THE AMAZING
DISCOVERY
OF RABI
AKIVA EIGER’S
WIMPEL
BY GUR ARYEH HERZIG
One of my children once remarked, “Abba, we hear about Gedolim and
tzaddikim when they are niftar and we become sad. Why do we never
hear about them being born so we can also become happy?”
An amusing yet profound observation.
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Birth of a Torah Giant
It is almost two centuries since the passing of
Rabi Akiva Eiger, zt”l. He was not only one of the
foremost giants of his generation, but probably
ranks among the greatest Gedolim in Jewish
history (see sidebar). When he was niftar at the
age of 74, Jews everywhere mourned the great
loss. Imagine if, 74 years earlier, somehow the
world would have known that on 9 Cheshvan
5522 — on that very day — a bris was taking
place in the Burgenland area endowing the

Jewish people with this future Gadol of colossal
historic proportions. Can you imagine the
celebrations this would have triggered?
A few weeks ago, a discovery was made that
is truly worthy of celebration. The actual wimpel
(see sidebar) that swaddled baby Akiva on that
day was accidentally discovered in a museum.
Very likely embroidered and personalized by his
mother Gittel (and perhaps his aunts), this is a
relic of great importance, physically connecting
our era with the birth of this great ﬁgure.

THE WIMPEL
In our times, there are two types of outer
coverings for sifrei Torah: The hinged hard
“shells” used by Eidot Hamizrach and the
cylindrical cloth covers used by Jews of
European origin. This was not always the
case. In the past, throughout the Jewish
world, scrolls everywhere were swathed by a
wide ribbon-shaped cloth and nothing else.
This “mitpachas” was long enough that, with
enough wrapping-turns, all the parchment
was concealed. The loose end was tucked
back into the wrapping.
The cloth had to be thin because it had
to be wound many times around the scroll.
As a result, they would become worn and
torn and required frequent replacement.
Because of this, almost none remain from
ancient times. The only ones that do remain,
and in abundance, are those used by the
Jews of Ashkenaz.
There is a reason for that.
The minhag of the “wimpel” is unique
to German and Dutch Jews. The word
itself means banner or sash, speciﬁcally
something that is meant to be wrapped
around an object or a person. In Hebrew,
the word is mappah or mitpachas. In those
parts of Europe there was a beautiful
custom that consisted of saving the cloth
that swaddled a baby boy for his bris milah
and later using it to wrap a sefer Torah during
signiﬁcant events in that boy’s life.
Initially, the cloth was square. After the
bris, it was cut into three, four or ﬁve ribbons
of equal size. The ribbons were stitched
together on their short ends, resulting in a
lengthy sash. This was a wimpel. In most
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Part of a wimpel dated 1692 on display at the Austrian Jewish Museum in Eisenstadt.

places, wimpels were never washed. It was
considered an honor that the blood stains
of the bris would remain forever, reinforcing
the ancient connection of the two brisos
— the bris milah and the Sefer HaBris, the
Torah. (This custom is similar to the custom
that when a bris is made on Rosh Hashanah,
the mohel makes a point of blowing the
shofar while the blood of the bris remains on
his lips.)
Customs varied on when the wimpels
were used. In some communities, they
were used only on the Shabbos of the boy’s
aufruf. Others also used it on the boy’s
bar mitzvah day, and yet others made a
ceremony of bringing the child to shul on his
third birthday and presenting the wimpel to
the shul. As a result, shuls usually had large
collections of wimpels, few of which were
used extensively; hence, their long shelf life.
Rarely are any two wimpels precisely the
same size. On average, they are nine to 13
feet long and six to nine inches wide. The
women in the child’s family would put much
effort into beautifying and personalizing the
new wimpel. The boy’s name and his father’s
name would be displayed, as well as wishes
and blessings for the new member joining
Klal Yisrael. Sometimes pesukim and prayers
would be included. In some, words and
designs were inscribed; in others, they were
embroidered. Still others had calligraphic
inscriptions interlaced with intricate

