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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 
 

הּימֵּוּפּמִ קסַפְּ אלָ ינִוֹויְ רמֶזֶ — יאמַ רחֵאַ  
 
Acher, what was his failing? Greek tunes never ceased from his mouth. 
 
2) R. Samuel Archivolti (1515-1611), Arugat ha-Bosem 100b 
 

 
 
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 18th century Frankfurt), Sefer Yosef Ometz 602 
 

 
 
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. 
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4) Rema to Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 53:25 
 

ותוא ןיריבעמ עמוש וניא םאו ןכ תושעל אלש ודיב ןיחומ םירכנה ירישב ןנרמש וא ויפ לבנמה צ"שו  
 
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 
 

 אקוד בתכ ז"כק 'יס הבושתב ח"בו םהלש םילוליג תדובעל וב םינגנמ םירכנהש ןוגינב ל"ר - םירכנה ירישב )בפ(
הזל דחוימש ןוגינב  

 
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. 
 
II. 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. 
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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) 
 

 

 
 
III. The Debate in Renaissance Italy and its Halakhic Aftermath 
 
9) R. Leon (Yehuda Aryeh) de Modena (1571-1648), Teshuvot Ziknei Yehuda 6 
 

 תותבשב תסנכה תיבב הרמזב ’דל ללהלד ודקדקב חומ ול שיש ימ לכ קפס ליטיש האור יניאו
 ולוק םיענהל ץ”שה לע הוצמו ... הלכו ןתח חמשל ומכ הוצמ רבד ארקי בוט םויו םימושר
 ,בוט היהי אל םאה דחי םיררושמ הרשע ולאכ ידיחי ולוק עימשהל לוכי םאו ,רתויב ותלפתב
 םויה לכ גוהנכ האירא ה”א קר רדס ילבו ברע לוק ’ד םננח רשא םיעייסמ ולצא ודמעי םא וא
 ןכ םאו ... ,אטח םהל בשחי םאה ול וכרעיו וסחיתיש הרקיו ומע ורמזי םיזנכשאה תולהק ןיב
 ,םתושפנב םיאטח ויהי ’ד הב דבכל םיאבו הרדסכ המכחה תעידי הלאל ’ד ןנחש ליבשב וטא
 רשא ונאו ... ,םלוק ומיעני אלו םירומחכ םירעונ ויהיש רובצ יחולש לע ןכ םא רוזגנ ,הלילח
 ןיא יכ ורמאי רשא םימעה לא זובל היהנ התע וניתואדוהו וניתוליפתב אקיסומה ילעב ונייה
 לא םושמ יאדו הזב ןיא רבד ףוס ,ברועכו בלככ וניתובא יקלא לא קעצנו המכח דוע עדוי ונתא
 לוקב ךרבתי ’דל חבשלמ רוסאל םכח וא ד”ב םוש תעד לע הלע אלו ליג לא לארשי חמשת
ודובכל תושפנה תררועמה תאזה המכחבו רשפאש םיענ רתויה  
 

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 
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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 soil?” 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 
 

 םינגנמש םינוגנהש רמולו םירמא ףיטהל רשפא ךיא ,םש הבושתה לעב יפמ םיאצוי הלאכ םירבד עומשל יתעזעדזנו
 הבוח םגש בותכל דועו ... ?ודוחיו לאה תבהא םיאיבמו םיענכומ םינוגנ תמאב המה םהיתויסנכ יתבב םנחלופב םירצונה
 הלפת יריש תשבלהו תסנכה יכ ... רפוסי יכ ןמואי אל ?וניקלא תיב כ"יע ראפל ידכ .םהינוגינ םהמ דומלל ונילע
 תא וחבש םצע םגו ... ה הוצ אל רשא הרז - שא שדוקה לא םיסינכמכ הז ירה םיבגע - ינוגינב ,תויסנכה יתבב תושקבו
 אוה ,דחי םיררושמ הרשע ולאכ ידיחי ולוק עימשהל לכוי רשא ץ"שה תאו ,הקיסומה תמכח י"פע נ"כהיבב הניגנה
 ירבדמ לעפתהל ןיא םלוא ... הרותה ישפותמ םבור ויה ךכל םידגנתמהש ומצעב םש בתוכש יפכו ,לבוקמ יתלבו ךחוגמ
 ךפהתמה ,ךפכפה םדא שיאה היה ויה יכ ,בתוכש המ בתוכ םא אלפל תויהל ךירצ אל רבדהו ,הזה יקלטאה םכחה
 אלו ,םרוד ינבר דגנ םיליכשמה תמחלממ התוחפ אל הרוצב וריע ילודגו ינבר דגנ תומחלמ להנמ ,םתוח רמוחכ ויתועידב
 הנקז דע וימי לכו ... הירק תובוחרב שארה לע עבוכ ילב ךלה ומצע תודע יפכמ הארנהו ,רפוככ קזחומ היה דחא יניעב
 םרג רבדהו םימוצע םימוכס דיספמ היהש םגה הזמ למגהל םינפ םושב לוכי היה אלו איבוקב קחשמ היה הבישו
 ,דועו ק"הוזהו הלבקה תמכח דגנ םירפס רביח .)הדוהי ייח ורפסב הזב ומצע ירבדמ ןיועי( ולש החפשמה ייח תערפהל
ןוי תמכחו לארשי תמכח גוזימל ףיטה ,םהירמוכו םירצונה םע רבחתהל דמילו דמל  

 
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 
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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 
 

.ללכ רוסיא הזב ןיאש הארנ ,םיבגע יריש לש ןחלב הרבוחש הניגנמב םינומזפו שדוק יריש רמול לבא  
 יריש םהמו ,םיבגע יריש תוניגנמ לש ןחלה יפ לע תוחבשתו תוריש ורביחש לארשי ינואג המכב בר השעמש תמאבו
 תוצופתבו ץראב חרזמה תודעו םידרפסה לש תסנכה יתבב הדעו להק בורב תבש ליל לכב םויכ םירמאנה תושקבה
 םיענ לוק ילעב םירשיו םיקידצ םימכח ידימלת רובצ יחילש לש םשדק הפמ עומשל וניכז הלא וניתורודב ןכו ... הלוגה
 וחקלו ,השודקבו שידקבו הלפתבש םימייוסמ םיעטקב םיבגע יריש לש תוניגנמ תבכרהבו ,תיחרזמ המיענב וללפתהש
 םהירחא ךשמנ להקה בלו .שדוק יפרש דוס חיש םעונב ,הרמז ירישב רחובה ךרבתי 'הל ררושל ,םדיב ץראה תרמזמ
 ,ןזח השמ לארשי יבר ןואגה דיעה ןכו ... ול הככש םעה ירשא ,הרמז לוקבו הדותב בבל בוטו החמשב ומיחרו וליחדב
 יפ לע םלוכ תושודקו םישידקו תולפתה ןגנל לארשי ץראב וגהנ ןכש ,)א ןמיס( ימור לש ךרכ ת"ושב ,סודור ד"בא
 לע םא יכ דיפקהל ןיאו .םתוצראבש תוניגנמה יפ לע םודאבו ,תויקרוט תוניגנמ יפ לע היקרוטבו ,םיברע ינוגינ לש ןחלה
  .ןכ גוהנו םיגהונ רובצה המ הארו אצ ךידיב תפפור איהש הכלה לכו ... םילימה ןכות

 
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 
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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.’ 


