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Four Literary Versions of a Woman Who Was Almost a Man 

 

1. Dover Shalom 

 

With the one story about her in Dover Shalom, Eydl of Brody,2 beloved daughter of 

Rebbe Shalom and Rebbetzin Malkah, takes her place among a number of hasidic women who 

have apparently taken on the role of rebbe, otherwise reserved for men.3 Eydl seems to be the 

first of these women to be memorialized in a traditional hasidic book of tales, and she remains 

almost the only one. Yitzhak Buxbaum writes, “I have read scores and scores of Hebrew books 

of hasidic and other traditional Jewish tales, and the number of stories about holy women is 

minuscule, almost negligible.”4 The bibliographer of the hasidic tale,  Nigal, notes that there is 

no compilation of hasidic tales about a female spiritual leader, and practically no individual 

stories about such women in hasidic books.5  

                     
1 An earlier version of much of this chapter has been published as Lewis, “‘Eydele, the Rebbe’.” 

[Author’s note: footnotes refer to the bibliography in the book Imagining Holiness, which I have 
not copied here.] 
2 The spelling “Eydl” is a transliteration, using the standard YIVO system, from her name as 

found on her tombstone and in a letter ascribed to her (see below on these sources), aleph yud 

yud dalet yud lamed in old Yiddish spelling. An alternative English spelling is “Eidel,” also used 

in the Polish-German archival records to be discussed below. “Eydele” is an affectionate 

diminutive. 
3 For one list of eleven such women see Rapaport-Albert, “On Women in Hasidism,” 519 note 

39.  
4 Buxbaum, Jewish Tales of Holy Women, xix. 
5 Nigal, Nashim Besiporet Hahasidit, 101; cf. Deutsch, Maiden of Ludmir, 217. 
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The most famous of these women today is not mentioned in hasidic literature at all:6 

Hannah Rachel, the Maiden of Ludmir, who rose to prominence through her own charisma. Her 

career was at its peak in the 1820s;7 it continued in some form, according to Nathaniel Deutsch’s 

magisterial study, until her death, towards the end of the nineteenth century.8 

Another nineteenth-century figure, Miriam Hayah (d. 1903), daughter of Rebbe Meir of 

Premishlan and wife of Rebbe Joel of Shotz, is said to have acted as a rebbe in partnership with 

her husband and, after his death, in her own right.9 Yitzhak Buxbaum has found several stories 

about Miriam Hayah of Shotz, describing her acting as a rebbe, in an extremely recent hasidic 

book of tales, Aspaklaria HaMeira, published in 1997.10 Another contemporary of these women, 

the Chentshiner Rebbetzin, Sarah Horowitz Sternfeld (1838-1937), as a widow, in her old age, 

became a respected holy woman in interwar Poland, accepting kvitlekh and bestowing blessings. 

Written sources about her are mostly found in newspaper accounts rather than hasidic books.11 

Eydl has left particularly troubling and contradictory traces in history and legend. 

Elsewhere, I have tried (inconclusively) to assess the historicity of contrasting accounts of 

Eydl.12 My focus here will be primarily literary, looking at Eydl as she appears as a character in 

various stories.  

In a recent article, James Phelan suggests that the notion of a contest between alternative 

stories is a neglected key to the understanding of how stories work. “[E]very story is potentially 

contestable by multiple alternatives … tellers are likely to construct their tales at least partly in 

response to or anticipation of one or more possible alternatives.”13 Both Dover Shalom and other 

sources tell stories about Eydl, and several of these stories depict her as a woman who was 

almost like a man and did things ordinarily reserved for men. What the texts do with this 

character, however, is a good example of alternative stories in contest with each other. The 

                     
6 Deutsch, Maiden of Ludmir, 54-56. 
7  Deutsch, Maiden of Ludmir, 186. 
8 See Deutsch, Maiden of Ludmir, ch. 11, 190-210. 
9 See Rabinowicz, Encyclopedia of Hasidism, 329.  
10  Buxbaum, Jewish Tales of Holy Women, 140-5, 287. Aspaklaria HaMeira is “two volumes 

about Rebbe Meir of Premishlan, by Mordechai Gorelitz, published in Bnei Brak, Israel by 

Machon Mayim Hayim in 1997” (Buxbaum, e-mail to the author, July 14, 2008). 
11  Polen, “Miriam’s Dance,” 10-13. 
12 In my article “’Eydele, the Rebbe’.” 
13 Phelan, “Narratives in Contest,” 168. 
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struggle between the stories concerns at least two issues. How is Eydl of Brody, the daughter of 

R’ Shalom and Rebbetzin Malkah of Belz, who died in 1885, to be remembered? More 

generally, what kind of stories shall we tell about women who take on roles that are considered 

to belong to men? 

Dover Shalom no. 26, about Eydl, is one of many contributions to Michelson’s 

collections by his friend and relative Rabbi Abraham Itinga of Dukla. Itinga was from Brody, the 

birthplace of Eydl’s parents as well as her home in adulthood, and perhaps heard the story there. 

Following its appearance in Dover Shalom, it has been retold along similar lines in various 

hasidic and non-hasidic sources.14  

 

The second daughter of the holy rebbe, our master R’ Shalom of Belz, was the 

famous rebbetzin and holy woman Madam Eydele of blessed memory, of Brody. She 

conducted herself as a rebbe (vehi hayta mitnaheget berabanut) and people gave her 

kvitlekh. I heard that her father said about her [in Yiddish], “Mayn Eydele felt nor der 

spodek” (My Eydele is lacking only the fur hat [worn by hasidic men]).  

I also heard that a man from Brody was sick with a disease of the lungs and the 

chest, and the doctors despaired of his life. Once the blood was flowing from his throat and 

the doctors said that this blood was the last remaining piece of his lungs, and the moments 

of his life were numbered. His family rushed tumultuously to her and told her the words of 

the doctors.  

She answered saying: “Behold, with my holy father, the memory of a holy man for 

a blessing, a story like this happened. My holy father said, ‘First of all I do not believe the 

words of the doctors who say that he has no lungs left. Secondly, even if he has no lungs 

left, who says that a person needs lungs? The One who said that we can live with lungs 

                     
14 See the Belz publications Admore Belz (Klapholz) 1972, 100f, and BeOhole Tsadiqim (Padva) 

1993, 62-3; Buxbaum, Jewish Tales of Holy Women, 137-8; Novick, tape 3; cf. Brayer, Jewish 

Woman in Rabbinic Literature, 44. Moshe Yosef Rubin (see below) tells me that Eydl is often 

mentioned briefly in sources that praise R’ Shalom, and that knowledgeable Belz hasidim speak 

of her with great respect. Conversely, my informant Dovid H. had never heard stories of Eydl 

among Belz hasidim; e-mail to the author, June 7, 1999. Eydl is not mentioned in Eichler’s 1995 

Belz hagiographic work about R’ Shalom, KeMalakh HaNitzav al Rosh HaDerekh, or in the 

memorial book for Brody (Gelber, Arim VeImahot BeYisrael: Brody). 
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will say that he will live without lungs!’ That man was restored to health, and I hope to 

The Blessed Name that this person too will return to health.”  

And so it was, for he was healed and lived for many years after this story. 

  

As mentioned earlier, this story is built around an allusion to the Talmud. In Taanit 25a, 

R’ Hanina ben Dosa finds that his distraught daughter has poured vinegar instead of oil into the 

Sabbath lamp. He responds, “The One who said (mi she-amar) to the oil that it should burn will 

say (yomar) to the vinegar that it should burn!” The lamp indeed burns, throughout the entire 

Sabbath. 

The talmudic parallel is verbally indicated only by three words, mi she-amar … yomar 

(“the One who said … will say”), but structural similarities run deeper. In both stories a 

particularly far-fetched miracle is called for, and takes place. The possibility of someone 

remaining alive with no lungs might strain even the pious reader's credibility; the text hedges its 

bets by having Rebbe Shalom say that he does not believe the gloomy diagnosis. But the 

parallelism with the story about R’ Hanina lends credibility to the story about R' Shalom, while 

lending to R' Shalom the status of R’ Hanina.  

More subtly, in the talmudic story a distraught daughter turns to her holy father for help. 

That is exactly what Eydl does by appealing to her late father, through telling a story about him, 

in a time of desperate need. Both verbally and structurally, the story thus sets up an equivalence 

between R’ Shalom and the great sage R’ Hanina. 

In its context in Dover Shalom, the purpose of this story is to glorify R’ Shalom. He 

performed miraculous healing. Eydl’s own act of healing is implicitly ascribed to his merit; there 

are similar tales of male rebbes who reenact the deeds of great rebbes of the past through 

storytelling – for example, “Wedding Presents” in the selection at the beginning of this book.15 

And R’ Shalom produced an exceptionally gifted daughter. 

 Eydl is presented as so gifted that she is able to function as a rebbe, accepting kvitlekh, 

written petitions for advice or blessing, which is the prerogative of a rebbe in hasidic culture,16 

and drawing on the merit of her father to act as a storyteller and a powerful healer.  

