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Abstract

This book examines youth culture in Ashkenaz, mainly in northern France and
Germany, during the eleventh to fifteenth centuries, within the context of mainstream
Christian majority culture. By examining adolescence and youth culture in medieval
Ashkenaz and the values that shaped the young Jewish men’s gendered identities,
this book is a first attempt to fill a lacuna, the absence of critical studies on medieval
Jewish masculinities.

The book surveys sources from different genres, which allows for a complex
and wide-ranging examination of Jewish adolescence, the social ideals that adults
tried to impart to young people, the cultural images by which adults described the
youth of their communities, and the daily lives of young men and women. These
sources include responsa and halakhic literature, moral treatises, biblical and talmudic
commentaries, custom books, folk tales and legends, Crusade chronicles, epitaphs,
illustrations in medieval Hebrew books, archaeological findings, and frescoes.

The vibrant youth culture of medieval Ashkenaz that this book brings to light,
features young men and women who enjoyed drinking together in taverns, who
loved dancing in mixed company at weddings, dressed in their finest clothes for the
occasion. There were Ashkenazic young men who participated in pseudo—tournaments
at weddings, some joined real tournaments, and many protected their cities alongside
their Christian neighbors.

The book argues that the lives of Jewish adolescents were not so different from
those of their Christian peers. Jewish and Christian youth interacted with one another
as part of their daily lives, shared values related to gender, dressed in similar fashions,
danced to the same melodies, and knew the same stories and legends. Like their
Christian neighbors, young Jewish men liked to run wild, behave violently, enjoyed
competitions, and demonstrated their physical strength and fighting skills. And like
their Christian neighbors, these young Jewish men held masculine knightly ideals and
were influenced by chivalric culture, aesthetics, and values. Concurrently, these same
men were shaped by halakhic norms and the values of rabbinic masculinity.

All in all, this study allows a path to a better understanding of not only medieval
Jewish culture and everyday life during this period, but also of medieval urban culture
at large. Readers interested in the history of childhood, adolescence, sexualities, and
the formation of gendered identities will also benefit from this study.



