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WE HUNG UP OUR HARPS: RABBINIC
RESTRICTIONS ON JEWISH MUSIC

By PROF. JOSHUA R. JACOBSON

T h i s  a r t i c l e ,  b a s e d  o n  a  l e c t u r e  d e l i v e r e d  a t  C o n g .  S h a a r e i  Tefillah,  N e w t o n ,
M a s s a c h u s e t t s  o n  S h a b b a t  S h i r a h ,  1 9 9 7 ,  i s  d e d i c a t e d  t o  t h e  m e m o r y  o f  P r o f .
M a r v i n  F o x  5%.

S o m e  3 , 3 0 0  y e a r s  a g o ,  a f t e r  e s c a p i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  m i r a c u l o u s l y  p a r t e d  w a t e r s

o f  t h e  S e a  o f  R e e d s ,  Moshe  l e d  t h e  I s r a e l i t e s  i n  t h e  s i n g i n g  o f  a  g r e a t  h y m n  o f

t h a n k s g i v i n g  t o  G o d .

T h e r e  i s  n o  q u e s t i o n  t h a t  XYV  h e r e  m e a n s  “ s o n g . ”  T h i s  w a s  n o t  a  r e c i t a t i o n  o f

p o e t r y .  T h i s  w a s  m u s i c  - a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  m u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e n t s .

yfyt qp;r-nx  p7x ni,na  ;r$a,~r  P+Z  irpn!

M i r i a m  p l a y e d  t h e  d r u m ,  t h e  timbrel,  a n d  a l l  t h e  w o m e n  f o l l o w e d  h e r  w i t h

timbrels and dances. Joyous music making...with instruments...men  and

w o m e n . .  .  s i n g i n g . .  .dancing..  p l a y i n g .

A h ,  b u t  t h a t  w a s  3 . 3 0 0  y e a r s  a g o .  W o u l d  t h e  R a b b i s  h a v e  a l l o w e d  s u c h  a

c e l e b r a t i o n ?

W h a t  d i d  R a v  m e a n  w h e n  h e  s a i d ,  s o m e  1 7 0 0  y e a r s  a g o :

The ear which  listens to song should
b e  t o m  o f f . ’

W h a t  d i d  M a i m o n i d e s  h a v e  i n  m i n d  s o m e  8 0 0  y e a r s  a g o  w h e n  h e  w r o t e :

J O S H U A  R .  J A C O B S O N  s e r v e s  a s  P r o f e s s o r  o f  M u s i c  a n d  S t o t s k y  P r o f e s s o r  o f  J e w i s h
Studies a t  Northwestern University. He also serves as Adjunct Professor of Jewish Music at
Hebrew College’s Jewish Music Institute. He is the founder and director of the  Zamir Chorale
o f  B o s t o n .
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It IS prohibited  to play musical
instruments, or to sing  any kind  of a
song or to make any sound
resembling  singing.2

And what was 5rcmv thinking when he said, some 1700 years ago:

[ L i s t e n i n g  t o ]  a  w o m a n ’ s  v o i c e  i s
sexual enticement.3

O n e  i s  h a r d  p u t  t o  f i n d  s u c h  r e s t n c t r o n s  o n  music  i n  t h e  B i b l e  I t s e l f .

Music in Ancient Israel

O n e  o f  t h e  f i r s t  h u m a n s  o n  e a r t h ,  o u r  mythic  a n c e s t o r  Y u v a l .  i s  c r e d i t e d  with  t h e

I n v e n t i o n  o f  musical  m s t r u m e n t s .

A d a m ’ s  g r e a t  g r e a t  g r e a t  g r e a t
grandson, Lemech,  had a son whose
n a m e  w a s  Y u v a l ;  h e  w a s  t h e  a n c e s t o r  o f
a l l  w h o  p l a y  t h e  h a r p  a n d  f l u t e . ’

I n  a n c i e n t  I s r a e l .  m u s i c  w a s  c o n s i d e r e d  a n  i n d i s p e n s i b l e  p a r t  o f  c e l e b r a t i o n s .