                     
15 For a well-known example see Scholem, Major Trends, 349-50. 
16  See Schachter-Shalomi, Spiritual Intimacy, 108, Rabinowicz, Encyclopedia of Hasidism, 272, 

Ateret Menahem no. 138. 
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 The fact that this does not conform with gender roles in hasidic society is acknowledged 

in the remark that she is only lacking the spodek. Variations of this saying of R’ Shalom’s about 

his daughter appear in other sources,17 and similar phrases occur in stories about other powerful 

hasidic women.18 The expression is related to the idiom zi geyt in spodek (“she goes around in a 

spodek” or “she wears the spodek”) which is like the English “she wears the pants.” It should be 

read as jocular and, in this context, admiring and affectionate. 

 

Biographical data 

  

 Dover Shalom follows this story with a bit of information on Eydl’s family. This and 

other sources, some of which will be discussed below, provide some biographical context for 

Eydl. She had an older sister, Freyde,19 and five brothers; the youngest brother, Joshua, 

succeeded their father R’ Shalom as Rebbe of Belz.  

Apparently Eydl was well integrated into her prestigious family and the endogamous 

aristocracy of Eastern European rabbis. She married Rabbi Isaac Rubin, a descendant of the 

famous Rebbe Naphtali of Ropczyce. The couple settled in Brody, the home town of Eydl’s 

parents. In addition to one or more children who died young,20 apparently including a daughter 

Malkah,21 they had three sons, Samuel Shmelke, Naphtali Tzvi, and Elimelech, and three 

daughters, Dinah, Ella, and Hannah Rachel. All three sons became rebbes – Elimelech in spite of 

being blind from birth. Samuel Shmelke, born in 1840, became a particularly well-known rebbe 

and miracle-worker in Siret, Bukovina; he died in 1901.22 All three daughters married rebbes or 

rabbis.23 Ella married a grandson of one of Eydl’s brothers,24 and Hannah Rachel married a son 

of Eydl’s brother R’ Joshua, the Belzer Rebbe.  

                     
17 E.g. Alfasi, Hahasidut, 241, has her lacking a shtrayml, a different style of fur hat, rather than 

a spodek. 
18  Buxbaum, Jewish Tales of Holy Women, 140, 287 note 1. 
19 According to Dover Shalom no. 25, Freyde died in her parents’ lifetime; this does not, 

however, match some other versions of Eydl’s story which will be mentioned below. 
20 Moses Joseph Rubin family tradition. 
21 Mentioned in the letter ascribed to Eydl, cited below. 
22 See “MIB,” “More on Di Bukovina.” 
23 See Padva, Beohole Tzadiqim, 66-7. 
24 Moses, see Dover Shalom no. 24, Klapholz, Admore Belz, 89, Wagschal, Yud Gimel Orot, 249. 
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Eydl’s husband R’ Isaac Rubin died in 1874; Eydl’s date of death is the fourteenth of 

Kislev, 5644, that is, November 22, 1885. 

 

2. From the Realm of Childhood, by Dov Sadan 

 

The second primary source for stories about Eydl is a memoir by the Israeli author, critic 

and folklorist Dov Sadan.25 Sadan, like Rabbi Itinga, grew up in Brody, where he was born in 

1909; he heard stories of Eydl from his family and others. In 1925 he emigrated to Palestine, 

where his memoir, Mimehoz Hayaldut (From the Realm of Childhood), was published in 1938. 

Sadan makes Eydl the main subject of a chapter, titled “A little about the klezmer musicians of 

our town and a lot about Eydele the rebbetzin”.26   

The chapter begins with the musicians who would play for Eydl at the close of the 

Sabbath, and continues with legends about Eydl’s blind son R’ Melekh’l (Elimelech), who could 

see many things miraculously. In a poetic Hebrew style echoing traditional religious literature, 

Sadan interweaves his account of Eydl herself with hasidic, talmudic and historical material. His 

own compassionate reflections about Eydl and her father appear throughout. The pervading tone 

is one of sadness and longing. This is skilful literary work, using oral traditions about Eydl as 

raw material. The following are the kernels of story about Eydl, extracted from Sadan’s much 

longer chapter.27 

 

 Reb Sholom’tse [Sadan refers to R’ Shalom of Belz by this affectionate 

diminutive] had a lot of sons; his son who inherited his leadership, R’ Joshua, was the 

dearest to him; but his daughter, Eydele, was dear to his heart, even more than his son. 

He would even say, “The light that was stored away, which was to illuminate the whole 

                     
25 Thank you to David Assaf for drawing my attention to this source. – Sadan appears to be the 

source for the mentions of Eydl in Rubin, Belz: Sefer Zikaron 62, 117-18, and Wunder, Meorei 

Galitziyah vol. 4, 703. 
26  Mimehoz HaYaldut, Shtok 287-297/Sadan 256-264 - Shtok was Sadan’s original family name, 

used in the 1938 edition. 
27 Much of this material also appears in Buxbaum, Jewish Tales of Holy Women, 135-7, 

paraphrased from Sadan. 
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world,28 is stored away in my daughter Eydele. If she were male, what holy man could 

have been as great as she! She would certainly have brought the redemption near. But it 

is one of the deeds of Satan, the accuser, that she was not born male.” In truth, her father 

was pained by this for most of his life. Even as he was dying, when they chased away the 

daughters from his bed, so that their wailing would not disturb the moment of his death, 

he said, “Eydele will stay, because Eydele is not a daughter to me, she is a son to me.” To 

what point he treasured her and held her dear can be seen from the story of the gift. Once 

a man was going from Belz to our town, and R’ Sholom’tse said to him: “Take this little 

package; I have wrapped up in it a silk shawl, a present for my daughter.” That man 

brought the package to Rebbetzin Eydele; she untied the cord around the package, opened 

the paper, and there was not a silk shawl wrapped up in it, but a parokhet [curtain for the 

ark where the Torah is kept] was wrapped up in it. A few days later, when that man went 

back to Belz, Eydele sent the package back with him to her father. The man came to the 

rebbe and said, “Your holiness made a mistake; you said you would wrap up a silk shawl 

and you wrapped up a silk parokhet.” The rebbe laughed and said: “A mistake about 

what? Is not my Eydele a scroll of the Torah?”29 

… 

The memory of this noble woman was treasured in our family, not only in the last 

generation, when a grandson of her blind son married a granddaughter of my 

grandmother’s father, Reb Yoshi the shochet,30 but in the generation before that, during 

the lifetime of Reb Yoshi himself. During the thirteen years that he studied in the rebbe’s 

house in Belz, he learned a lot about the ways of the household and the members of the 

family. That the accusing Satan had prevented Eydele from being born male was an 

article of faith to him.31 

… 

                     
28 The light of the first days of creation, before the creation of the sun and stars, often understood 

as divine radiance, to be revealed again in messianic times. 
29 Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 290/Sadan 258-9. 
30 The 1938 edition has “my grandfather [avi zeqeni rather than avi zeqenti] Reb Yossi”; I am 

assuming that the later reading is correct since it is more unusual. Otherwise the translation 

follows the 1938 edition when there are slight variations. 
31  Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 291/Sadan 259. 
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The hasidim who gathered around Rebbetzin Eydele’s table were many. They 

spoke in praise of her teachings,32 they spoke in adulation of her responses to kvitlekh, 

there was much admiration of her wisdom, and even from her nickname, Eydele der Rebe 

[Eydele the (male) rebbe] 33 you can tell how greatly she was honoured.34 

… 

[There are] light-hearted stories that are told about [rebbe Sholom’tse] – that in 

her childhood he would dress her in a skullcap, or that he would jokingly say to it, 

“Skullcap, skullcap, if only you were worthy, I would be worthy, and my Eydele would 

be worthy of you, and you would be worthy of her…” (Shtok 296 / Sadan 263). 

 

  Besides these anecdotes, Sadan gives a tragic account of Eydl’s career.35 He says that she 

saw herself as the true successor to her father, R' Shalom, and bitterly criticized her brother R' 

Joshua, the actual successor, who had many more followers. In time this resentment came to 

dominate her life. Eydl denounced the opulence of her brother’s court on every possible 

occasion. Two words, vebene hemder, “woven shirts” (luxuriously expensive clothing), recurred 

in every denunciation and gradually became an obsessive refrain which those around her heard 

over and over again.36 Then, at least in the perception of the townspeople, matters took a 

fearsome turn: Eydl was possessed by a dybbuk (the wandering soul of someone deceased). Her 

brother the Belzer rebbe, R’ Joshua, performed an exorcism. Eydl, or the dybbuk in her, cursed 

her brother in a male voice which, to the shock of those present, had some of the music of her 

father R' Shalom's voice. Taken aback at first, R' Joshua rallied and called down anathemas on 

the dybbuk, until Eydl collapsed. Exorcised, she sank into a life of melancholy, which Sadan 

compares to the darkness in which her blind son lived.  

