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“Simanim” and Haggadat Pesach 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Tzav/Shabbat HaGadol 5775 

 

Two Shabbat HaGadol customs. 

  

  On Shabbat HaGadol, there are two customs which could be thought to be curious:  

a) Shibolei HaLeket1 ties one of the customs to the name “Shabbat HaGadol,” a name that 
seems to irk many commentators, who ask:  

  “Why is this Shabbat considered greater than all other Shabbatot?” 

The 13th century Italian scholar writes as follows: 

Sefer Shibolei HaLeket, Seder Pesach, #205 

…Another reason: Because the people are delayed on the Shabbat preceding 
Pesach to listen to the Derasha until the afternoon, close to the time for Mincha 
until they have heard presentations concerning: 1) the laws of destroying 
Chametz; 2) the laws of keeping Matzot from becoming Chametz; 3) the laws of 
which activities cannot be done on Yom Tov; 4) the laws of the intermediate 
days; 5) the laws of what to do on the first evening of Pesach; and 6) to recount 
the mighty feats of our God—how our fathers came to Egypt, how He Brought 
them out with mighty actions, how He Split the sea for us, and to recount and 
interpret publicly all that He Did. This takes a long time, and the people cannot 
return to their homes until they hear and complete everything. Because if they 
don’t hear all of this now, when will they hear it? Pesach will occur this week 
following Shabbat, and there is the possibility that until this point they were 
unaware of these things, or they should hear this now because it is essential 
that they review and be reminded of all of these things. And because of how 
long this all takes, it seems to the people that this day is longer than any other 
day, and for this reason they called this Shabbat, “Shabbat HaGadol.” 

  Apparently according to Shibolei HaLeket, the term “Shabbat HaGadol” is a reflection of 
perceived quantity, rather than reflective of superior quality! 

   
 The second custom, which has nothing to do with the name Shabbat HaGadol, but is considered  

standard because it is codified by RaMA,2 R. Moshe Isserles in the Shulchan Aruch:  

                                                           
1  R. Zedakia ben  R. Avraham Ha-Rofe of the Anavim family was born in Rome ca. 1210. During his youth he 

studied in Wurzberg, Germany, with students of R. Samson of Sens. During this period he recorded customs and 
collected Halachic rulings of French and German Tora scholars. He returned to Italy with his teacher, R. Avigdor 
Katz. In Rome he continued studying with local Torah scholars, including his cousin R. Judah ben R. Benjamin 
(Rivevan) and his older brother R. Benjamin ben R. Avraham. R. Zedakia  died in 1275. Shibbolei HaLeket deals 
primarily with Orach Chayim. This work is arranged topically, and includes halachic decisions, comments on the 
prayers, and explanations of customs… (Bar Ilan CD ROM.) 
2 Moses Isserles (Polish: Mojżesz ben Israel Isserles; February 22, 1520 – May 11, 1572), was an eminent Polish 

Ashkenazic rabbi, talmudist, and posek, renowned for his fundamental work of Halacha (Jewish law), entitled Ha-
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RaMA on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 410:1 

And the custom is to recite during the afternoon the Haggada, from the section that 
begins “Avadim Hayinu” (we were slaves in Egypt—immediately following the Ma 
Nishtana section) until “LeChaper Al Kol Avonotainu” (to atone for all of our 
transgressions—the final line of the liturgical poem “Dayeinu”).  

 RaVYA,3 an earlier Rishon, adds an interesting twist to the practice mentioned by RaMA:  

RaVYA, part 2, Tractate Pesachim, #425 

The custom is for children to read ahead of time the Haggada during the day of Shabbat 

HaGadol. And this practice is mentioned by R. Amram.4  And this makes sense because it 

is appropriate for them to familiarize themselves with the Seder, understand Pesach, 

and be able to ask (spontaneous and age-appropriate questions).  

However important it may be for children to adequately prepare and think about what 

questions they would like to pose at the Seder, adult attendees are also expected to actively participate, 

and therefore perhaps it would behoove even older people to set aside some time to prepare for the 

special meal that will be taking place the night of the 15th of Nissan.   

 An apparent inconsistency regarding these two customs designated to take place on the Shabbat 

preceding Pesach.  

