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

Part 1: What Are the Origins of Jewish Music?

I. Music in the Temple

1) Amos 5:24-26
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If you offer Me burnt offerings—or your grain offerings—I will not accept them; I will pay no
heed to your gifts of fatlings. Spare Me the sound of your hymns, and let Me not hear the music
of your lutes. But let justice well up like water, righteousness like an unfailing stream.

2) 2 Chronicles 5:12-13
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All the Levite singers, Asaph, Heman, Jeduthun, their sons and their brothers, dressed in fine
linen, holding cymbals, harps, and lyres, were standing to the east of the altar, and with them
were 120 priests who blew trumpets. The trumpeters and the singers joined in unison to praise
and extol the LORD; and as the sound of the trumpets, cymbals, and other musical instruments,
and the praise of the LORD, “For He is good, for His steadfast love is eternal,” grew louder, the
House, the House of the LORD, was filled with a cloud.

3) Psalm 22:1
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For the [choir] leader; on ayyeleth ha-shahar.™® A psalm of David.
4) Psalm 56:1
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For the [choir] leader; on yonath elem rehokim.® Of David. A michtam; when the Philistines
seized him in Gath.



5) Mishnah Arakhin 2:3
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There are never less than twenty-one blasts in the Temple and never more than forty-eight. There
are never less than two harps, nor more than six. There are never less than two flutes, nor more
than twelve. On twelve days in the year the flute was played before the altar: At the slaughtering
of the first pesah, At the killing of the second pesah, On the first festival day of Pesah, On the
festival day of Atzeret (Shavuot), And on the eight days of Sukkot. And they did not play on a
pipe [abuv] of bronze but on a pipe of reed, because its tune is sweeter. Nor was anything but a
single pipe used for closing a tune, because it makes a pleasant finale.

6) Mishnah Yoma 3:11
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And these they mentioned to their shame: ... Hugros, a Levite knew a chapter [concerning] the
song but did not want to teach it. ...

II. The Prohibition on Music After the Destruction of the Temple

=) Gittin 7a
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The Gemara further relates: They sent the following question to Mar Ukva: From where do we
derive that song is forbidden in the present, following the destruction of the Temple? He scored
parchment and wrote to them: “Rejoice not, O Israel, to exultation, like the peoples” (Hosea
9:1). The Gemara asks: And let him send them a response from here: “They do not drink
wine with a song; strong drink is bitter to them who drink it” (Isaiah 24:9), indicating that
song is no longer allowed. The Gemara answers: If he had answered by citing that verse, I
would say that this matter applies only to instrumental music, in accordance with the previous
verse: “The mirth of tabrets ceases, the noise of them who rejoice ends, the joy of the harp
ceases” (Isaiah 24:8); however, vocal song is permitted. Therefore, Mar Ukva teaches us that
all types of song are forbidden.



8) Teshuvot HaRambam 224
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Music and song are all forbidden, even without words. ... And the Talmud already explained that
there’s no difference between hearing music and song on strings or on hearing its sweetness
without [musical instruments]; it all leads to the soul’s pleasure and feeling and it’s prohibited.

9) Mishneh Torah Taanit 5:14
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And they likewise ordained not to play musical instruments. And it is forbidden to rejoice with
all types of music and any instruments that make musical sounds, and it is forbidden to listen to
them, on account of the destruction. And even vocal music over wine is forbidden...

10) Rashi Gittin 7a, s.v. zamra
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Song — singing in the tavern (at a party)
11) Tosafot Gittin 7a, s.v. zamra
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Rashi explains that one is forbidden to sing in the tavern. And so it seems, because the verse used
to prove the matter is “in song do not drink wine.” And in the final chapter of Sotah (48a), the
Mishna recounts that when the Sanhedrin ceased, song ceased from the taverns, as it says “in
song do not drink wine.” Still, one should be strict in the case mentioned in the Yerushalmi of
one who gets up and goes to sleep with music, as that’s too enjoyable. And music for a mitzva is
allowed, such as at the time of the chuppah to gladden the groom and bride.

12) Rema to Shulchan Arukh Orach Chaim 560:3
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And there are those who say [that music is prohibited] only if one listens all the time, such as
kings who get up and go to sleep with musical instruments or in a tavern. And also for a mitzva
such as in the house of a groom and bride all is permitted.