                     
32  Torot she-amra, “the torahs she said,” from the Yiddish expression used for a rebbe’s oral 

teachings. 
33 The 1981 edition has “even from her nickname, as she was called by most people, Eydele the 

rebbetzin, and especially from her nickname as she was called by a few people, Eydele der 

Rebe” (260). This involves inserting ten words into the text, and perhaps they were left out by 

error in the first edition. On the other hand, the later version weakens the point considerably. It 

also makes less sense: there is nothing impressive about the nickname used by “most people” in 

this version, Eydele the rebbetzin, since she obviously was a rebbetzin, a rabbi’s wife. 
34  Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 292/Sadan 260. 
35  Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 292-297/Sadan 260-264. 
36  Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 293/Sadan 261. 
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The end of the chapter returns to the musicians who played for Eydl after the Sabbath. 

She would sing along with a melody called Hirschenjagd, the stag hunt, identifying with the 

hunted deer. Her son, R’ Melekh’l the blind rabbi, would praise their music, but Eydl said 

nothing.  

 

This sad and beautifully told view of Eydl is startlingly different from that of Dover 

Shalom, where there is no hint that hasidim remembered Eydl as an aberration or failure.  

 The fact that both primary sources, Dover Shalom and Sadan, indicate that Eydl’s role as 

a rebbe was seen as masculine cries out for a brief comment. Taking these accounts together, 

Eydl conducted festive meals with followers, taught, responded to written requests for blessings 

(kvitlekh), told stories, and offered healing. In many other cultures these actions would not be 

coded as masculine, and some might be distinctly feminine. Indeed, telling stories and offering 

blessings are conventional parts of traditional Eastern European Jewish women’s roles as well,37 

and women healers certainly existed in this culture.38 It is the combination of these actions with 

others in a certain social context that leads Eydl to be seen as acting like a male rebbe. This 

highlights the culturally constructed and arbitrary nature of gender roles.39  

In Sadan’s account of Eydl, tension around gender is strong. Dover Shalom presents Eydl 

as going beyond conventional gender roles, acting like a rebbe. For Sadan, the problem of gender 

is deeper and more pervasive. 

 Thus, where Dover Shalom includes an idiom with an image of male headgear (the 

spodek), Sadan’s account literalizes this, as R’ Shalom dresses the young Eydl in a yarmulke. 

Sadan adds that R’ Shalom longed to put his tefillin on little Eydl.40 In the story of the gift, R’ 

Shalom appears to be offering his daughter an item of female clothing, but when the gift is 

opened, the clothing isn’t there. Thus R’ Shalom both dresses Eydl as a boy and draws back from 

dressing her as a woman.  

                     
37 This is a point emphasized by Moshe Yosef Rubin (see below) in our conversations. 
38 See Deutsch, Maiden of Ludmir, 141-3. 
39 See e.g. Butler, Undoing Gender 10. 
40 Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 296/Sadan 263. This comes just before the paragraph about the 

skullcap translated above. I have not included it there, because I believe it is mere speculation 

about R’ Shalom’s psychology rather than a story Sadan had heard. 
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 In Sadan’s account, Eydl appears to accept that her gender classification is different from 

that of other women. This is dramatized when her father keeps her at his bedside, sending other 

women away, declaring that “Eydl is not a daughter to me, she is a son to me.” It is certainly 

possible to analyze this story of Eydl from feminist perspectives, but Eydl in this telling does not 

appear to be a feminist. She does not express any solidarity with other women, apparently 

content to have exceptional privileges. Her significant relationships in this telling are with men, 

especially her father and son.  

Intriguingly, in one of his reflective asides, Sadan anticipates Judith Butler’s new 

paradigm of gender as performance,41 implying that Eydl performed maleness – but ultimately 

failed to convince her audience: “When a magician builds a house before you in an instant with 

its halls and its rooms, you do not ask him to build you a house that you will really live in … All 

the attributes of a holy man were hers, she even had a throng of devotees who believed in her, 

but for all that the core of reality was missing from the book of her life.”42  

 It is not clear on what Sadan bases this assessment. Perhaps there is a clue in the 

nickname “Eydele der Rebe,” which could be understood as teasing or derogatory. A male rebbe 

would not be referred to as, say, “Shalom the rebbe,” but as “Rebbe Shalom” or “the rebbe Reb 

Shalom.” Though Sadan himself states that the nickname shows that she was held in honour, 

much would depend on how it was spoken, and by whom.  

Gender is also highlighted by these aspects of Sadan’s account: 

 Eydl identified with her father and saw herself as his successor. 

 Her father, and Belz hasidim after him (like Sadan’s ancestor Reb Yoshi) believed 

that she “should have been born male.” 

 She experienced possession by a male dybbuk, or, perhaps, the spirit of her father. 

 

While the notion of struggle between alternative stories does not depend on the teller of 

one alternative being aware of another, Sadan did know Dover Shalom,43 and was likely quite 

aware of the ways in which his account challenges and contradicts the one found there. 

                     
41  Butler, Gender Trouble 171-190. 
42 Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 293/Sadan 260) 

43  See Mimehoz Hayaldut, Sadan 258/Shtok 290.  
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In Dover Shalom, everything is positive. Eydl was almost like a man, and could do male 

things, because of her greatness. Others, the narrator included, recognize her greatness and 

celebrate it. Though her father says “she is lacking only the spodek,” the emphasis is not on lack 

but on accomplishment – though a woman, Eydl is almost a rebbe.  

In Sadan’s memoir, lack becomes the overarching theme. Eydl is almost like a man, but 

others around her believe that she should have been a man. She does male things because she is 

apparently trying to be a man; not just any man, but specifically her father’s successor as rebbe, 

or even her father himself. Because she is not really male, the things she does lack reality, and in 

the end everything collapses into psychic darkness. 

 Along with its preoccupation with gender, Sadan’s account challenges the story in Dover 

Shalom by probing into the private emotions of his characters in a way that a hasidic teller would 

never do. Hasidic tales told by hasidim do not psychologize. Characters act out their emotions 

straightforwardly, dancing with joy or crying with sorrow, or state them forthrightly. A rebbe 

may expose someone’s ulterior motives,44 but narrators do not speculate about rebbes’ ulterior 

motives. Whenever Sadan speaks of R’ Shalom’s or Eydl’s yearnings and desires, we can 

assume that these are his own speculations, not taken from oral tradition. Sadan’s approach thus 

challenges not only the specific version of Eydl’s story in Dover Shalom but the entire hasidic 

mode of telling a holy person’s story. He is not working within the folkloric conventions of 

hasidic hagiography, nor is he restrained by the hasidic sense of awe for holy people. Yet, his 

account of “this noble woman” remains markedly respectful, even while speculating about her 

and her father’s inner lives. 

 Sadan’s chapter includes a great deal of such speculation, which I have not translated 

here. He states that he has attempted to understand Eydl through “darkhei haheqer shel torat 

hanefesh,” “the investigative methods of the theory of the psyche” (or more literally and 

traditionally, “the ways of the philosophy of the Torah of the soul”).45 Sadan was writing at a 

time when psychoanalysis was a cutting-edge science, which some in the Zionist movement had 

embraced as part of the project of building a stronger, healthier Jewish people.46 The decades 

                     
44 For example, in Ohel Naftali no. 60, Rebbe Naphtali of Ropczyce tricks a man into revealing 

that he fasts out of self-righteous pride. 
45 Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 294/Sadan 262. 
46 See Liban and Goldman, “Freud Comes to Palestine.” 
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before the publication of his memoir had seen a great deal of attention to sexual and gender 

variance. The German Jewish sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld (1868-1935) theorized about 

“intermediate levels” (Zwischenstufen) between male and female, and coined the word 

“transsexualism.”47 Thus, concern with psychology, sexuality and gender was in the air for 

Sadan as a Jewish intellectual of his time, and played a part in shaping his story of Eydl.  

 

3. “The Woman Who Wanted To Be Her Father”: Yoram Bilu 

 

 The next two sources to be discussed present themselves as studies of Eydl as she is 

depicted by Sadan and in Dover Shalom. Each of them, however, can also be seen as telling a 

different story about her. Yoram Bilu, a professor of anthropology at the Hebrew University, 

born in 1942, advances a psychoanalysis of Eydl and her father. His article “The Woman Who 

Wanted to Be Her Father: A Case Analysis of Dybbuk Possession in a Hasidic Community” 

which first appeared in the Journal of Psychoanalytic Anthropology in 1985, has been reprinted a 

number of times.48   

Primarily based on Sadan’s account,49 Bilu’s article shares Sadan’s focus on gender and 

interest in probing the characters’ emotions, but pushes further in both these areas. While Dover 

Shalom shows Eydl taking on a male gender role, and Sadan depicts other people wishing or 

wanting her real identity to be male, Bilu’s argument addresses Eydl’s own sense of gender 

identity. Where Sadan was poetic and allusive in probing the emotions of his characters, Bilu is 

unrestrained, delving into the unconscious psychosexual motivations of his versions of R’ 

Shalom and Eydl. His account lacks not only hasidic awe in the presence of these characters, but 

Sadan’s respect and sense of poetry; Bilu’s tone is clinical. Basically, though he does not use this 

terminology, Bilu reads Eydl as transsexual (“Having physical characteristics of one sex and 

                     
47 Pfaefflin, “Sex Reassignment, Harry Benjamin, and Some European Roots.” See also 

Steakley, introduction to Writings of Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld, and Prickett, “Magnus Hirschfeld.” 
48 My citations follow Klass and Weisgrau, Across the Boundaries of Belief. More recent 

reprints: in Women, Gender, Religion: A Reader, edited by Elizabeth A. Castelli (New York: 

Palgrave, 2001), 331-45; in French translation, “La femme qui voulait être son père,” Cahiers du 

Judaïsme 13 (2003) 54-65. 
49 See Bilu, “Woman,” 200. There is an apparent reference to Dover Shalom, without a source 

note, in Bilu, 205.  
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psychological characteristics of the other” - Oxford English Dictionary, second edition, 1989),50 

with her identity shaped by the psychosexual struggles of her father.51  

 While Bilu’s article presents itself in the voice of a scientist, I would like to draw 

attention to the fact that it is also the voice of a storyteller, selecting and inventing details to 

create yet another story of Eydl to contest alternative versions. 