  

 The curious aspect of these two customs, is that ordinarily preparing from Shabbat to Yom Tov is 

considered inappropriate! The biblical source for the prohibition against such preparation is derived 

from verses concerning the Mann: 

Shemot 16:5, 23 

                                                           
Mapah (lit., "the tablecloth"), an inline commentary on the Shulchan Aruch (lit. "the set table"), upon which his 
"great reputation as a Halachist and codifier rests chiefly." He is also well known for his Darchei Moshe 
commentary on the Tur. Isserles is also referred to as the Rema, (or Remo, Ramu, Rama) (רמ״א), the Hebrew 
acronym for Rabbi Moses Isserles. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moses_Isserles  
3 R. Eliezer ben R. Yoel Halevi, Ra'avyah, was born ca. 1140 in Mainz, Germany, and passed away in Cologne, 

ca. 1220. His father, R. Yoel Halevi, and his grandfather, R. Eliezer ben R. Nathan (Ra'avan) , were noted German 
Tosafists. Ra'avyah studied Torah with them and with other distinguished scholars of his generation. Ra'avyah 
moved many times, although he spent most of his lifetime in Bonn. In his later years he filled his father's position 
as rabbi of Cologne. Due to his intense activity on behalf of the Jewish community, he developed connections with 
government officials, but he adamantly opposed their interference in the internal affairs of the Jewish community. 
Sefer Ra'avyah, which was apparently entitled Avi Ha - Ezri by its author, contains 1155 chapters, including halachic 
discussions and responsa, arranged according to the order of the tractates of the Talmud. 
4 Amram Gaon (Hebrew: עמרם גאון, or Amram bar Sheshna, Hebrew: עמרם בר רב ששנא, or sometimes: Amram 

ben Sheshna [1] or Amram b. Sheshna; died 875) was a famous Gaon or head of the Jewish Talmud Academy of 
Sura in the 9th century. He was the author of many Responsa, but his chief work was liturgical. He was the first to 
arrange a complete liturgy for the synagogue. His Prayer-Book (Siddur Rav Amram or Seder Rav Amram), which 
took the form of a long responsum to the Jews of Spain, is still extant and was an important influence on most of 
the current rites in use among the Jews. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amram_Gaon  
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And it shall come to pass on the sixth day that they shall prepare that which they bring 

in, and it shall be twice as much as they gather daily… 

And he said unto them: “This is that which the Lord hath spoken: ‘Tomorrow is a solemn 

rest, a holy Sabbath unto the Lord. Bake that which ye will bake, and seethe that which 

ye will seethe; and all that remaineth over lay up for you to be kept until the morning.'” 

Beitza 2b 

 Rabba said: What is (the teaching of) that which is written, “And it shall come to pass 
 on the sixth day that they shall prepare that which they bring in”? (It is that on) a 
 weekday (one) may prepare for Sabbath, and (on) a weekday (one) may prepare for a  
 Festival; but (on) a Festival (one) may not prepare for Sabbath and (on) Sabbath (one) 
 may not prepare for a Festival. 
 
 The underlying assumption of the prohibition against Hachana (preparation from one 
holy day to another, let alone from a holy day to a non-holy day) is that doing so would 
constitute a demonstration how the holy day itself is not special and exclusive, but rather is 
subsidiary to whatever one is preparing for. Consequently, anticipating one’s needs on Shabbat 
and Yom Tov, and addressing those needs prior to the advent of any holy days becomes a 
religious value. On the other hand, using one holy day to prepare for another detracts from the 
day upon which the preparation is carried out. 
 
Explaining why these two customs are not HaChana for Pesach on Shabbat.  

 

 In light of the Talmud’s comment in Beitza cited above, a convincing reason must be given to 

legitimate both discussing on Shabbat the Halachot of Pesach, as well as going over Haggadat Pesach. 

The Shulchan Aruch together with the clarification of Mishna Berura offers just such a rationale:  

Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 430:1 

The Shabbat before Pesach is called “Shabbat HaGadol” because of the miracle that 

happened on it.    