embroidery.
Making a wimpel was a chance for
women to express their artistic talents
and originality, and they leaped at the
opportunity. Many wimpels are a riot of
colors and designs. Some include pictures
of plant and animal life. For little Kohanim,
there were two hands poised in blessing,
and little Leviim had a pitcher embroidered
on theirs. Letters of the alef-beis were often
festooned with artistic renderings of ﬂora
and fauna, and some designs even betray a
gentle sense of humor. Even after hundreds
of years, one can tell that these creative
women were having fun “wimpelling.”
This German minhag reaches back at
least 400 years — one writer attempted
to attribute its origin to the Maharil 600
years ago (others disagree). At any rate, it
is somewhat sad to contemplate such an
ancient and magniﬁcent minhag Yisrael as
it fades into obscurity even among stalwart
Yekkes.
One of the best books for further
reading on this topic is volume two of the
ﬁve-volume Shorshei Minhag Ashkenaz, by
Rav Binyomin Shlomo Hamburger, shlita, of
Bnei Brak. This great contemporary Torah
scholar has devoted 180 pages(!) just to the
minhag of the wimpel, including copious
footnotes from a wide-ranging abundance
of sources.

At the
lectern: Mr.
Johannes
Reiss,
curator and
director of
the Austrian
Jewish
Museum.

Eisenstadt
Burgenland is a province in the
south of Austria. Located some 40
miles south of Vienna and bordering
Hungary, the area was home to the
famous sheva kehillos, the seven
Jewish communities which enjoyed
the patronage and protection of the
powerful Esterházy family. In 1938
the 300-year-long continuous Jewish
history of that region came to an
abrupt end.
Eisenstadt is the capital of the
province. It is also a city rich in
Jewish history, having been the home
of prominent Rabbanim throughout
its past. In 1972, the Austrian Jewish
Museum in Eisenstadt was established,
associated with the stately 300-year-

RABI AKIVA EIGER, ZT”L

Any yeshivah bachur knows that if you think
you can answer a challenging question posed
by Rabi Akiva Eiger, that could only mean that
either a) you didn’t understand his question
or b) you never understood that piece of
Gemara in the ﬁrst place.
His terse comments in Gilyon HaShas are
sparingly dispersed on the margins. He uses
as few words as possible, often citing various
locations for the reader to look up himself.
When the comment humbly concludes with
“tzarich iyun — this requires study,” it has the
force of a sledgehammer. He has just pitched
you a conundrum. You can almost sense Rabi
Akiva Eiger challenging you: “Okay, just try to
come up with a solution, and enjoy doing it!”
His encyclopedic knowledge and razorsharp analysis earned him a unique historic
role. In the last 200 years, he became a
yardstick of greatness. The superlatives
used to describe any great Talmudic scholar
became “an up-and-coming Rabi Akiva
Eiger,” “a second Rabi Akiva Eiger,” “the Rabi
Akiva Eiger of our time,” etc. All this merely reinforces the incredible magnitude of who Rabi
Akiva Eiger was.
Born 247 years ago in the city of Eisenstadt, his parents were Reb Moshe Güns — a
known talmid chacham —and his wife Gittel, herself quite a melumedes. He was named for
Gittel’s father, the ﬁrst Rabi Akiva Eiger, the Rav of Pressburg who passed away at the young
age of 39. Out of respect for his well-known maternal grandfather, the family preferred the
surname Eiger. In his responsa, however,
he would still sign his name as “Akiva
Güns of Eisenstadt.”
Growing up, he continued his family’s
tradition of Torah scholarship. His
mother’s brother, Rabbi Binyamin Wolf
Eiger, zt”l, headed a yeshivah in Breslau,
where he was sent to learn.
After marrying Glückel, the daughter
of Rav Itzik Margulies of Lissa in Poland,
he settled there for ten years. His good
name spread quickly there, and soon
young scholars ﬂocked to him. He
eventually established a yeshivah there,
and being a Rosh Yeshivah was a labor of
love for him. After a ﬁre destroyed his
father-in-law’s home and his livelihood,
young Rabi Akiva reluctantly accepted a
communal position.
For 24 years, he was the Rav of the
Continued on page 27

The interior of the Reb Shamshon Wertheimer shul in
Eisenstadt. Completed in 1716, it is still intact.
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The entire wimple of baby Akiva Eiger

old shul (which miraculously remains intact to this day).
Mr. Johannes Reiss has been its curator and director
since 1988. He has invested great effort in procuring and
preserving its treasures.