 For example, Dover Shalom has a metaphorical reference to cross-dressing, the missing 

spodek; the expression of course assumes that in reality Eydl dressed like any other woman. 

Sadan’s account includes literal cross-dressing, with R’ Shalom putting his yarmulke on little 

Eydl. Bilu’s article takes this further. Sadan wrote, “Whenever [R’ Sholom’tse] looked at his 

tefillin, he wanted to see her head crowned with them”.52 Bilu writes, “When she was young, he 

used to decorate her head with his phylacteries,”53 turning a presumed desire into an action. Bilu 

also refers to “the fact that she was raised as a boy,”54 a claim which goes well beyond the 

traditions reported by Sadan. 

Analyzing Eydl’s relationship with her father, Bilu writes that after Rebbetzin Malkah’s 

death, “For many years [R’ Shalom] could not be consoled … His only ray of comfort in his 

anguish was his daughter, Eidel” (201). “Many years” is a quotation from Sadan, where the point 

is that R’ Shalom’s deep mourning went on longer than Jewish custom allowed for.55 In that 

context, the “many years” need not be more than the three which the historical record allows for 

between the death of Rebbetzin Malkah and R’ Shalom’s own death (from August 23rd, 1852 to 

September 10th 1855). Bilu, however, is arguing that these “many years” of being her father’s 

only female love object had a profound effect on Eydl’s psyche.56 This is a bit of creative 

storytelling which ignores the historical time frame, and the fact that Eydl was not an 

impressionable child when her mother died, but already a mother herself. 

                     
50 Definitions of “transsexual,” “transgender(ed)” and “trans” vary and sometimes become 

political flashpoints. 
51 See Bilu, “Woman,” 202, 205-7, cited in Lewis, “‘Eydele, the Rebbe,’” 28. 
52  Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 296/Sadan 263. 
53 Bilu, “Woman,” 202. 
54 Bilu, “Woman,” 207. 
55 Mimehoz Hayaldut, Shtok 295/Sadan 262. I did not translate above the parts of Sadan’s 

chapter that are not about Eydl directly; most of the stories can be found in other sources. 
56 Bilu, “Woman,” 205.  
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Bilu also recounts, without citing evidence, that Eydl’s husband R’ Isaac Rubin “refused 

to behave as an admor [rebbe],”57 so that Eydl took on this role instead. 

Bilu’s article reflects the historical context of the time in which it was written, in which 

transsexual people were becoming ever more visible. In the preceding decades, transsexuals such 

as Wendy Carlos, Christine Jorgensen, Jan Morris, and Renée Richards were in the public eye. 

Sex reassignment through hormones and surgery was increasingly available. Social and legal 

recognition of trans people took its first steps. A leading figure in these changes was Harry 

Benjamin (1885-1986), a Jew from Germany who was influenced by Magnus Hirschfeld.58 

Benjamin performed and advocated sex reassignment surgery, published a groundbreaking study, 

The Transsexual Phenomenon, in 1966, and has been called “the founding father of 

transsexualism.”59 

In this context, it had become possible to focus overtly on gender identity as a key to 

understanding Eydl. Bilu’s retelling of Eydl’s childhood resembles a classic story of 

transsexuality as depicted in psychiatric literature. As Harry Benjamin wrote, “In the scientific 

literature, the psychologically harmful influences in childhood, so-called ‘conditioning,’ are the 

most frequently mentioned and most widely accepted causes of transvestism, transsexualism, as 

well as homosexuality. Literally, or in substance, here are statements that were made to me by 

transsexual patients … [for example:] My mother wanted me to be a girl and secretly dressed me 

as a girl and brought me up that way till I was old enough to go to school.”60 

 Such stories provided a model for Bilu’s depiction of an Eydl whose father put his 

tefillin on her and raised her as a boy – his own additions to Sadan’s account. 

In Bilu’s story, as in its predecessors, Eydl is almost like a man and does male things. In 

this version, however, this is not a sign of her greatness, as in Dover Shalom, or her nobility and 

yearning emotions, as in Sadan, but of psychological complexes beyond her own understanding.  

 

 

                     
57 Bilu, “Woman,” 209. 
58 On Benjamin see Pfaefflin, “Sex Reassignment”; Wheeler and Schaefer, ““Harry Benjamin's 

first ten cases”; on his Jewishness, Vanderberg, “Gender Dissonance,” 3. 
59 Elkins, “Science, Politics and Clinical Intervention,” 309. 
60 Benjamin, The Transsexual Phenomenon, 67-8. 
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4. “A Jewish Gender Transgressor”: My Own Suggestions 

 

 In two conference papers and a published article, “‘Rebbe Eydele’: Shifting Perspectives 

on a Jewish Gender Transgressor,” I have suggested that the thought and experience of trans 

people today could provide a useful perspective for understanding Eydl.61 In so doing I have 

built on Bilu’s approach to Eydl’s gender identity, while contesting it by suggesting that a 

transgressive gender identity could be affirmed as Eydl’s own rather than lamented, or analyzed, 

as something inflicted upon her by others.  

 The historical context for this reading is clear. Since Bilu’s article was first published, 

there has been an explosion of transgender activism, and gender-related discourse has changed 

radically. Overcoming strong opposition,62 trans people entered and transformed the movement 

for gay and lesbian rights. The word “transgender(ed)” itself came into use in the 1980s, 

connoting a broader range of possibilities than the binary connotation of “transsexual,” and both 

have been superseded to some extent by the umbrella term “trans.” Gender Studies and Queer 

Studies have taken their place in the academy. Israeli trans singer Dana International gained 

widespread renown in the 1990s; in the early 2000s, trans activist Nora Greenberg became a 

leader of the (renamed) Agudah of Gay Men, Lesbians, Bisexuals and Transgender In Israel. 

Rabbis grappled with new questions, and the Reform movement admitted an “out” transsexual, 

Reuben Zellman, to its rabbinical school in 2003. Jewish trans activists such as Kate Bornstein 

and Leslie Feinberg made intellectual contributions to an increasingly diverse and challenging 

movement. Feinberg and others searched history to find predecessors for today’s trans 

struggles.63 My work on Eydl is an attempt to respond to this search. Like Bilu, I have suggested 

that Eydl could be understood as transsexual; in my telling, however, this would be a positive 

aspect of her identity.  

                     
61 In conference papers delivered in 2002 (University of Toronto) and 2005 (Association for 

Jewish Studies) and my article “‘Eydele, the Rebbe.’” 
62 Epitomized by Janice Raymond’s 1979 diatribe The Transsexual Empire (see Rudacille, 

Riddle of Gender, 143ff, 168ff). See also Halberstam, Female Masculinity, 143-4; Prosser, 

Second Skins, 14. 
63 See Feinberg, Transgender Warriors; Devor, FTM, ch. 1, “Have Female-to-Male Transsexuals 

Always Existed?” (3-36); j wallace, “Jewish Gender Transgressors.”  
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Drawing on Jay Prosser’s suggestion that “transsexuality is always narrative work,”64 I 

suggested that Eydl as a narrator, as depicted in Dover Shalom, can be seen as exploring and 

laying claim to a male identity as she tells about her father and reenacts his miracle.65  

Contesting the depiction in Sadan and Bilu of Eydl’s father shaping her sense of self, I 

emphasized Eydl’s evident strength of personality and depicted her as an active agent. Reversing 

the perspective of previous tellers, I presented other characters’ words and gestures about Eydl’s 

masculinity not as forces that shaped her, but as responses to her.66  

Contesting other narrators’ focus on Eydl and her father, I have tried to introduce her 

mother, Malkah, into my tellings of Eydl’s story. This has been hard for me, however, as a 

storyteller working in the tradition of academic scholarship, which requires sources and 

evidence: I have not found any existing stories in which Eydl and Malkah appear together. The 

best I have been able to do is to infer a good relationship between Eydl and her mother Malkah 

from hints of particular closeness between Malkah and R’ Isaac Rubin, Eydl’s husband. Thus 

Dover Shalom 364 depicts R’ Isaac Rubin “sitting in the room of his mother-in-law the rebbetzin 

[Malkah], because she was ill and he was keeping watch there to attend to her needs.”  