13) Igrot Moshe 1:166
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But it is certainly proper for a baal nefesh to be stringent like the Rambam in his responsum, and
since the Bach paskens like him, even though his proof is good, one should still be strict. And
musical instruments are forbidden in any event like the Rambam and Shulchan Aruch hold.

WYY PPPBN PR MM PRI WBR BR TMnnd
T %32 OXY IMB RMBT XIST YHWI OR RYTIT
AR RIAT RIVIA MORY Y A0 MM 0K

And on the radio, if one hears vocal music, it’s alright, but listening to musical instruments is
forbidden.

III. Where Do Cantillation Marks (Taamei Ha-Mikra or Trop) Come From?

14) Eliyahu Levita (Bachur) (1469-1549), Mesoret La-Masoret
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I have already explained at length and clarified that the vowels and taamim were not given at
Sinai, and also the Men of the Great Assembly did not have them, but they were the work of the

Masoretes that came after that.
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And the first proof is that they are not found anywhere in the words of the Sages or the Talmud.
And in the Aggadah and Midrash there is no mention or hint to a vowel or a taam ever. Is it
possible that they had the nekkudot and taamim but not even once mentioned a kamatz or a
patach or a segol or a tzere? Or a pashta, darga, tevir, or the like?
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And if it’s true that vowels were given at Sinai, ... and if you say that Hashem showed Moshe
the form of the vowels and taamim made out of fire, such as this is a kamatz and this a patach ...
and Moshe showed them to Yisrael but didn’t put them with the letters — if so, what good did it
do Yisrael to show it to them? And if one says that they were combined with the letters, we need
to say that he wrote for them a book in addition to the Sefer Torah, one like our Chumashim with
the vowels and the taamim, and then he read it with them until they knew them. But if so, anyone
could have copied another Chumash like that one, and if so, how is it possible they were
forgotten unless we say that all the books were lost, and that’s hard to believe.

15) Machzor Vitry 120
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And regarding your question as to whether it’s prohibited to place vowels in a Sefer Torah —
we’ve never heard that the Sefer Torah given to Moshe at Sinai had vowels. And vowels were
not given at Sinai; rather the Sages made them as a sign and said to us to add with our own
knowledge, lest we violate bal tosif. Therefore, we don’t vowelize a Sefer Torah. And [this is
true] even though the taamim and tunes of reading were given on Sinai via [oral] tradition.
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16) Megillah 3a
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Rav Ika bar Avin says that Rav Hananel said that Rav said: What is the meaning of that
which is written with respect to the days of Ezra: “And they read in the book, the Torah of
God, distinctly; and they gave the sense, and they caused them to understand the reading”
(Nehemiah 8:8)? “And they read in the book, the Torah of God,” this is the scriptural text;
“distinctly,” this is the translation, “And they gave the sense,” these are the divisions of the
text into separate verses. “And they caused them to understand the reading,” these are the
cantillation notes, through which the meaning of the text is further clarified. And some say that
these are the Masoretic traditions with regard to the manner in which each word is to be
written.

17) Berachot 62a
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The Gemara asks: Why must one not wipe himself with his right hand, but with his left? ...
Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak said: Because one points to the cantillation notes of the Torah

with his right hand.

IV. Where Does Nusach Ha-Tefillah Come From?

18) Ovadiah the Proselyte, Mi Al Har Chorev (12th century)
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19) R. Yehuda Hachassid (13t century Germany), Sefer Chassidim
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One may not move the boundaries that the earlier authorities have established. One may not sing
the tune of the Torah for the Prophets and Writings [and vice versa etc.]. Rather, every tune must
be used as it’s been established, for it’s all halacha le-Moshe mi-Sinai, as it says “[Hashem]
answered [Moshe] with a voice.”

20) Rema Orach Chaim 619:1
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One may not deviate from the custom of the city, even with regards to the tunes or piyyutim that
are said there (Mabharil).

21) Sefer Maharil 38b
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On Rosh Hashana, [the chazzan] starts from ha-melech ha-yoshev. And the Maharil said to start
quietly and get progressively louder so that it can be heard with fear and awe.

22) R. Yosef Yuzpeh Hahn (early 18th 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...



