Eating Haman’s Hat and the Message of Purim
by Sandra E. Rapoport

Dear Friends,

Have you ever wondered why we eat hamantaschen on Purim? Hint: The answer has nothing to do with the shape of Haman’s hat! This short explanation will not in any way deprive you of the gustatory pleasure of eating hamantaschen this Purim, but it will connect the cookie to the story of the holiday as told in Megillat Esther.

First things first. The word tasche means “pocket” or “pouch” in German. And of course Haman is the villainous viceroy in the 6th century BCE who seeks to obliterate the Jews of Persia. The connection to Purim is simple, right? Not quite. The early name of the tasty pastry was actually mohntasche, meaning “poppy pockets” (according to The Encyclopedia of Jewish Food by Gil Marks). Hundreds of years ago the pastry was originally cookie dough filled with poppy seeds and honey or sugar, and was completely crimped closed to keep the filling from leaking out. The filling was hidden. If you didn’t know what the pillow pastry was, you would not have been able to tell just by looking.
Which brings us to the basic story of Megillat Esther. Achashverosh, the powerful king of Persia, is in need of a new queen, so he institutes a kingdom-wide beauty contest. Against all odds, Esther, a beautiful Jewish maiden, wins the heart of the volatile king. On the advice of her uncle Mordechai, Esther keeps her Jewish identity a secret. No one in the harem or in the palace—especially not the king or his courtiers—is aware that the new queen of Persia is a Jew. By the way, it is a fascinating and telling word play that the Hebrew word hester—which sounds very much like the name Esther—means “hidden.” 

Haman, the king’s second-in-command, is angered that one courtier, “Mordechai the Jew,” refuses to bow down to him. So Haman plots revenge. He throws the dice, or pur (according to Prof. Irving Finkel, a curator at the British Museum who is also a world expert on ancient games), which fall on the 13th day of the month of Adar. It is on that day, in one year’s time, that Haman’s army will massacre and exterminate all the Jews, young and old, women and men, and confiscate their personal property!

But Haman did not reckon on Queen Esther, the hidden Jewess. Queen Esther, ignored and underestimated by the evil Haman, engineers a masterful trap. She strategically reveals her hidden identity to the king at a private wine party. The king, violently angry that Haman has dared to plan the murders of the queen and her people, orders Haman hanged in Mordechai’s stead! The Jews are permitted to defend themselves on the day they were to be killed, and the holiday of Purim is born.    
Commemorating the theme that the Jews’ salvation comes from hidden quarters—note that the name of God is not mentioned even once in Megillat Esther—Jews the world-over made it a tradition on the holiday of Purim to serve “hidden foods” to delight their families and friends. Italian Jews added spinach ravioli to their menus; Jews in Eastern Europe served kreplach, meat-filled pouches; Jews in Latin America served empanadas.  And the mohntasche, or poppy pocket, became a Purim pastry.
Nowadays, the cookie is filled with all sorts of delicious fillings (raspberry or apricot preserves, prune purée or chocolate chips), and the shape has morphed into an open-style envelope. Some thought it even resembled a hat! Today’s Purim cookie is no longer a “pocket,” its inside is no longer hidden, and the filling is out there for all to see. Somewhere along the way an inventive soul decided that mohntasche sounded enough like hamantasche, and besides, it was fun to eat Haman’s hat.
So we see that while the evolution from “poppy pockets” to “Haman’s pockets” conceals the origin of this delicious cookie, it also reveals a key message about the holiday of Purim: What we see on the surface of things oftentimes is not what lies hidden beneath, and potential strength strategically launched can perhaps be more effective than overt power. And a hidden Jewess saved her people.
Have a delicious and joyous Purim!

B'shalom,

Sandra 