Nevertheless, I have suggested that, in her mother Malkah, Eydl had a role model of how 

to be a spiritually powerful, respected woman while remaining within a clear female gender role. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Malkah is consistently depicted as R’ Shalom’s partner and 

supporter, an ideal wife, never as taking on a male role. Yet the sources agree that Eydl did not 

follow the path taken by Malkah. If she followed her father’s way rather than her mother’s, I 

argued, perhaps this was truer to her own identity.  

 Since many biographical and autobiographical accounts of trans experience include the 

motif of cross-dressing, my conference papers followed in the footsteps of Sadan and Bilu by 

adding this motif to Eydl’s story. I argued that since a rebbe often wears distinctive clothing (in 

the early generations of Hasidism, rebbes wore white) Eydl likely wore distinctive, perhaps 

masculine, garb in her role as rebbe. Further, according to Sadan, Eydl’s repeated complaint 

about her brother’s followers was a reference to clothing. This gives us a glimpse – I argued – of 

                     
64 Prosser, Second Skins, 4. 
65 See Lewis, “‘Eydele, the Rebbe,’” 30-1. 
66 See Lewis, “‘Eydele, the Rebbe,’” 30. Benjamin, Transsexual Phenomenon, 69, raises this as a 

general possibility.  
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choice of clothing as a central concern in Eydl’s mind. Retrospectively, I recognize that these 

imaginative additions to my story of Eydl lacked any basis in evidence. 

 Finally, I approached Sadan’s account of Eydl’s exorcism in the context of anti-trans 

violence today, “the extraordinary threat of violence that transgendered people face just living 

their daily lives.”67 A video of the exorcism of a young woman, conducted by Rabbi David Basri 

in Jerusalem in 1999,68 helped me to form a vivid picture of R’ Joshua calling down curses on 

his sister. The gruelling procedure shown in the video largely consists of a group of men 

shouting the “possessed” woman into submission, a sustained onslaught of verbal violence. The 

video presents only an edited version of the exorcism, which lasted more than six hours.69 It was 

easy for me to imagine that such an onslaught, especially from a brother, could “succeed” in 

causing a psychic breakdown. 

Retelling the exorcism as an act of violence in this way could be relevant to Eydl’s story 

whether or not she is understood as transsexual. “Violence based upon gender does not solely 

affect the transgendered. Anyone just perceived as crossing gender lines can become a victim.”70 

In this light, the exorcism could be seen as a punishment of Eydl’s disregard of conventional 

gender roles. To the perpetrators of such violence, distinctions between gender role and gender 

identity are irrelevant.  

Violence against trans people functions as a deterrent to potential transgressors of gender 

roles or identities. Eydl’s exorcism, a public event, could similarly have prevented others from 

following in her footsteps (j wallace, e-mail, December 21 2005). 

I see much value in my academic storytelling about Eydl, but I want to comment on its 

limitations as well. My 2002 conference paper on Eydl was titled “The Soul of A Rebbe in the 

Body of a Rebbetzin.” I noted at the time that the “soul of one gender in the body of another” 

motif is seen by some (though not all) trans people as dated and limiting.71 I would now add that 

                     
67 Roughgarden, Evolution’s Rainbow, 387; see sources cited in Lewis, “‘Eydele, the Rebbe,’” 

37 note 50. 
68 Shown by Tamar Alexander at a lecture at the Jewish Theological Seminary, December 14, 

2000.  
69 Alexander, “Love and Death,” 319. 
70 From www.gender.org/resources/dge/gea02001.pdf, accessed December 13, 2005. 
71 See e.g. Bornstein, Gender Outlaw, 12. For recent affirmations of the “trapped in the wrong 

body” perspective, see the sources cited in Lewis, “‘Eydele, the Rebbe,’” 38 note 62, and 
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this title completed a pattern leading from one story about Eydl to the next. In Dover Shalom, 

Eydl is a woman almost as accomplished as a man. To Sadan, she is a woman whom others want 

to be a man. To Bilu, she is a woman who wants to be a man, and finally in my paper she is a 

man in the body of a woman.  

I am troubled at this pattern of male authors increasingly masculinizing Eydl. Nathaniel 

Deutsch has identified a similar phenomenon regarding the Maiden of Ludmir: “her biographers 

… consistently sought to portray the Maiden as consciously embracing a male identity … while 

her self-conception remains more elusive”.72 Perhaps we would have been more comfortable if 

Eydl had not lived out a female gender role, marrying a man and having children. Interestingly, 

both Dover Shalom and Sadan minimize the number of Eydl’s children, with Dover Shalom 

apparently considering R’ Elimelech as her only son, and Sadan leaving the impression that he 

was her only child.  

Paradoxically, recent developments in trans culture could help us to imagine Eydl as both 

feminine and masculine, in more nuanced ways.73 There is increasing comfort with broad gender 

identities which do not require renouncing femininity to claim masculinity.74 New possibilities 

include childbearing and breastfeeding for trans people with a primarily male identity.75 A more 

sophisticated approach to Eydl through the lens of gender may yet have much to teach us. A first 

step in such an approach would be to see Eydl’s gender identity as normal, and gender 

definitions in her society and ours as possibly in need of revision – rather than the other way 

around.76 

From the literary perspective which is the focus of this book, the stories discussed so far 

remain in contest with one another. From a historical perspective, however, transgender readings 

of Eydl remain at best unproven. Both Bilu’s psychoanalytic perspective and my own 

suggestions grounded in today’s trans activism are largely based on imaginative extrapolations 

from Sadan’s account rather than additional evidence. They are not supported by other sources 

                     

Crawford, “Woman Interrupted,” L5: “She … realized she was a woman trapped in a man’s 

body in what is known as gender identity syndrome”.  
72 Deutsch, Maiden of Ludmir, 125. Deutsch devotes a chapter to this issue, “False Male and 

Woman Rebbe?,” 124-43, and notes that this pattern has cross-cultural precedents (260 note 4). 
73 Cf. Deutsch on the Maiden of Ludmir, Maiden 125. 
74 See Gwendolyn Ann Smith interview in Ellis et al., Harvey Milk Institute Guide, 69. 
75 see Gorton et al., Medical Therapy and Health Maintenance for Transgender Men, 56. 
76 Thank you to my student Allyson Lee for this formulation. 
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which will be discussed below. The question of gender roles and boundaries, however, remains 

salient in these other sources, which I will now explore.  

 

Beyond the Printed Word:  

Three Non-Literary Accounts of a Famous Holy Woman 

 

1. A Letter from Eydl’s Brother 

 

 While the four competing stories of Eydl discussed so far all depict her as taking on a 

gender role construed as male, some briefer, non-literary sources contest this way of 

remembering Eydl altogether, and tell about her straightforwardly as a great woman.  

A facsimile and transcription of a letter ascribed to Rebbe Joshua of Belz, dated Friday, 

October 30, 1874,77 is printed, apparently for the first time, in a 1993 Belz publication. There, it 

is titled as an invitation to R’ Joshua’s son Isaac Meir’s wedding to the daughter of R’ Joshua’s 

brother-in-law, R’ Isaac Rubin (Eydl’s husband). The letter itself, however, does not mention R’ 

Isaac Rubin, but speaks of “the praiseworthy bride, Miss Hannah Rachel, long may she live, 

daughter of my sister, the famous holy woman, Madam Eydl, long may she live.”78 Except that it 

contains no hint of Eydl acting as a rebbe, this is consistent with the picture in Dover Shalom and 

other hasidic sources: Eydl is a great, accomplished woman, on excellent terms with her family. 

Whether or not R’ Joshua, in writing this letter, was contesting other stories about his sister, the 

editor who printed it in 1993 can certainly be seen as contesting stories like Sadan’s and Bilu’s. 

In this context, the editor chose to subordinate Eydl to her husband by mentioning him and not 

her in the title assigned to the letter, though the letter itself does the opposite. 

 

2. A Legal Document 

 

 Karen Roekard is studying documents in Polish and German, largely concerning real 

estate transactions, related to the family of R’ Shalom and Rebbetzin Malkah of Belz, contained 

                     
77 In the original: Friday of the portion Vayera, 5635. 
78 Padva, BeOhole Tzadiqim, 188, using the same expression, hatsadeqet hamefursemet, as Dover 

Shalom. 
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in the Tabula Register Collection in the Lviv Archives. She has showed me photographs of a 

document (which still needs to be fully translated), dated July 12, 1855 and referring back to 

August and November 1852, concerning a purchase of property in Belz by Eydl and her husband 

R’ Isaac Rubin.  

 In this context, where I am discussing Eydl as a literary character, a mundane document 

like this is a salutary reminder that she lived in a concrete geographical, historical and economic 

setting. From other stories, we might have remembered Eydl as if her life was entirely about 

religion. Telling a brief story in its own right, this real estate document challenges other stories 

by highlighting an aspect of Eydl’s life – the practical, economic dimension - which they neglect. 

Otherwise, this document confirms impressions from other stories of Eydl as a strong woman. 

Here, she is involved in real estate transactions apparently on an equal basis with her husband. 

The fact that the property is in Belz also suggests her ongoing connection with the town where 

her father was rebbe. 