W h e n  Y a a k o v  i s  t r y i n g  t o  e s c a p e  f r o m  h i s  f a t h e r - i n - l a w ,  L a v a n  c a t c h e s  u p  w i t h

h i m  a n d  t r i e s  t o  m a k e  h i s  s o n - i n - l a w  f e e l  g u i l t y .

2 Maimonrdes: The Laws of Fasting 5:14
3 Talmud Bavli  Berachot 24:a
4 Gen. 4.19 -22
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W h y  d i d  y o u  r u n  o f f  s e c r e t l y  a n d
deceive  m e ?  W h y  didn’t  y o u  t e l l  m e ,
so I  could send you away with  joy  and
singing  to the music  of drums and
harps?5

T h r e e  t h o u s a n d  y e a r s  a g o ,  w h e n  K i n g  D a v i d  b r o u g h t  t h e  H o l y  A r k  t o  J e r u s a l e m .

e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h a t  c i t y  a s  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  c a p i t a l  o f  I s r a e l .  h e  a r r a n g e d  a

w o n d e r f u l  p a r a d e  f e a t u r i n g  m u s i c  b y  t h e  f a b u l o u s  L e v i t e  f a m i l y  s i n g e r s  a n d

p laye rs .

D a v i d  t o l d  t h e  l e a d e r s  o f  t h e  L e v t t e s  t o
appoint their  brothers as singers to
sing  joyful songs, accompanied  by
musical  Instruments: lyres, harps and
cymbals.6

S o  a l l  I s r a e l  b r o u g h t  u p  t h e  a r k  o f  t h e
covenant of the LORD with  shouts,
with the sounding of rams’ horns and
t r u m p e t s ,  a n d  o f  c y m b a l s ,  a n d  t h e
playing of lyres and harps.’

M U S I C  c o u l d  a l s o  b e  a  n e c e s s a r y  I n g r e d i e n t  i n  inspiring  a  p r o p h e t  t o  e n t e r  t h e

mystical  trance in  which  he would communicate  with  God.

A f t e r  b e i n g  a n n o i n t e d  b y  S a m u e l ,  S a u l  w a s  s e n t  a w a y  w i t h  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  w o r d s :

‘ A f t e r  t h a t  y o u  w i l l  g o  t o  t h e  H i l l  o f
G o d ,  w h e r e  t h e r e  i s  a  P h i l i s t i n e
o u t p o s t .

As you approach the town, you will
meet a procession of prophets coming
down from the high  place

5 Gen. 31:27

6 1Chr.  15:16

7 1Chr.  15:28
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a n d  t h e y  w i l l  b e  p r o p h e s y i n g  w i t h
l y r e s ,  d r u m s ,  f l u t e s  a n d  h a r p s  b e i n g
p l a y e d  b e f o r e  t h e m . “ ’

W h e n  t h e  p r o p h e t  E l i s h a  w a s  hired  a s  a  c o n s u l t a n t  b y  K i n g  Y e h o s h a f a t .  h e  t o l d

the king:

“Now bring  me a musician." l lp l  ‘wli,  ;rFYl

A n d  w h e n  t h e  m u s i c i a n  b e g n  t o  p l a y ,

t h e  h a n d  o f  t h e  L O R D  w a s  o n  [ E l i s h a ] . ’

M U S I C  w a s  a l s o  u s e d  a s  t h e r a p y  t o  h e a l  t h e  t o r m e n t e d  s p i r i t .

W h e n e v e r  t h e  s p i r i t  f r o m  G o d  c a m e
u p o n  S a u l ,

D a v i d  w o u l d  t a k e  h i s  h a r p  a n d  p l a y
w i t h  h i s  h a n d .

T h e n  r e l i e f  w o u l d  c o m e  t o  S a u l ;  h e
w o u l d  f e e l  b e t t e r ,  a n d  t h e  evil  spirit
would leave him.”