Mishna Berura 430, #1 d.h. Mipnai HaNeis 

The 10th of Nissan occurred on Shabbat (the year of the Exodus from Egypt), and 

each one of the Jews took the sheep intended as his Pesach sacrifice and tied it 

to the post on his bed (to make sure that no blemishes would arise prior to the 

sacrifice that was to take place on the afternoon of the 14th)… The Egyptians 

(who worshipped sheep) noted this and asked them (the Jews) why were they 

doing this? They answered, “To slaughter them for the sake of Pesach in 

accordance with HaShem’s Commandment to us!” And they “ground their 

teeth” (they were very upset) due to the Jews intending to slaughter their gods, 

but they were not permitted (another instance of HaShem Manipulating the 

thoughts and actions of the Egyptians)5 to say anything to them. Since that day 

                                                           
5 Paralleling the Divine Interventions regarding Pharoah’s decisions not to let the Jews go over the course of the 
last five plagues, the Egyptians’ willingness to lend the Jews their valuable possessions immediately prior to the 
Jews’ departure from Egypt in addition to the fact that no dogs howled or bared their teeth while the Jews were 
leaving. 
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was the 10th of Nissan which was a Shabbat, they (the Rabbis) established that 

that day would always be known as “Shabbat HaGadol.” 

 

By asserting that already on the previous Shabbat, miracles associated with the Exodus 

were taking place, then by dabbling with aspects of Pesach on that Shabbat was not viewed as 

constituting “preparing” for the upcoming holiday, but rather acknowledging the process of 

Redemption that already had begun to take place, so many millennia ago.   

  

Contemporary Shabbat HaGadol activities. 

 

If one wishes today to hear about Pesach from the perspective of Halacha and Aggada, s/he can 

come to the Derasha on Shabbat afternoon—both you and I (!) can be happy that it is no longer the all-

day marathon that it apparently was in Shibolai HaLeket’s time.  And in the spirit of reviewing the 

Haggada, which I hope all of you will do on Shabbat afternoon, I would like to share with you some 

comments about one particular aspect of this classic Jewish collection of sources.    

The concept of “Simanim.” 

 “Simanim” are mnemonic devices appearing in primary and secondary Jewish Rabbinic sources 

to aid in remembering a relatively long list of entities or practices. While there sources have been 

preserved in written form, originally they were part of Tora SheB’Al Peh (the Oral Tradition) and each 

Jew was challenged to memorize as much of the material as possible.  Particularly those who learn Daf 

Yomi have most definitely encountered parenthetical entries where the Gemora states: “Siman” 

followed by a number of key words that represent the ensuing Sugyot or examples. Here is one such 

instance:  

Eiruvin 54a 

 (סימן: ענקים לחייו לוחות חרות)

(Mnemonic: Chains, his cheeks, tables, graven.)  
R. Eleazar said: What is the purport of the Scriptural text: “And chains about thy neck”? 

 If a man trains himself to be like a chain that hangs loosely upon the neck, and is 
 sometimes exposed and sometimes concealed, his learning will be preserved by him, 
 otherwise it will not. 
 R. Eleazar further stated: What is the purport of the Scriptural text: “His cheeks are as a 
 bed of  spices”? If a man allows himself to be treated as a bed upon which everybody 
 treads, and as spices with which everybody perfumes himself, his learning will be 
 preserved, but otherwise it will not. 
 R. Eleazar further stated: What is the purport of the Scriptural text: “Tables of stone”? If 
 a man regards his cheeks as stone that is not easily worn away, his learning will be 
 preserved by him, but otherwise it will not. 
 R. Eleazar further stated: What is the purport of the Scriptural text: “Graven upon the 
 tables”? If the first tables had not been broken the Tora would never have been 
 forgotten in Israel.   
 
The Gemora even paradoxically suggests that we are encouraged by the Written Tradition to provide 

such mnemonic devices that are obviously intended to aid the committing to memory of the Oral 

Tradition: 
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Eiruvin 54b 

R. Chisda stated: The Tora can only be acquired with (the aid of) Simanim (mnemonic 

signs), for it is said: “’Sima’ (Put it) in their mouths”-- read not, “Sima” (put it) but 

“Simana” (its mnemonic sign).6  

R. Tachlifa of the West (Babylonia) heard this and, proceeding to R. Abahu, told it to 
him. “You,” the other said to him, “deduce this from that text; we deduce it from this 
one: “Set thee up ‘Tzinim’ (waymarks), make thee’ etc.--devise (mnemonic) signs for the 
Tora… 
 

Simanim in the Haggada. 