 

3. Eydl’s Tombstone 

  

 Through a resource not available to my predecessors - the internet – I have recently been 

in touch with two descendants of Eydl. This in itself gives me a new sense of connection with 

this holy woman as a person of flesh and blood. 

  Moshe Yosef Rubin, of Borough Park, Brooklyn, is a hasid and ordained rabbi who is a 

great-great-great-grandson of Eydl through the line of her son Rebbe Samuel Shmelke Rubin of 

Seret.79 He has visited Eydl’s grave in Brody (in today’s Ukraine), and has provided me with a 

photograph and transcription of the inscription on her tombstone, which appears to be the 

original; the cemetery it is in has not suffered destruction. 

                     
79 R’ Shmuel Shmelke died in 1901. His son Rebbe Mendele Rubin of Seret (1871-1941) was the 

father of Rabbi Moshe Yosef Rubin (1895-1980), who served as chief rabbi of Campulung 

Moldevensec in Bukovina, and later as head of the rabbinical court in Borough Park. This rabbi’s 

son Yaakov is the father of today’s Moshe Yosef Rubin, born 1985. Today’s Moshe Yosef, 

among other efforts, runs a foundation for restoring the gravesites of tzaddikim. He has written a 

biography of his paternal grandfather, Der Cimpulenger Rav, and is currently working on a 

genealogical book. He and his immediate family are Lubavitcher hasidim, following his mother’s 

200-year-old family tradition.  
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 The reverse side of the tombstone has a brief inscription: “The Rebbetzin Madam Eydl 

daughter of the holy rebbe, our teacher Rebbe Shalom of Belz, of blessed memory.” The main 

inscription, on the front of the tombstone, begins by stating the date of Eydl’s death, the 

fourteenth of Kislev, 5644 (November 22, 1885). The inscription continues, “Here rests the 

rebbetzin and holy woman famous all over the world for her righteousness and for her kindness 

with people: Madam Eydl(her soul is in Eden) - daughter of his honoured holiness [Rebbe 

Shalom of Belz].” 

 A great many praises and honorifics surround the name of Eydl’s father, Rebbe Shalom, 

taking up most of seven lines of the inscription (as compared to just over three for the phrase 

about Eydl herself beginning “Here rests”). Then the text returns to Eydl: “She was important 

and dear to her father; he took pride in her very very much, and said great things about her.” 

 Finally, the inscription identifies Eydl as the wife of R’ Isaac; two lines of the inscription 

primarily consist of honorifics for him, and the final three lines of the tombstone are in praise of 

his illustrious ancestor, R’ Naphtali of Ropscycze. 

 Here, then, is another story of Eydl, contesting others as to how she is to be remembered. 

Like Berger’s and Michelson’s tales about great women, the tombstone inscription gives more 

attention to the men to whom Eydl was related than to Eydl herself. In agreement with both 

Dover Shalom and Sadan’s account, it emphasizes her father’s love of her and expressive pride 

in her. It also refers extravagantly to her fame as a holy woman. At the same time, if the “great 

things” her father said about Eydl were like those passed on by Sadan, that is not stated here. Her 

fame is not ascribed to anything potentially controversial but to her righteousness and her 

kindness with people – a characteristic which other accounts do not highlight.  

 

Living Hasidic Stories of “Grandmother Eydele” 

 

 To my delight, Moshe Yosef Rubin has also heard traditions about “di babeh Eydele”80 – 

“grandmother Eydele” - from his father, Yaakov Rubin, and his father’s brother Schmelke 

Rubin. I am thrilled to know that Eydl is a living presence in the imagination of some of her 

descendants, and to hear these stories which bring her to life for me. These traditions, which 

                     
80 I have modified the transliteration from the standard babe to to avoid confusion. This Yiddish 

word is often anglicized as “bubby”. 
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offer a distinctive answer to the question of how Eydl shall be remembered, have not, to our 

knowledge, appeared in print before: 

 “She ran her father’s household.” 

 When Eydl’s blind son Elimelech was a little boy, Rebbe Shalom asked Elimelech’s 

melamed (tutor) to make him the letters of the Hebrew alphabet out of wax, so that he 

would learn the shapes of the letters. Eydl broke down crying, because till then she had 

clung to the hope that her father would heal her son’s blindness. Her father responded, 

“S’vet em gurnit shatn” (“it won’t do him any harm”), meaning that Elimelech would be 

great in spite of his blindness.  

 The third Belzer Rebbe, R’ Issachar Dov, would say that though in those days only sons 

inherited money and property, there was an exception in Eydl's case. She inherited 

equally with all her brothers, unlike her sister Freyde. 

 Eydl inherited her mother Malkah’s Sabbath candlesticks. From her father, among other 

things, she inherited his precious wall clock and the table on which he received kvitlekh. 

In general, she seems to have inherited the most coveted items of her parents’ household.  

 When Eydl’s brother R’ Joshua had succeeded their father as Belzer Rebbe, Eydl would 

get annoyed whenever he made changes from any of their father’s customs.  

 Nevertheless, relations between Eydl’s and Joshua’s families were excellent. There is no 

tradition of any strife, nor any hint of Sadan’s dybbuk story. Eydl’s son Elimelech, who 

apparently lived with his mother in Brody until her death, was a Belzer hasid all his life, 

even when he became a rebbe and wonder-worker in his own right, in the town of 

Yabrov. (He was called R’ Meylekh Yabrover, a name well known to this day among 

Belzer hasidim.) There are stories from later generations as well, to the present day, 

pointing to good relations between descendants of Eydl and of her brother Joshua. 

 According to the Rubin family’s tradition, Eydl’s husband R’ Isaac Rubin was a rebbe 

(not merely a rabbi), in Brody and in the town of Radichev, and Rebbetzin Eydl only 

began acting as a rebbe after his death, in 1874. 

 Di babeh Eydele was a very holy woman. Men would line up at her door to ask blessings 

from her. (By contrast, the Belzer Rebbetzin today gives blessings, but only to women.) 

 Once when Eydl was ill, she spent some time on a visit to Rebbe Hayim of Tsanz, and 

was there during the Sukkot holiday. In Tsanz, women were excluded from the most 
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distinctive rituals of Sukkot: “dwelling” (especially, eating meals) in a sukkah, a thatched 

hut built for the holiday, based on Leviticus 23:42, and waving the lulav. Nevertheless, 

the Tsanzer Rebbe instructed that a special sukkah, large enough for one person, be built 

for Eydl, with a small window that opened into his own sukkah. During her visit he 

would also send her his own lulav to wave.  

 

Besides these stories, the Rubin family has physical mementos of di babeh Eydele. Her 

tikhl (kerchief) is in Moshe Yosef’s possession. It is a yellowed silk shawl which must have been 

white originally. Another member of the family has Eydl’s apron.  

Both of these items are known as gebentshte zakhn (blessed objects) and segules (see 

Glossary) especially for fertility. There are recent stories about this, which will not be repeated 

here to protect the privacy of the people involved. 

Although I have selected material specifically about Eydl from my conversations with 

Rabbi Rubin, I must note that this goes against the grain of the conversations themselves. For 

Rabbi Rubin, stories about di babeh Eydele come to mind among stories of her parents, her 

husband, her children, and ancestors of his in later generations of the family. Like Berger and 

Michelson, he tells stories of holy people in a context of family history. This approach, rooted in 

hasidic culture, implicitly contests the focus on the individual in my non-hasidic research 

approach.  

These Rubin family traditions are consistent with Dover Shalom and Sadan in depicting 

Eydl as taking on the role of a rebbe. The detail that she did so only after her husband’s death 

adds to the acceptability of this choice in the hasidic cultural context. In this version, Eydl could 

not be seen as competing with her husband. Nor is she filling in for any inadequacy of his, as in 

Bilu’s account. When she takes on the role of rebbe, she is in effect carrying on her husband’s 

work – rather than trying to succeed her father, as in Sadan’s story. Nevertheless, a sense that she 

is a successor of her father is conveyed in her inheritance of his most valued possessions, 

including, symbolically, the table at which he exercised his prerogative as a rebbe to accept 

kvitlekh. At the same time, there is a hint of a close relationship with her mother Malkah in 

Eydl’s inheritance of Malkah’s Sabbath candlesticks. These also affirm Eydl’s identity as a 

traditional Jewish woman, responsible for home rituals such as candle-lighting. Eydl’s traditional 
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womanhood is also affirmed by the physical evidence of her tikhl and apron, confirming that she 

dressed like other women of her culture. 

  Rabbi Rubin disagrees thoroughly with any suggestion of understanding Eydl as a trans 

person. He considers any such suggestion to be disrespectful to the rebbetzin’s memory; and, like 

many academic colleagues with whom I have explored this topic, he sees it as an unfounded 

anachronistic imposition of today’s categories on a nineteenth-century figure whose life was 

lived in a traditionalist Eastern European Jewish milieu.  

 Otherwise, these traditions confirm and amplify many impressions of Eydl from other 

sources, including her strength of personality, her reverence for her father and attachment to his 

memory, the esteem in which she was held, and her healing power, which is still active today 

through items that she wore. The story about her interaction with her son and her father gives an 

affecting glimpse of her emotional life which I find more touching than all the speculation of 

psychologically oriented authors. 