M u s i c  w a s  a n  i n t e g r a l  a n d  i m p r e s s i v e  p a r t  o f  t h e  c u l t  i n  t h e  J e r u s a l e m

S a n c t u a r y ,  t h e  rn~,mn  m l . T h e  M i s h n a h  ( c o d i f i e d  s o m e t i m e  a r o u n d  t h e  y e a r  2 0 0

c . e . )  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  o r c h e s t r a  a n d  c h o i r .

i n  t h e  S a n c t u a r y  .  .  T h e y  p l a y e d  a t
least two harps,...

a n d  a t  l e a s t  t w o  f l u t e s .

8 1Sam.  10:5

9  2Kings  3:15
10 1Sam.  16:14-23



at least two trumpets .

and nine  lyres, . .

There were at least twelve Levites
standing on the platform (to sing)...”

Here IS how the Mishnah describes one of the most joyous  ceremonies of the
year, the nx11~n n’rnno,irr
Men of piety and good deeds
used to dance before them with

onmi  cr-rpin  i-7 mm  wui  r-rm
lighted torches in their hands, . j n*7 m  m  5 0  n ip i x a

and sing songs and praises. n in m ni  m-m  7 2 7  p m i nvix1
And the Levites played harps, n ii m n 2i  o~nkm2i  rh12i niiim  o-ri m
lyres. cymbals and trumpets and
countless other musical mm  tt72  7-m  kt2i
instruments.12

In ancient Israel, as in the neighboring countries. military victories were

celebrated with parades, led by  professional and amateur bands of women

musicians, singing, dancing and playing the timbrel.

We read in c-n m-w  how the victory over the Egyptian any was celebrated by

the Israelite women:

Then Miriam the prophetess,
Aaron’s sister, took a drum in her
hand, and all the women followed
her, with hand-drums and
dancing.13

Hundreds of years later the Israelite women came out to celebrate the victory
over the Philistines:

11 Mishnah Arachin  2:3-6

12 Mishnah Sukkah. Chapter 5:4
13 Exod.  15:20-21
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t h e  w o m e n  c a m e  o u t  f r o m  a l l  t h e
t o w n s  o f  I s r a e l  t o  m e e t  K i n g  S a u l
with  singing  and dancing,  with
joyful  songs and with  hand-drums
and three-stnnged lyres.14

A n d  t h e  P s a l m i s t  g i v e s  a  p o e t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  o n e  o f  t h e s e  p a r a d e s :

I n  f r o n t  a r e  t h e  singers,  a f t e r  t h e m cw mt 0-w  m-7
t h e  i n s t r u m e n t a l i s t s ;  w i t h  t h e m  a r e

. ,--  .., ‘ I

the maidens playing hand-drums.” :r,iogin  ~i;dy$ -p:3

I n  o r d e r  t o  a r r a n g e  a  p r o p e r  f u n e r a l .  t h e  ancient  I s r a e l i t e  w a s  e x p e c t e d  t o  h i r e  a

band of professional  women singing  dirges:

Consider n o w !  C a l l  f o r  t h e  w a l l i n g
w o m e n  t o  c o m e :  s e n d  f o r  t h e  m o s t
skillful  of them.16

M a i m o n i d e s .  w r i t i n g  i n  t w e l f t h - c e n t u r y  E g y p t ,  n o t e d  t h a t  i t  i s  a  h u s b a n d ’ s

o b l i g a t i o n  t o  h i r e  a t  l e a s t  o n e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  w a i l i n g  w o m a n  f o r  h i s  w i f e ’ s  f u n e r a l .

W h e n  a  m a n ’ s  w i f e  d i e s  h e  i s  o b l i g e d
t o  a r r a n g e  a  p r o p e r  f u n e r a l  w i t h  e u l o g y
a n d  w a i l i n g  a s  i s  t h e  p r a c t i c e  h e r e .

E v e n  a  J e w i s h  p a u p e r  m u s t  h a v e  a t
l e a s t  t w o  f l u t e s  a n d  o n e  w a i l i n g
w o m a n  .17

14 1Sarn 186

15  Ps. 68:25

16 Jer. 9:16-19

17 Maimonides  Mishneh  Torah Nashim  1423
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Apparently in  fourteenth-century Spain  there were still  professtonal women who

sang dirges. An ordinance from Seville  reads, “If a (Christian] knight  or burgher

dies. ..  Moorish and Jewish  women should not be hired  for lamentations."18

So when did the restrictions on music begin?

