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Is Music Kosher? A History of Jewish Song in Prayer and Beyond

Part 3: Are the Maccabeats Kosher? Harmony and Dissonance in
Renaissance Italy

I. Using non-Jewish Music in Shul

1) Chagigah 15b
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Acher, what was his failing? Greek tunes never ceased from his mouth.
2) R. Samuel Archivolti (1515-1611), Arugat ha-Bosem 100b
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How can we justify the actions of a few cantors of our day, who chant the holy prayers to the
tunes of popular secular songs? While reading sacred texts they are thinking of obscenities and
lewd things.

3) R. Yosef Yuzpeh Hahn (early 18t century Frankfurt), Sefer Yosef Ometz 602
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One should not make tunes for Friday night and after Shabbat with the tunes of non-Jewish songs
like [people do for] Kol Mekadesh... And certainly one should not sing these tunes in shul. And
don’t be overly smart and find a heter by saying that all the tunes are stolen from us from the
time when the Temple was standing—we find that a matzevah [pillar altar] that was liked by God
in the time of the Patriarchs, once it was used by the Canaanites for idol worship, God hated it
and prohibited it.



4) Rema to Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 53:25
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And a prayer-leader who fouls his mouth (ie. uses foul language) or sings non-Jewish songs, we
warn him not to do this, and if he does not listen, we remove him.

5) Mishneh Berurah to Rema Orach Chayim 53:25
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Non-Jewish songs — this means a song that the non-Jews sing for their foreign worship. And the
Bach [R. Yoel Sirkis] in Teshuva 127 writes that this [prohibition] only applies to a tune that is

exclusively designated for this.

I1. The Music Libel Against the Jews

6) Thomas Coryat (c. 1577-1617), Coryat’s Crudities (1611)

[Describing in a synagogue in Venice] ...an exceeding loud yaling, undecent roaring, and as it
were a beastly bellowing of it forth. And that after such a confused and hudling manner, that I
thinke the hearers can very hardly understand him: sometimes he cries out alone, and sometimes
againe some others serving as it were his Clerkes hard without his seate, and within, do roare
with him, but so that his voyce (which he straineth so high as if he sung for a wager) drowneth
all the rest.

7) Samuel Pepys (1633-1703), Diaries (Oct. 14, 1663)

And anon their Laws that they take out of the press are carried by several men, four or five
several burthens in all, and they do relieve one another; and whether it is that every one desires
to have the carrying of it, I cannot tell, thus they carried it round about the room while such a
service is singing. And in the end they had a prayer for the King, which they pronounced his
name in Portugall; but the prayer, like the rest, in Hebrew. But, Lord! to see the disorder,
laughing, sporting, and no attention, but confusion in all their service, more like brutes than
people knowing the true God, would make a man forswear ever seeing them more and indeed I
never did see so much, or could have imagined there had been any religion in the whole world so
absurdly performed as this.



8) Charles Burney (1726-1814), The Present State of Music in Germany, the
Netherlands, and United Provinces: Or, the Journal of a Tour Through Those
Countries, Undertaken to Collect Materials for a General History of Music (1775)

II1. The Debate in Renaissance Italy and its Halakhic Aftermath

9) R. Leon (Yehuda Aryeh) de Modena (1571-1648), Teshuvot Ziknei Yehuda 6
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And I do not see how anyone who has a mind in his head could cast doubt that praising God with
song in the synagogue on Shabbatot that are marked as special and on festivals should be called a
mitzvah—just like bringing joy to a bride and groom. ... And it is a mitzvah for the shaliach
tzibbur to make his voice especially pleasant in his prayer. And if he is able to project his voice
alone as though ten singers were singing together—would that not be good? Or if assistants stand
with him, whom God has endowed with a sweet voice, and without formal [musical]
arrangement [via composition], but merely ad aria as is customary all day among Ashkenazic

3



communities, and it should happen that they relate to and coordinate with him, would it be
considered a sin on their part? ... And if so, is it because God has granted these people
knowledge of [polyphonic] musical composition, and they come to honor God with it, that they
should be sinners with their very souls? God forbid! Shall we then decree that prayer leaders
must bray like donkeys and not make their voices pleasant? ... And we, who once were masters
of music in our prayers and praises—shall we now become an object of contempt among the
nations, who will say that no one among us knows wisdom anymore, and that we cry out to the
God of our ancestors like dogs and ravens? In short: there is certainly no concern here of ‘Do not
rejoice, O Israel, unto exultation,’ nor did it ever enter the mind of any court or sage to forbid
praising the blessed Lord with the most pleasant voice possible, using this wisdom [of
polyphonic musical composition] that arouses souls for His honor.

10) Salamone de Rossi (c. 1570-1628), Hashirim Asher Le-Shlomo (1622)
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11) R. Yisrael Moshe Hazzan (1808-1862), Krach Shel Romi 1
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And I call heaven and earth as witness that when I was in the great city of wise men and scribes
called Smyrna I saw some famous and great wise men that would sing with musical notation. ...
And for the music of the High Holidays that required great subtlety that they called chazzanut,
they would go to the Christian churches behind the curtain on their festival days to learn from
them that subdued sound that breaks the heart, and they would make from those sounds
wondrous kaddishim and kedushot ... For from where would we have the sweet tunes of David
that were once heard in our holy city? Is it not a verse? “How can we sing the songs of God on
foreign s0il?” It was forgotten and that’s the truth ... And in every place they were exiled, the
Jews learned the tunes of those lands. In Israel and all of Arabia, the sound of the tefillot and
kaddishim and kedushot is all with Arabic tunes. And in Turkey it sounds Turkish. And in
Christian lands it sounds Christian. And who can contradict what’s obvious—can we say that all
of Israel is mistaken to do this? Rather, it’s certain that we only care that the language be the
Holy Tongue, but about the tune, what can we do after we have no remnant of our holy tunes?