 

Eydl in Her Own Words 

 

 The second descendant of Eydl who has contacted me is the scion of a family of rabbis in 

Jerusalem, connected to Eydl by lines of descent from two of her children. He has provided me 

with a text apparently written by Eydl herself. It is a letter congratulating her daughter Dinah on 

the birth of her first child, apparently named for Eydl’s mother Malkah.81   

 Typically for its time, the letter moves back and forth between rabbinic Hebrew, filled 

with formulaic honorifics, and Yiddish which is also permeated with pious phrases. Discerning 

Eydl’s own voice through the layers of convention may not be easy, but is worth the effort. 

Stubbornly maintaining my focus on Eydl as an individual, I have not translated the brief 

greetings, in Hebrew, written by her husband, R’ Isaac Rubin, which come after (interestingly, 

not before) Eydl’s letter.82 

 

                     
81 I received a facsimile of the handwritten letter and a typed transcription of the text 

electronically on October 23, 2006; my translation incorporates occasional corrections of the 

transcription.  
82 A facsimile of these lines, without the letter from Eydl, appears in Padva, Beohole Tzadiqim, 

66. 
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 [The letter begins in Hebrew] With the help of God.83 The fourth day of 

the week of the Torah portion Tetsaveh, 5626 [Wednesday, February 21, 1866], 

here in Brody. 

Mazel tov, mazel tov, mazel tov, peace and  everything good to my beloved, 

cherished, treasured daughter, the worthy, modest, intelligent, dear Madam Dinah leb 

[Yiddish endearment], may she live for many long and good days and years. With 

greetings to her husband, my dear son-in-law, distinguished in Torah and 

  piety, of holy ancestry, honoured, etc.,84 our teacher and rabbi, Meir,85 long may he live. 

[Yiddish]  We wish you mazel tov. May the blessed  Name help everyone, so that 

for all of you and for all of  us there may be good fortune (mazal tov). May we all merit 

to raise the precious daughter, Malkah lebn [an endearment, like leb] with many more 

good, pious children,  to Torah and the wedding canopy and good deeds. I very much 

want The Blessed Name to help so that you will be able to breastfeed her yourself, in 

good health, easily.  

  We are very surprised that we weren’t telegraphed.  

 Praised be The Blessed Name for His great kindness; may He always do ever 

more undeserved kindness with us. May you all be healthy and strong.  

[Hebrew]  From your mother who looks forward to  always hearing good news 

from one another, and to seeing you with much joy,  Eydl, daughter of the holy rebbe, the 

righteous man of blessed memory for the life of the  world to come, may his merit shield 

us, [and from]  Elimelech (long may he live), Malkah (long may she live),86 and Hannah 

Rachel (long may she live); with his  honour the rabbi,87 we bless you with a blessing of 

good fortune.      

                     
83 The standard pious opening to a letter. 
84 The honorifics were so standard that it was not considered necessary to write them all out. 
85 Meir Moskowitz of Shotz (Padva, BeOhole Tzadiqim 132, Rabinowicz, Encyclopaedia of 

Hasidism 272). These titles may be purely formulaic since, according to the dates in Rabinowicz, 

Meir was thirteen at this time. Such young marriages were not unusual. 
86 This daughter is not mentioned in the sources cited earlier. Moshe Yosef Rubin’s family 

tradition is that Eydl lost several children in their infancy. 
87 Eydl’s husband, Rabbi Isaac Rubin. 
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Greetings to my beloved makheteneste [child’s spouse’s mother],88 the worthy, 

modest rebbetzin, the  righteous woman, of holy ancestry – may God be our help – 

Madam Miriam Hayah (long may she live). [Yiddish] We wish you mazel tov and we 

request of you to continue to befriend our good dear child leb and care for her.89 May 

your ancestral merit and ours stand by us forever. I greet your children90 (long may they 

live) and we wish them mazel tov. From your makheteneste who wishes you everything 

good and much joy from all the children (long may they live), Eydl daughter of the holy 

rebbe, the righteous man of blessed memory for the life of the world to come, may his 

merit shield us. 

 

 Through all the pious stock phrases, this letter lets us hear enough of an individual voice 

to challenge other stories of Eydl. Except for her proud identity as her father’s daughter, this 

Eydl contrasts with all the literary depictions of her by male authors. This Eydl is at home in her 

own skin as a woman. Rather than being like a man in any way, she is a familiar Ashkenazi 

Jewish maternal figure, showering her daughter and granddaughter with blessings while allowing 

herself the complaint that she would have liked to get the good news sooner, by telegraph. 

 In contrast to the individual focus of authors like myself, Eydl in this letter rarely speaks 

as “I,” and almost always as part of a “we,” including, at different points, herself and her 

husband, their whole nuclear family, and the wider extended family or community (“may we all 

merit to raise the precious daughter”). 

Unlike either Sadan’s literary account of Eydl or the Rubin family traditions, in both of 

which she accepts special treatment as compared to other women, this letter allows the 

possibility of reading Eydl as a proto-feminist, in solidarity with other women. As Rabbi Léah 

Novick has observed, “we really don’t know how any of these [hasidic holy] women related to 

other women!”91 From this letter, we know a little more, glimpsing loving relationships among 

                     
88 I am using the Yiddish term in my translation of the Hebrew here, because it is most likely to 

be used in “Jewish English”; there is no standard English equivalent. 
89 Newlyweds often lived with the bride’s parents. Here, it seems the young couple were living in 

Meir’s parents’ home, or nearby; this merits further investigation. 
90 Kinderlekh, an affectionate diminutive. 
91 E-mail in a discussion of Eydl, July 28, 1999. 
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women. Eydl asks her makheteneste to befriend and look after her young daughter. She extends 

to her daughter an intimate blessing about breastfeeding.  

Additionally, Eydl blesses her granddaughter to grow up “to [the study of] Torah and the 

wedding canopy and good deeds (letorah ulehupah ulemaasim tovim).” This is the standard 

wording of a blessing for baby boys; the mention of Torah is conventionally left out for girls, 

who were not expected to engage in sacred study. Eydl has not made this distinction (though one 

could argue that this is only because, at that point in the letter, she is expressing a grandmotherly 

wish to have more grandchildren, who might include boys).   

Eydl’s makheteneste Miriam Hayah is none other than the daughter of Rebbe Meir of 

Premishlan mentioned toward the beginning of this chapter - a holy woman who is said to have 

taken on the role of a rebbe in partnership with her husband, the Rebbe of Shotz, and later on her 

own. The relationship between these two mothers, then, can also be seen as a relationship 

between two powerful women who went beyond their society’s usual gender distinctions.  

 

Powerful Women in the Imagination of Hasidic Men 

 

 This brings us back to the subject of the hasidic holy women in history and legend who 

have taken on the role of rebbe. This has been the topic of a number of important studies, in 

which the primary question is not the gender identity, the sense of self, of individuals like Eydl, 

but the hasidic community’s capacity to accommodate them.92 Given the gender segregation, role 

distinctions and hierarchy reflected in hasidic tales, how are stories like these even possible? 

 The hasidic personalism noted by Martin Buber, touched on in the chapter on halakhah 

(Part II chapter 2) provides a key. Occasionally, a woman’s strong and charismatic personality is 

enough to allow hasidic culture to set aside some of its standard distinctions and limitations. 

Strikingly, accounts of such women from hasidic and non-hasidic sources generally do not 

involve controversy or attempts to stop them. Hannah Rachel of Ludmir is an exception, but the 

controversy that dogged her early career seems to have centred around her preference for 

remaining unmarried and the fact that she was neither the daughter nor the wife of a rebbe. A 

male would-be rebbe who had no family ties to rebbes and who defied the norm of marriage and 

                     
92 See Polen, “Miriam’s Dance”; Rapaport-Albert, “On Women in Hasidism”; Deutsch, Maiden 

of Ludmir. 



28 

 

procreation would also have faced controversy.93 Eydl, a wife, mother and grandmother, linked 

to great male rebbes by birth and marriage, is a figure of controversy only in Sadan’s account 

(among the primary sources), and that is because she challenges her brother’s succession to their 

father’s place as rebbe. Such a challenge would have had difficult consequences for a male 

sibling as well. Without such defiance of social norms applying to both women and men, the fact 

of a woman acting as a rebbe seems to be non-controversial in itself.  

 Though this degree of flexibility must be noted, it is also worth taking a hard look at how 

the hasidic imagination – to be clear, the imagination of hasidic men – responds to such women 

through various forms of storytelling. 