A Nation in Mourning

After the destruction of the Sanctuary, the Israelites were in no mood to rejoice

with happy songs. In. the book of Lamentations, Jeremiah describes the

devastating scene:

The judges are no longer seen at the
gates. The young men are no longer
heard singing. 19

The Levite musicians, exiled from Jerusalem, imprisoned in 512, were asked to

entertain their captors with sacred music from the Bet HaMikdash.  now lying in

ruins. They wrote of this experience:

By the rivers of Babylon we sat down
and wept when we remembered Zion.

By the wil lows  there we hung up our
harps.
For there our captors, our tormentors,
demanded gleeful song, “Sing us
some of your songs from Zion.”
But how could we sing the Lord’s song
on foreign  soil?20

‘“Taitz (1986). p. 52

l9  Lamentations 5:14

20 Psalm 137: 1-4
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W h a t  a  c o n t r a s t  f r o m  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n s  d e s c r i b e d  i n  P s a l m  1 2 6 .  p e r h a p s  m a r k i n g

t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  f i r s t  e x i l e :

A  s o n g  o f  p i l g r i m a g e . niiva;r 737

W h e n  t h e  L o r d  r e t u r n e d  t h e  captives  o f
Zion we were almost dreaming.

T h e n  o u r  m o u t h s  a n d  t o n g u e s  w e r e
f u l l  o f  j o y o u s  song!21

T h e  M i s h n a h  r e c o r d s  t h a t  s h o r t l y  b e f o r e  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  S a n c t u a r y  b y  t h e

R o m a n s ,  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  J e r u s a l e m  w e r e  i n  n o  m o o d  t o  h a v e  b a n q u e t s  w i t h

When the Sanhedrin  ceased to
f u n c t i o n ,  s o n g  c e a s e d  t o  b e  h e a r d  in
t h e  p l a c e s  o f  feasting.22

B u t  a s  t i m e  p a s s e d ,  J e w s  g o t  u s e d  t o  l i f e  i n  e x i l e .  I n  f a c t ,  m a n y  J e w s  i n  B a b y l o n

b e c a m e  q u i t e  w e l l - t o - d o .  M a y b e  l i f e  o n  f o r e i g n  s o i l  w a s n ’ t  s o  b a d  a f t e r  a l l ,

S o m e  J e w s  n o  l o n g e r  f e l t  t h e  n e e d  t o  b e  i n  m o u r n i n g  f o r  t h e  d e s o l a t i o n  o f  Z i o n .

T h e y  w a n t e d  t o  c e l e b r a t e .  T h e y  w a n t e d  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  r i c h  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  t h e

s u r r o u n d i n g  c u l t u r e .  I t  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  a t  t h a t  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e  R a b b i s  i n s t i t u t e d

l a w s  t o  c u r b  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  wine,  w o m e n  a n d  s o n g ,  f o r m a l i z i n g  a  l o n g - s t a n d i n g ,

b u t  n o w  e r o d i n g ,  c u s t o m .

Th is  s t a t e m e n t  b y  R a v  in  t h e  t h i r d  c e n t u r y  s e e m s  t o  imply  t h a t  a  t h r e a t  o f

punishment  w a s  r e q u i r e d  i n  o r d e r  t o  k e e p  p e o p l e  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  b a n q u e t  h a l l s

of Babylon and their  associated  musical mernment.

T h e  e a r  w h i c h  l i s t e n s  t o  s o n g  s h o u l d 7pyn bqnr warp7 ytix 37 mti

21 Psalm 126: 1-2

22 Mishnah Sotah
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be tom off .23

Writing hundreds of years later. Maimonides still stressed the historical reasons

f o r  J e w s ’  r e f r a i n i n g  f r o m  m u s i c  m a k i n g .