 

The first instance of Simanim in the Pesach Haggada can be found at the very beginning of the 

Seder, under the heading of “Simanai HaSeder.” At that point, we recite a list of fourteen words and one 

phrase that encapsulate the fifteen highlights of the Seder ritual:7 

 

  ( רחצה6   ( מגיד5   ( יחץ4   ( כרפס3  ( ורחץ2   קדש (1

 עורך ( שולחן11  ( כורך10  ( מרור9   ( מצה8  ( מוציא7

 .( נרצה15  ( הלל14  ( ברך13  ( צפון12 

 The second example of Simanim occurs immediately after the recitation of the Ten Plagues, 

upon mentioning each one, we remove a bit of wine from our glasses in recognition that however much 

we disliked the Egyptians, their suffering and deaths cannot go unacknowledged by us. At the conclusion 

of the itemization of the Ten Plagues, we read the line:  

 : דצ"ך עד"ש באח"ב.סימניםרבי יהודה הי' נותן בהם 

 

or as our oldest son Dani, to this day, enjoys reciting: BF”L; WP”B, HLD”F.8 

 

Accounting for these two types of Simanim.   

                                                           
6This type of interpretation is known as an Esmachta, whereby a particular law or principle that is essentially part 
of the Oral Tradition is linked to a text from the Written Tradition. It is generally assumed that these are another 
form of mnemonic device since no one claims that the verse being cited is the actual source of the law in question. 
In effect this is a Siman for providing Simanim!  
7 R. Menachem Kasher, in his Haggada Shleima (Machon Tora Shleima, Yerushalayim, 5727), devotes an entire 
introductory chapter (pp. 77-82) just to the fourteen different forms of Simanim for the night’s rituals that were 
devised through the ages. My favorite is a list of thirteen rituals that the author found in a Parisian manuscript, 
#1388: 

 ירקותקר"י = קידוש, רחיצה, 
 חכמ"ה = חולק, כהא, מוזג, הגדה

 ברכת יין, נטילהב"ן = 
 המל"ך = המוציא, מצה, לטיך, כריכה
 אמ"ן = אפיקומן, מים אחרונים, נברך

This particular Siman combines both elements of the two examples in the Haggada, i.e., a listing of the evening’s 
rituals in the form of an acrostic! (In the chapter on “DeTza’Ch Ada’Sh BeACha’B” [pp. 126-7] the various methods 
of extracting the wine from the cup and what to do with the remaining wine are discussed.) 
8These are the acronyms generated by the English translation of the plagues: Blood, Frogs, Lice;        Wild animals, 
Plague, Boils;  Hail, Locusts, Darkness, First-born. 
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HaRav Yosef Tzvi Rimon, prolific Ra”M9 at Yeshivat Har Etzion and founder of Job Katif,  

in his Haggada, Shirat Miriam—Haggada Mimkora (Mosad HaRav Kook, Yerushalayim, 5773, p. 205), 

suggests that R. Yehuda was encouraging an exercise in critical thinking. Whenever one encounters a 

somewhat lengthy list of elements, an indirect challenge is being issued to group the elements on the 

basis of some perceived commonalities. Such analysis engenders higher level thinking and 

understanding, as is made clear in Robert J. Marzano’s recent contribution to his column “Art and 

Science of Teaching,” entitled “Asking Questions At Four Different Levels.”10 In order to assist in the 

analysis and consequent grouping of the plagues, R. Rimon provides a chart11 (pp. 206-9) with ten 

variables for the ten plagues, one hundred boxes in all, to fill in and think about. R. Rimon himself offers 

an explanation for R. Yehuda’s grouping (pp. 212-3), although it is not the only one that has been 

advanced by various commentators and authorities: 

 

The first three plagues represent how God’s Power overwhelms what the Egyptians thought to 

be their power and the gods they worshipped— 

 Blood + Frogs derive from the Nile. 

 Lice were generated by hitting the dust of the earth.  