12) R. Eliezer Yehuda Waldenburg (1915-2006), Tzitz Eliezer 13:12

DOIINYW DOINITW 1N DOINR YUY IWOR TR ,OW F2IWNT 9V 01N DORYY 77RD 0227 VAW CnYIYII
727 23w 2007 TV ... AT ORI N2IR OOR°2T 2OV D011 NAR2 N 077°N1°010 SN2 D192 0°I¥IN
77750 27w NWAPTY NDIT ° ... I 23 TR R? N1PHR N°2 3"y IRDY 70 .01 O TRk 10y

DR AW QXY O ... 77X KD WK 777 - WK WP IR 0°0°1010 AT 977 222V - P113°12 ,N101077 N2 MR
K17, 770 DOWA AW 1PRD DT 1R Ynawa D1 WK W NRY L0 1o ooy 192 7100
1277 HYONIY PR 09K ... 77N SWOINR 0210 17 797 DOTANAIY MEYA W 20w 9931 ,721P7 2N TN
9NN, 7997 QTR WORT 77777 1777 03,250 71 201D AR RDD? 11D IR RY 027,707 SPR0RT 2o
R?1,077 %127 721 2O2°0WnT DA NN K2 771X 170V U217 2127 731 MInDR 20an , a0 2RI TNy
TIPT TV 1R 927 ... PR NI WRIT DY Y210 092 790 MEY MTY 2901 IR L1913 PN % TN C1va
073 7277 DONIRY 291120 T°00N AW DT TN PRATY 201D 2IW2 9127 100 K1 RO2IP2 priwn 07 120w

LTI RV 7920 DA TA1 02990 1200 (AT 2O 11902 12 INRY 12T PW) oW anownn »n nyion
71° NADMY DRAWS oM 0D P00 2RI OV 020N TR0 T

I trembled to hear words like these come from the mouth of the teshuva’s author. How is it
possible to preach and say that the tunes the Christians sing in church are in truth subdued tunes
that bring one to the love and Oneness of God? ... And furthermore, to write that we are even
obligated to learn their melodies in order thereby to glorify the synagogue? It is unbelievable to



be told! ... For the introduction and clothing of songs of prayer and supplication in synagogues
with love songs is like bringing into the Sanctuary a strange fire that God did not command. ...
And even the very praise of musical performance in the synagogue based on the science of music
[that Modena allowed], and of a prayer leader who is able to project his voice alone as though
ten singers were singing together, is ridiculous and unacceptable. And as he himself writes there,
those who opposed this were the majority of Torah scholars. ... However, one should not be
impressed by the words of this Italian sage, and the matter should not be surprising if he writes
as he does, for the man was fickle, constantly changing his opinions like clay under a seal. He
conducted battles against the rabbis and great scholars of his city in a manner no less severe than
the wars of the maskilim against the rabbis of their generation, and in the eyes of more than one
he was regarded as a heretic. And it appears from his own testimony that he would walk through
the streets of the city bareheaded. ... And all his days, until old age, he gambled with dice and
could in no way rid himself of this, even though he lost enormous sums and this caused
disruption of his family life (see his own words on this in his book Chayei Yehudah). He
authored books against the wisdom of Kabbalah and the holy Zohar, and more besides; he
studied and taught to associate with Christians and their priests; he preached the blending of the
wisdom of Israel with the wisdom of Greece.

13) R. Ovadia Yosef (1920-2013), Yechaveh Daat 2:5
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However, to sing sacred songs and piyyutim to the melody of love songs [or secular songs] is not
prohibited at at all. Indeed, there is abundant precedent among many of the great sages of Israel
who composed songs and praises according to the tunes of secular melodies. Among these are
petitionary prayers that are recited today every Friday night by most congregations in
synagogues of the Sephardic and Edut Ha-Mizrach communities in the Land of Israel and
throughout the Diaspora. ... And likewise in our own generations, we have merited to hear from
the holy mouths of prayer leaders—Torah scholars, righteous and upright men with beautiful
voices who prayed in an Eastern style, and who wove melodies of secular songs into certain
sections of the prayer, the Kaddish, and the Kedushah, taking ‘the choicest of the land’ in their
hands to sing to Hashem, who chooses the choicest of melodies, with the pleasant discourse of
the secret speech of the holy seraphim. And the heart of the congregation was drawn after them
with awe and love, in joy and gladness of heart, with thanksgiving and with song; fortunate is the
people for whom it is thus. ... And so testified the gaon R. Yisrael Moshe Chazzan, Av Beit Din
of Rhodes, in Responsa Krach shel Romi (Siman 1), that such was the custom in the Land of
Israel—to chant all the prayers, Kaddishim, and Kedushot according to the tunes of Arab



melodies; and in Turkey according to Turkish melodies; and in Christian countries according to
the melodies of their lands. And one should be strict only with respect to the content of the
words. ... ‘And as with any halacha that is uncertain in your hands—go out and see what the
community practices, and practice likewise.’