First of all, Eydl seems to be the first such woman to be honoured by a story printed in a 

traditional compilation of hasidic tales, and she is nearly the only one to be honoured in this way 

to this day. Non-hasidic books include a few more stories about such women, often ascribed to 

hasidic oral tradition; the Rubin family’s stories about Eydl are examples of such traditions 

which have never been put into print. The primary response of hasidic tale collectors to women 

who act as rebbes, then, has simply been not to collect stories about them. In this regard 

compilers of tales have acted as cultural gatekeepers. Those wishing to learn more about hasidic 

holy women must go beyond books of tales.94 Even other printed sources from within the hasidic 

world may be useful. For example, Eser Tzahtzahot refers with great respect to Rebbetzin Pesya 

Leah, the daughter of Rebbe Moses Leyb of Sasov, as a holy woman, and cites a teaching of R’ 

Moses Leyb’s which she passed on, but no details about her are included.95 An article in the 

Yiddish newspaper Der Yid, published by Satmar hasidim, of July 30, 1999, however, states that 

after her husband’s death Rebbetzin Pesya Leah took kvitlekh with accompanying donations.96 

The article also states that miracle stories are told about her, but does not itself tell any – a 

reminder that oral traditions about such women may be richer than anything allowed into print.  

The wording used in Dover Shalom about Eydl’s role is also significant. The text tells us 

vehi hayta mitnaheget berabanut. Understanding hasidic Hebrew often depends on 

reconstructing the underlying Yiddish.97 This phrase could be a Hebrew equivalent of zi hot 

                     
93 See Deutsch, Maiden, 218-19; Polen, “Miriam’s Dance,” 19 note 38. 
94 See Levine, “‘Nashim Besiporet Hahasidit’ Mabat Nosaf.” 
95 Eser Tzahtzahot 2:23 and 2:50. 
96 Der Yid July 30, 1999, section 2, 27, under the heading Eshet Haver. 
97 See Heschel, Kotsk, vol 1, 7. 
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gefirt rebistve,98 which would mean “she was a rebbe”;99 but that idiom is rendered differently in 

another story in Dover Shalom.100 I have translated the Hebrew phrase as the equivalent of the 

Yiddish zi hot zikh gefirt vi a rebe, “she conducted herself as/like a rebbe.”101 In 1937, exactly 

this Yiddish phrase appeared in an obituary for the Chentshiner Rebbetzin; Nehemiah Polen 

comments that it was a way of referring to her role “circumspectly,” rather than fully 

acknowledging her as a rebbe.102 Neither Dover Shalom nor any other hasidic account actually 

states that Eydl was a rebbe.103 Yet there would have been no question that a man of her lineage 

and abilities was a real rebbe. This is another way in which the imagination of hasidic men keeps 

a woman like Eydl within bounds. 

From his perspective within hasidic culture, Moshe Yosef Rubin sees the significant 

categories for understanding Eydl and her treatment by others as greatness, honour, and hashivut 

(importance, respect), rather than gender. Without disagreeing, I note that in the stories Rabbi 

Rubin tells, honour is given to Eydl by distinguishing her from other women and grouping her 

with men. She receives an equal inheritance with her brothers – unlike her sister. In Tsanz, only 

men wave the lulav on Sukkot – but when Eydl comes to visit, the rebbe sends her his own lulav 

to wave. As in Dover Shalom and the stories transmitted by Sadan, hasidic men describe the 

greatness of a woman like Eydl by comparing her to men. 

In the story of Eydl’s visit to Tsanz, a distinction remains. Eydl is not invited into the 

Tsanzer Rebbe’s sukkah, as an honoured male guest would have been. She is given her own 

sukkah, just large enough for her, in communication with the Tsanzer Rebbe’s sukkah through a 

window, but separated by walls.  

                     
98 This phrase is used about Malkah of Trisk in Shemen, Batsiung tsu der Froy, vol. 2, 330. 
99 The masculine equivalent (er hot gefirt rebistve) is a common Yiddish idiom. 
100 Lenahel et harabanut (Dover Shalom no. 61), a literal translation of the Yiddish infinitive firn 

rebistve. 
101 The masculine form of the same expression (hayah … mitnaheg berabanut) appears in 

another hasidic hagiographic work, Siah Sarfe Qodesh, where a hasid, out of financial need, acts 

as a rebbe by accepting money to bless women to have children (Qadish, Siah Sarfe Qodesh, 

“Vehevei Zahir BeGahalatan” no. 28). 
102 Polen 13, quoting the Yiddish newspaper Der Moment. “She conducted herself as a rebbe” is 

Polen’s translation of the Yiddish phrase there. 
103 Padva, BeOhole Tsadiqim, says only that Eydl “took kvitlekh like one of the rebbes” (Padva 

63). Buxbaum, Jewish Tales of Holy Women, bestows the title “rebbe” on Eydl and some other 

hasidic women (135, 140, 145) but this is from a perspective outside hasidic culture. 
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I would argue that this is a most appropriate image for the status of someone like Eydl in 

the imagination of hasidic men. As Polen notes, a “charismatic woman leader” in Hasidism had 

to be seen as a special case, setting no precedent for other women.104 There is no category of 

women spiritual leaders; every such woman is treated as an exception.105 

Eydl sits in her sukkah alone, sharing the holiday meals neither with women nor with 

men. It is as if there is a special gender role for people like her, who have risen above the 

hierarchical level of women and approached, but not fully entered, the higher level of men.  

This model of a distinct gender role, midway in the hierarchy between male and female, 

makes sense for many of the tellings of Eydl’s story that we have looked at. Dover Shalom 

celebrates the greatness of R’ Shalom of Belz, who produced a child who rose from her expected 

female gender role into the higher category of almost-man. This celebratory tone is also that of 

the Rubin family’s stories about Eydl: she was so great that under some circumstances she was 

treated differently from other women, and more like men. The stories in Sadan’s chapter on 

Eydl, conversely, lament the biological facts that kept Eydl on the lower level of almost-man 

rather than the higher level of male.  

The brief non-literary sources we have looked at, in particular the letter from Eydl’s 

brother R’ Joshua and the inscription on her tombstone, take a different approach, emphasizing 

Eydl’s greatness while encompassing her within a traditionally female gender role. The letter 

ascribed to Eydl is the fullest source we have for a view of her as simply a powerful and 

accomplished woman. Notably, however, none of these sources mention that she took on the role 

of a rebbe, or any sayings or incidents in which others treat her as more like men than like other 

women.  

Finally, Dover Shalom, the stories transmitted by Sadan, Eydl’s tombstone and the Rubin 

family traditions all group Eydl with men – her father, her husband and his ancestor R’ Naphtali 

of Ropczyce, her brothers, the men who seek her blessings, her sons. Like any other woman 

mentioned in Michelson’s or Berger’s collections, she owes her appearance in Dover Shalom to 

these connections. The reader can thus ascribe her greatness to the men she is associated with, 

while her greatness reflects on them and adds to their honour. 

                     
104 Polen, “Miriam’s Dance,” 15, cf. Bilu, “Woman,” 203. 
105 Thank you to Jane Enkin for this insight. 
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Expressions of hasidic imagination around Eydl, therefore, remain within the familiar 

narrative of hasidic tales in general.  

 

Narratives and Misreadings 

 

Stories about Eydl from hasidic sources have nothing to say about her gender identity, 

her sense of self. Their references to maleness are ways of acknowledging her greatness without 

abandoning a hierarchy in which men are above women. 

Therefore, Sadan, to the extent that he speculates about Eydl’s psychology, and Bilu and 

myself to a far greater extent, can be said to have misread these sources. We have wanted them 

to reveal some of Eydl’s inner life, when that is not what they are for. 

This points beyond the contest between the individual stories to a clash of narratives. 

Each of us has wanted the stories of Eydl to fit into a narrative already well established in our 

own minds. Simply put, Bilu tries to fit Eydl into a Freudian narrative in which people are driven 

by unconscious motivations rooted in sexuality and close family relationships. I try to contain 

Eydl in a narrative in which individuals struggle against conformist society to find their authentic 

selves and realize their aspirations. Our stories clash with those in hasidic sources because the 

underlying narratives clash.  

 

How Shall We Remember Eydl? 

 

Phelan’s article on stories in contest, cited at the beginning of this chapter, notes that 

contests between stories often have winners and losers. The winning stories are those that are 

remembered and retold.  

Regarding stories of Eydl, it seems that the version in Dover Shalom has had the most 

circulation in hasidic circles and, to some extent, beyond, while Bilu’s article has made the 

strongest impression in more secular circles.106 The other sources I have cited have not been as 

accessible – some of them never printed, and Sadan’s compelling account limited to readers of 

modern literary Hebrew.  

                     
106 Thus Halperin, “Priests, Rabbis, rebbes,” implies that Bilu’s article is the source on Eydl. 
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 I hope that this chapter will make a difference by bringing a wider selection of stories of 

Eydl to readers. Though I have discussed ways in which these stories contest each other, I 

personally would not want any particular story to “win.” Rather, I would be pleased if each 

reader’s imagination draws on many of these stories. One decisive question in absorbing the 

stories in this way is whether we accept Sadan’s story of the exorcism or not; this colours 

everything else, and the decision must be left to each reader.  

It is also my hope that yet more sources about Eydl may come to light, and that other 

descendants of Eydl who encounter this chapter will come forward with what they know. In the 

meantime, I would argue that the challenge to readers of all these stories is the following: to find 

ways of reading the sources that honour Eydl, and that make her more vivid rather than more 

obscure. In this way, perhaps, we can approach Eydl’s table, rub shoulders with her disciples, 

receive her blessing, and listen to her teach. 

 