 

The next three plagues demonstrate that HaShem Intends to directly involve Himself with 

human history: 

Wild animals, plagues and boils are all very tangible manifestations of the Hand of God 

being extended against those who have oppressed God’s People. 

 

The final four plagues are indicative of God’s Omnipotence: 

 Hail + locusts were phenomena that were unique in the history of the Middle East. 

 Tangible darkness simply paralyzes all those who cannot see.  

 The deaths of the first-born throughout Egyptian society was so intimidating that it 

 broke the back of Pharoah’s resistance.  

 

 Yet, while such an explanation might be fine for explaining R. Yehuda’s Siman as something 

being used to elicit critical thinking—one of a number of different pedagogical “moves” that are utilized 

over the course of the Seder, the formulation of the Simanim at the beginning of the Haggada is 

obviously not an exercise in grouping.  In the straightforward listing of the essential aspects of the 

various practices that will be carried out over the course of the Pesach evening, something other than 

analysis is intended. R. Rimon recommends (p. 63) the interpretation of R. Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen 

Kook, which appears in his commentary on liturgy, entitled, Olat RAYAH (Mossad HaRav Kook, 

Yerushalayim, 5723, pp. 254-99) in which he demonstrates how each particular stage of the Seder 

progressively propels the celebrant to ever-higher levels of holiness. Those who may not have the time 

                                                           
9 The abbreviation of Rosh Metivta, or head of a learning group located usually within a Yeshiva.  
10 Educational Leadership, 70:5, February 2013, http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/feb13/vol70/num05/Asking-Questions%E2%80%94At-Four-Different-Levels.aspx  
11 Anyone who has participating my formal day school classes in Talmud will remember how enamored I am with 
flow charts for the purpose of comparing and contrasting points of view! 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/feb13/vol70/num05/Asking-Questions%E2%80%94At-Four-Different-Levels.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/feb13/vol70/num05/Asking-Questions%E2%80%94At-Four-Different-Levels.aspx
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to carefully study R. Kook’s ideas, will be able to nevertheless quickly appreciate R. Soloveitchik’s 

insight12 into the fifteen-part sequence: 

 

The language utilized by RaMBaM in his introduction to the order of the Pesach Seder is 

reminiscent of his introduction to the Temple service of Yom Kippur. In Hilchot Chametz 

U’Matza 8:1, RaMBaM begins “Seder, the order, for the performance of the Mitzvot on 

the night of the fifteenth is as follows.” In Hilchot Avodat Yom HaKippurim 4:1, RaMBaM 

begins, “Seder, the order for the performance of the day is as follows.” Just as the 

following the order of the Yom Kippur service is essential for the proper performance of 

the Mitzva, so too, following the order of the Seder is essential for the proper fulfillment 

of the Mitzvot of this night of the fifteenth of Nissan. By following an order we 

demonstrate that all the parts of the Seder are interconnected and only collectively do 

they properly retell the story of Yetziat Mitzrayim. If, for instance, one were to consume 

the Matza before reciting Maggid, the narrative would be deficient in that one would 

not be satisfied the facet of Lechem Oni, bread over which we are to recount the 

Exodus. Similarly the Karpas is intended to elicit the questions that will enable the 

Maggid discussion to proceed, and the failure to eat the Karpas in its proper sequence 

would impair or forestall the Maggid section. Only through adherence to the prescribed 

order can we express the overarching principles and ideas that are intended to emerge 

from, and which are coordinated with, our actions on the Seder night. (Reshimot) 

While the overall principle that the Rav discusses is readily accessible, the fact that he presents 

only two examples, leaves considerable room for those interested in making this the centerpiece of 

discussion at their Sedarim, will have many opportunities to think about why the order is what it is, and 

how all of the elements are very deliberately arranged and are specifically dependent upon what comes 

before and what comes after.  

Conclusion.  

Even if the two instances of Simanim in the Haggada may have originally been intended as aids 

to memory, and keeping straight a list of diverse elements, the ubiquitousness of printed Haggadot has 

freed Seder participants to consider the symbolism and overall structure of the Seder suggested and 

implied by these same Simanim.  

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

                                                           
12 The Seder Night: An Exalted Evening, ed. Menachem Genack, OU Press, New York, 2009, pp. 15-6. 


