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The Dreidel


Game


 





A Hanukkah Game From Israel





The Dreidel Game


 


Cultural Knowledge:


Dreidel is a derivative of a German word meaning “top.”  In Hebrew, the name for the dreidel is "sevivon" which actually means a spinning top. The dreidel is played in the light of the Chanukah Menorah. Since children receive Chanukah "gelt" (money) during Chanukah, and since the lighting of the candles causes children to be diverted from their studies, they are told: "while you relax, don't forget the miracles wrought for you" And so the letters on the dreidel teach that even while at play, the remembrance of God's bounty should be in one's mind. The Hebrew letters Nun, Gimmel, Sin, and Heh are carved on the sides of the dreidel. For the purpose of the game they stand for:


nun (nichts)  take nothing; 


gimel (ganz)  take everything; 


hei (halb)  take half; 


shin (shtell)  put in. 


	Over time, these terms were reinterpreted to stand for the Hebrew phrase Nes Gadol Hayah Sham, A great miracle happened there. The commemoration of a miraculous victory of a faithful few Jews over the might of the Greek Empire. Thus, even an ordinary game of chance was invested with Jewish values and served to remind Jews of the important message of Hanukkah. Today, Jewish children throughout the world continue to enjoy the game of dreidel. In Israel, one letter on the dreidel has been changed. The shin has been replaced with a pei, transforming the Hebrew phrase into Nes Gadol Hayah Po. A great miracle happened here.


	But on a deeper level, the dreidel is seen as a microcosmic representation of the four kingdoms, Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome spinning around the center, the Jewish People. According to Jewish teachings, the little dreidel not only contains the story of the Jewish People, but also the history of the whole world! Accordingly this story of the dreidel begins not with the miracle of Chanukah, but 1,437 years earlier with Jacob's ladder and tells the story of four great kingdoms that in turn dominated and exiled the Jewish People: Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome.


	From his dream it is said that Jacob saw the angel of Babylon ascend the ladder 70 steps and then come down: The Jewish People were in the Babylonian exile for 70 years. The protecting angel of the Empire of Persia and Media then climbed up the ladder 52 steps before descending: The Jewish People were in exile in Persia 52 years. Then the angel of the Empire of Greece climbed 180 rungs - the domination of Greece lasted 180 years. Finally, the protecting angel of the Roman Empire climbed up the ladder, but he didn't come down. From this Jacob feared that the final exile would never end, until God promised him - If he will rise up like an eagle and make his nest among the stars - even from there I will bring him down. And so the Jewish people see themselves as in the final exile until Messiah comes.  It is this hope that the Dreidel game holds for the Jewish people.


 


 


Cultural knowledge from:


http://www.twilightbridge.com/hobbies/festivals/hanukkah/dreidel.htm


 








The Four Hebrew Letters 


of the Dreidel 





Nun:  Player does nothing.





Gimel:  Player takes all the tokens in the pot.





Hay:  Player takes half of the tokens in the pot.





Shin:  Player must put one token in the pot.





The Dreidel Game


 


Cultural Knowledge:


Origins of the Dreidel


By Rabbi David Golinkin


 


	The dreidel or sevivon is perhaps the most famous custom associated with Hanukkah. Indeed, various rabbis have tried to find an integral connection between the dreidel and the Hanukkah story; the standard explanation is that the letters nun, gimmel, hey, shin, which appear on the dreidel in the Diaspora, stand for nes gadol haya sham--"a great miracle happened there,"while in Israel the dreidel says nun, gimmel, hey, pey, which means "a great miracle happened here."


	One 19th century rabbi maintained that Jews played with the dreidel in order to fool the Greeks if they were caught studying Torah, which had been outlawed. Others figured out elaborate gematriot [numerological explanations based on the fact that every Hebrew letter has a numerical equivalent] and word plays for the letters nun, gimmel, hey, shin. For example, nun, gimmel, hey, shin in gematria equals 358, which is also the numerical equivalent of mashiach or Messiah! 


	Finally, the letters nun, gimmel, hey, shin are supposed to represent the four kingdoms which tried to destroy us [in ancient times]: N = Nebuchadnetzar = Babylon; H = Haman = Persia = Madai; G = Gog = Greece; and S = Seir = Rome. 


	As a matter of fact, all of these elaborate explanations were invented after the fact.  The dreidel game originally had nothing to do with Hanukkah; it has been played by various people in various languages for many centuries.  In England and Ireland there is a game called totum or teetotum that is especially popular at Christmastime. In English, this game is first mentioned as "totum" ca. 1500-1520. The name comes from the Latin "totum," which means "all." By 1720, the game was called T- totum or teetotum, and by 1801 the four letters already represented four words in English: T = Take all; H = Half; P = Put down; and N = Nothing. 		Our Eastern European game of dreidel (including the letters nun, gimmel, hey, shin) is directly based on the German equivalent of the totum game: N = Nichts = nothing; G = Ganz = all; H = Halb = half; and S = Stell ein = put in. In German, the spinning top was called a "torrel" or "trundl," and in Yiddish it was called a "dreidel," a "fargl," a "varfl" [= something thrown], "shtel ein" [= put in], and "gor, gorin" [= all]. 


	When Hebrew was revived as a spoken language, the dreidel was called, among other names, a sevivon, which is the one that caught on.  Thus the dreidel game represents an irony of Jewish history. In order to celebrate the holiday of Hanukkah, which celebrates our victory over cultural assimilation, we play the dreidel game, which is an excellent example of cultural assimilation! Of course, there is a world of difference between imitating non-Jewish games and worshiping idols, but the irony remains nonetheless.


 


 


 


Used with permission.  http://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Hanukkah/TO_Hanukkah_Home/Dreidel.htm








