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MAZAL TOV [GOOD LUCK]: On the variety of uses of an expression of
congratulations
Aharon Kellerman

Abstract

The initial coining of the expression ‘Mazal Tov’ [good luck] probably took place
during the Amoraic era in the' Land of Israel, regarding the birth of sons, i.e.
for individuals. The expression appears only once in the literature of the sages,
in which it was initially phrased, and following this initial expression it was not
in use for some five centuries. In its two later appearances, in liturgical poems
written in the Land of Israel in the 9-11th centuries, it was used in its literal sense,
as a favorite star setting for the community, rather than for individuals. As of
the 12th century the use of this expression of congratulations was extended for
wider family occasions, i.e. again for individuals, both in Babylon and Ashkenaz,
and only in writing. As of the 13th century, and again in several countries, Mazal
Tov was used for oral congratulating in wedding ceremonies. Probably since
then, this expression has been used for oral congratulations regarding family
events in general. This widening use, paved the way also for its adoption as an
opening phrase for Ketubot (marriage contracts), which began in 16th century
Italy. The expression also turned into names for women in medieval Spain, and
for men in Italy. Its most significant use was its incorporation into prayers in the
modern era, in the monthly blessing of the moon by Ashkenazi communities
as of the beginning of the 18th century, followed by its addition to an ancient
prayer for Saturday nights by Sephardic ones. With Hebrew becoming a spoken
language in 20th century Israel, Mazal Tov has become a rather general token

of congratulation expressed orally for individuals at any event or achievement.

Keywords: Mazal Tov, son birth, marriage, Ketubot, names.