A Momentous Discovery
Last year, the provincial museum of Eisenstadt, the
Landesmuseum Burgenland, invited Mr. Reiss to examine
its storehouses for items of Jewish interest and eventually
transfer most of them to the Jewish Museum. He describes
a momentous day this past September:
“In going through stacks of items in the cellar, I casually
reached up to a shelf. I pulled down a rolled-up cloth which
I recognized immediately as a wimpel, in itself not a rarity.
As I do with every specimen, ﬁrst I looked for an inscription
to date the item. I took it to a nearby table and began
unfurling the 10-foot-long cloth. My gaze fell on the child’s
name at the beginning: ‘Akiva son of Rav Moshe Güns.’
“I froze.
“Could it be? Perhaps someone else with the same name?
With a trembling hand, I continued to roll it open until my
eyes fell on the year: 522. My heart skipped a beat. That
clinched it! This was it! The actual wimpel of the baby who
would grow up to be the great Rabi Akiva Eiger.”
The historical importance of this discovery cannot be
overstated. At this time, preparations are being made for the
display of this artifact to the public, beginning in the spring
of 2019. Word has gotten out, and many inquiries are already
arriving from all over the Jewish world with requests to view it.

(ב ֹהרֹר משה גינז )בן הרב רב משה גינז
son of the Rav, Rav Moshe Güns

(מזֹט )שנולד במזל טוב
ֹ שנולד ב
who was born in good fortune on
Note the pomegranate as the upper limb of the lamed.

Let’s Take a Look
The wimpel opens to 10.6 feet long and nine inches wide
and is amply decorated above and below with curlicues,
ﬂora and fauna. To make it ﬁt this page, it is divided into
six frames:

הילד עקיבא
The child Akiva
Note the ﬂowery plant with a perched bird “growing” out
of the ayin and the planter as the upper limb of the lamed.
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(יום ה' רֹח מרחשון )יום חמישי ראש חדש מרחשון
day five (Thursday), first of the month Marcheshvan

(ת ֹקכֹב לק ד' יזכה )תקכ"ב לפרט קטן ד' יזכה
ֹ
522 in brief (meaning 5522 – 1761 C.E) [May] Hashem
make [us] worthy.

Continued from page 25

Note that the lamed and the kaf after the year combine
into one hybrid character. Note also that, to avoid spelling
out the Holy Name, a character looking a bit like a tzaddi
but that is really a double yud hovering over a sort of
horizontal vav is used. These two shortcuts were common
in that era. The ﬂourishes crowning these characters are
probably meant to call attention to them as abbreviations.

לגד' אות' לתור' ולחו' ולמֹט )לגדל אותו לתורה ולחופה
(ולמעשים טובים
to raise him to Torah and to marriage and to good deeds
Space was running out, so letters were replaced with
apostrophes. The apostrophes have artistic ﬂourishes.
Please also note above the image of a man holding a sefer
Torah and the image of a chuppah.
There are also two parallel motifs. In smaller words on
top of the third and fourth frames we ﬁnd מזל עקרב,
signifying the scorpion that is associated with the month
Marcheshvan. On the bottom, we ﬁnd the famous words of
Yehudah ben Teima (Avos 5:20) about emulating various
creatures in serving our Father in Heaven:
 — עז כנמר וקל כנשר רץ כצבי וגבור כאריbold as a leopard
and light as an eagle, swift as a deer and strong as a lion.
Next to the name of each creature is its image. Note that
the eagle is grasping a snake in its beak. This was a common
way of portraying an eagle in many ancient cultures.
In addition, frame 2 has a bird with a leafy twig in
The exterior of the Reb Shamshon
Wertheimer shul in Eisenstadt.
Completed in 1716, it is still intact.