Fe  r a b b i s  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e
d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  S e c o n d  T e m p l e ]
prohibited playing musical .1-w  jm  ii?  ymx7n  ix  inr -3-n  531
instruments, singing songs and
m a k i n g  a n y  s o u n d  r e s e m b l i n g  s o n q .  I t 131  rrmmi  im
is forbidden to have any pleasure -
therein,  and it is forbidden  to listen to
t h e m  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  [ o f
t h e  T e m p l e ] . * ’

T h e  M a h a r a l  o f  P r a g u e ,  w n t i n g  i n  t h e  sixteenth  c e n t u r y ,  a c k n o w l e d g e d  t h a t

music  IS a natural activity  for humankind-making music  IS a reflection of a

normal  l i f e .  B u t  a s  l o n g  a s  w e  a r e  in  e x i l e  t h e n  o u r  l i v e s  a r e  n o t  n o r m a l .  S i n g i n g

t a k e s  o u r  m i n d s  o f f  o u r  t r o u b l e s  a n d  a l l o w s  u s  t o  f o r g e t  o u r  p r o b l e m s .  B u t  t h e

J e w  s h o u l d  n e v e r  f o r g e t  t h a t  h e  I S  in  e x i l e ,  t h a t  h e  I S  i n  m o u r n i n g  f o r  t h e

destroyed Sanctuary. Therefore the Jew should not indulge  in  the pleasures of

music.25

Orgiastic Music

But mourning  for the w-rpnn  n’o  was not the only reason for the Jew to refrain

from music. There was another reason. Music, associated with  the pagan orgies

or secular banquets of the surrounding culture, was seen as an activity which

w o u l d  d i s t r a c t  t h e  J e w  f r o m  t h e  e x p e c t e d  n o r m s  o f  e t h i c a l  b e h a v i o u r ,  ~mn.  Jews

were expected to answer to a higher  authority. Many rabbis  cited  the words of

the ancient  Hebrew prophet Hoshea:

23TB  Sota  48:a
24 Maimonides:  The Laws of Fasting 5:14

25 Kahn I:62



42

Rejoice  not. 0 Israel, for toy, as do
other people; .26

Among the “other people,” music was associated with seductive songstresses

and excessive imbibing. Sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll apparently had its

counterpart in the ancient world.

Addressing his fellow Jews in  third century Palestine, Rabbi  Yohanan said:

Whoever drinks to the accompaniment in7  vn  x m ~=l  rrn iu m  5 3
of the four musical instruments brings
five punishments  to the world; as the in ~ 3 w  ~ 5 1 ~ 5  n i w m wnn  Km3
prophet Isaiah  said: “Woe unto them
that nse up early in  the morning,  that 1 9 J l' p m  lf7?3 ;nXV3  “,I7
they may follow strong drink. that stay
up late into the night, till wine  Inflame n~j7:  r: ymzt  -,-trpn
them! And the harp, and the lute, the
timbrel and the pipe, and wine, are in
their feasts: but they regard not the
work of the Lord.” (Isaiah 5: 1 l-1 2]27

The Dangers of Acculturation

Yet other authonties objected to music  for other reasons. Singing non-Jewish

songs, abandoning the ancient  Israelite music  in favor of new gentile melodies,

was a manifestation of assimilation.  Samuel Archevoltt, a sixteenth-century

Italian Rabbi, condemned the practice of cantors who were singing holy prayers

to the melodies of popular secular tunes.

