasidism. The issues raised 
by  these debates regarding the first hagiography can be applied to the historical 
reliability of  later collections as well.

Early scholars, starting with Simon Dubnow (1860–1941), tended to treat 
Shivḥei ha- Besht by sifting through its content, disregarding any stories that con-
tained miracles or fantastic tales while accepting other information that seemed 
more “real” as historical factual material.16 However,  these apparently critical 
historians, guided by their rational worldview, tended to accept large portions 
of the book that did not conflict with their own beliefs, with no real source criti-
cism or clear par ameters. And so miracles  were rejected while “mundane” 
interventions  were assumed to be true, even if they may have  violated historical 
real ity. The adherents of this approach actually failed to read Shivḥei ha- Besht 
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in its original context, instead imposing modern, skeptical concepts on a 
cultural trend that saw the super natural abilities of its heroes as their chief quali-
ties. The authors, publishers, and readers of Shivḥei ha- Besht definitely did not see 
 those super natural events as unrealistic, and precisely the ele ments that may 
seem unreasonable to a modern reader  were most prob ably held by many Hasidim 
as impor tant parts of the book and its cultural message. Hasidim equally tended 
to sift through Shivḥei ha- Besht and admit anything that preserved their own 
cultural point of view, which was obviously very diff er ent from  those of the afore-
mentioned historians.

 Later historians wished to verify the veracity of tales in Shivḥei ha- Besht in 
light of external sources that may have supported some traditions in the work. 
Israel Bartal, for example, found external evidence to support the story of the 
immigration of R. Elazar of Amsterdam to the land of Israel, while Adam Teller 
pointed out the two wealthy Jewish arrendators called Ickowicz who  were also 
mentioned in a story in Shivḥei ha- Besht.17 However, besides the validation of 
some realistic background upon which several stories  were narrated,  these new 
findings do not actually confirm the truthfulness of the stories themselves or 
the involvement of the Baal Shem Tov in any way. The external sources do affirm 
some realistic details known to the compiler, but actually are in effec tive in con-
firming the more specific traditions constructed around the Besht and his 
associates.

Con temporary scholars differ on the extent to which we can or cannot depend 
on this collection of stories as a  whole or on its specific ele ments. Moshe Ros-
man, author of the most impor tant biography of the Besht, holds a very skepti-
cal approach  toward Shivḥei ha- Besht, regarding its contents as nearly useless in 
historical terms: “Plausibility, realia, and even historicity are not sufficient cri-
teria, then, for assessing authenticity. . . .  Hagiography is primarily concerned 
with turning the exemplary life into a proof text for a position advocated in the 
pre sent. Shivhei Ha- Besht is no exception.”18 Rosman therefore preferred to con-
textualize Hasidism in contemporaneous, more reliable, in de pen dent docu-
mentary sources. Immanuel Etkes, in his likewise impor tant biography of the 
Besht, opposed the apparent radicalism of Rosman’s position and proposed to 
contextualize the Besht within Jewish mystical traditions.19 For him Shivḥei ha- 
Besht may hold some reliable historical data that can be extracted cautiously 
through historical tools despite its obvious disadvantages: “ These are, conse-
quently, tales that express and reflect the cultural and social world of the Besht 
and his associates.”20 Yet other scholars sought to develop a critical apparatus 
for categorizing Hasidic compilers or books by rating their reliability and cred-
ibility. The reliability of authors or works is examined in accordance with the 
proximity of the specific compiler of the story collection and the subject of the 
stories themselves, and according to the chain of transmission of the events 
described in the stories.21
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Regarding Hasidic stories, we should have in mind two very diff er ent cate-
gories of historical real ity and literary reliability, which should be treated with 
idiosyncratic tools. On the one hand,  there is the factual level of the story nar-
rated: Did it happen? How did it actually accrue? And what parts of it can be 
regarded as reliable historical information? On the other hand,  there are very 
diff er ent inquiries relevant to  these texts: How does the story reflect the cultural 
mentality of the narrator (not of the protagonist of the story!), or, in more con-
temporary terms, what is the story’s repre sen ta tion of the tsadik rather than what 
we learn about the tsadik himself? In terms used by Rosman in this regard, we 
may depict the difference between the two historical readings of Hasidic stories 
as “usability vs. reliability.”22  Needless to say,  every historical source has limita-
tions and advantages. Depending on the approach one takes or the information 
one pursues, the same document may reflect distinctively diff er ent data. In 
approaching any source, we should be asking how it may, and how it may not, 
be used.

All of this is true not only for Hasidic stories or narratives, but also for the 
sayings and short religious messages attributed to Hasidic masters.  These say-
ings  were often transmitted in the same way in which the stories  were transmit-
ted, and occasionally even  were delivered side by side in the same collections. 
 Here, too, the reader must examine carefully the attribution of traditions and 
the nature of the statement attributed to any specific tsadik. Good examples are 
the aphorisms attributed to the enigmatic tsadik Menaḥem Mendel of Kock 
(1787–1859). R. Menaḥem Mendel did not deliver sermons or leave any writings. 
Sayings attributed to him  were very concise, at once paradoxical and obscure, 
transmitted orally by his disciples. However, most of the sayings cannot be reli-
ably attributed to him and have more to do with his  later image than with his-
torical real ity. Surprisingly, the number of sayings attributed to R. Menaḥem 
Mendel increased as the years passed following his death, which puts into doubt 
the authenticity of all his sayings. The credibility and attribution of his teach-
ings turn out to be very problematic, although they are usually very inspiring 
and attractive.23

On the  whole, in recent years  there has been a steady increase in the study of 
the Hasidic story and legends as a literary category and as an expression of the 
popu lar culture of the storytellers, writers, compilers, printers, and readers of 
the many va ri e ties of Hasidic literary products. Regardless of their historicity, 
authenticity, or credibility, they remain a good read and a very impor tant divi-
sion within modern Jewish lit er a ture.
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