small Prussian city Markesh-Friedland. There, too, he rapidly
attracted a cadre of scholars, and he established a yeshivah
there as well. Those years were most productive. The majority
of his comments on Mishnah, Gemara and Shulchan Aruch were
composed there, as well as his responsa Teshuvos Rabi Akiva
Eiger. With time, his fame spread throughout Prussia, Poland
and Moravia, and even as far as Russia and Italy.
With his profound wisdom, he was involved in communal
matters and commanded respect from all, including
government officials. His kindness in helping the poor and
downtrodden was widely acclaimed.
After the untimely passing of Glückel, he married her niece
Breindel. Among his children were his sons Rav Avraham Eiger
and Rav Shlomo Eiger. His daughter Sarel was the second wife
of the Chasam Sofer.
For the last 22 years of his life, he served as Rav of Posen
(today Poznan, part of Poland), and unofficially of the entire
region. This was a prominent city and this position remained his
legacy — his portrait is even displayed in its city hall until today.
However, we don’t need a picture on a wall. For us, his
ubiquitous comments throughout Shas have immortalized Rabi
Akiva Eiger for Klal Yisrael for all time.

its mouth. Since the shalom zachor occurred on Shabbos
Parashas Noach, could this picture be a dove bearing an
olive branch?
The upper right corner of the ﬁrst frame has a dark
stain (over the lamed) and the second frame has two
smaller dark stains. These are, most likely, bloodstains.
In most communities, the old custom was to never wash
a bloodstained wimpel (see sidebar). So, strange as it may
sound, you are probably looking at Rabi Akiva Eiger’s
blood.
When Mr. Johannes Reiss discovered this wimpel,
he publicized the date of birth mentioned on it,
since many books and
a
encyclopedias listed 11
Marcheshvan as Rabi
Akiva Eiger’s birthday.
The exception was one
Saul Blum who, in a book
written in 1938, claimed
that he had seen Rabi
Akiva Eiger’s wimpel and
insisted that his birthday
was on 1 Marcheshvan.
Apparently, he was not
taken seriously and, for
historians, the birthday
remained 11 Marcheshvan
5522.
27 Kislev 5779
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The mohel's book with the information in the red box.

The Mohel’s Notebook Presents a Problem
Another piece of evidence surfaced a number of years
ago. This is the Mohel Pinkas record entry in the section for
the year 5522 of Reb Binyamin Wolf Teban — the local mohel
in that area in the beginning of the eighteenth century. It
corroborates the earlier date. This is what it says:

יום ו' עש"ק ט' מרחשון הייתי מוהל לבד אצל הילד עקיבא
בן ש"ב התו' ר' משה גינז )יום ששי ערב שבת קודש תשעה
למרחשון הייתי מוהל לבד אצל הילד עקיבא בן שאר בשרי
(התורני ר' משה גינז
Day six (Friday) Erev Shabbos 9 Marcheshvan – I alone
performed the milah of the child Akiva, son of my relative
the Torah-imbued Rav Moshe Güns.
This proves conclusively that the birthday could not
have been 11 Marcheshvan. However, a mystery remains.
A mother knows, more than anyone, exactly when she
gave birth, and the wimpel Rabi Akiva Eiger’s mother
made states that he was born on Thursday, Rosh Chodesh
Marcheshvan. However, the mohel clearly states that the
bris was performed on Friday, the ninth of that month.
If a bris must be delayed because of a health issue, the
accepted custom is not to do it on a Friday so that any
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possible post-milah complications will not take place on
Shabbos. Some scholars postulate that he may have been
born Thursday at dusk. In case of a doubt which day is
the eighth day, the bris takes place on the following day,
not the previous one. This is a likely scenario.

The Most Joyous Mitzvah
Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel (Shabbos 130b) describes
the mitzvah of milah as an especially joyous one. Many
interpretations have been put forth as to why it is
considered especially joyous. Perhaps the wimpel of Rabi
Akiva Eiger can provide the proper perspective. It is not
enough to mourn the passing of a great Yid. We must
celebrate in equal measure his birth.
When we have the zechus of being present at the
bris of a little boy, our hearts should ﬁll with happiness.
Every Jewish child has a great potential. We are, after all,
witnessing the beginnings of a great Yid. Greatness can be
measured in many different ways, all equally important. If
it is in Torah scholarship, we could very well be present at
the bris of a future Rabi Akiva Eiger. So, let us celebrate
this moment to the utmost.
Because you never know. 