What can we say? How can we justify
the actions of a few hauanim of our
day, who chant the holy prayers to the

26 H o s e a  9 :  1

27 Talmud Bavli  Sotah  48:a
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tunes of popular secular songs?

While  reading sacred texts they are
thinking  of obscenities and lewd
lyrics.28

Y e t ,  A r c h e v o l t i ’ s  c o n t e m p o r a r y .  R a b b i  I s r a e l  N a j a r a  o f  T s e f a t .  e n c o u r a g e d  J e w s

to sing Hebrew texts to gentile melodies. His anthology of piyyutim.  Shirey

Yisrael  ( p u b l i s h e d  i n  1587)  i s  a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  s a c r e d  s o n g s  t o  b e  s u n g  t o  t h e

t u n e s  o f  p o p u l a r  A r a b i c  a n d  T u r k i s h  s o n g s .  O n e  o f  t h e  s o n g s  f r o m  t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n

is the popular shabbat zemer,  Yah Ribon  ‘A/am.  Najara acknowledged that

p e o p l e  l i k e d  s i n g i n g  t h e  p o p u l a r  s o n g s  o f  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  c u l t u r e .  H e  t h o u g h t

t h a t  b y  c r e a t i n g  p o e m s  w i t h  s a c r e d  w o r d s  t h a t  r e s e m b l e d  t h e  l y r i c s  o f  t h e

secular songs, he could encourage non-religious Jews to enjoy singing songs

i n  p r a i s e  o f  G o d ,  w h i l e  u s i n g  t u n e s  t h e y  k n e w  a n d  e n j o y e d .

Liturgical Music

A l l  a u t h o r i t i e s  s e e m  t o  h a v e  a g r e e d  t h a t  m u s i c  was n o t  f o r b i d d e n  i n  t h e

s y n a g o g u e  l i t u r g y .  Y e t  t h e r e  w e r e  s o m e  r e s t r i c t i o n s .  T h e  u s e  o f  m u s i c a l

i n s t r u m e n t s  w a s  f o r b i d d e n .  A n d ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  s o m e  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  c a n t o r s  h a d  t o

b e  c a r e f u l  n o t  t o  s i n g  i n  a n  o s t e n t a t i o u s  m a n n e r .  W r i t i n g  i n  t h e  1 6 t h  c e n t u r y ,

Rabbi Joseph Caro  warned,

It is not good . for a Shaliah Tsibbur
t o  s t r e t c h  o u t  t h e  p r a y e r s  m e r e l y  t o
show off his pleasant voice.29

To answer that objection,  Rabbi  Leone of Modena, Italy wrote in  1622:

28 Rabbi Samuel b. Elhanan  Archivolti (15151611, Padua)  Arugot  HaBosem.,  Venice. 1602:
quoted in Adler RISM,  p. 101.

29  Shulchan Aruch  53:11
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The cantor is enjoined to chant his
prayers with a most pleasant voice.
. . .
If assistants who have been graced
by the Lord with sweet voices stand
beside him and improvise an
accompaniment . as is the common
practice among the Ashkenazim, and
if it happens that they harmonize well
with him,  should this be considered a
sin?
Are these individuals on whom the
Lord has bestowed the ability to
master the technique of music to be
condemned if they use it for His
glory?
If so, then cantors might as well be
told to hee-haw like donkeys and
refrain from singing sweetly. .

No intelligent person, no scholar
ever thought of forbidding the use of
the greatest possible beauty of voice
in praising the Lord, blessed be He,
nor the use of musical art which
awakens the soul to His glory. .
We have proved that Rashi,  Tosafot.
Maimonides and all the great
authorities forbade music only in
connection with feasting and regal
luxury, while they permitted it in all
other situations.

Music in the Workplace

There were a few other cases where the Rabbis relaxed the prohibition  and

al lowed music.

What if music  were being created not merely for sensual indulgence, but for

some more parctical reason? In the Talmud Bavli  we find the following

formulation:
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R .  Huna  s a i d :  T h e  s i n g i n g  o f  s a i l o r s XXI  31 ??JK

a n d  p l o u g h m e n  i s  p e r m i t t e d  b u t  the . ' l~  ' lpi  '7: ; :  K7rl l

song of the “garda’ey” is forbidden.” 1-w  ' xyx;

Why were sailors and farmers allowed to sing? And who were the “garda’ey”

and what was the problem with  their singing?

Rashi  explains:31

T h e  s o n g  o f  t h e  sailors  h e l p s
them work  faster.

T h e  s o n g  o f  t h e  p l o u g h m e n  I S
u s e d  t o  c a l m  t h e  o x e n  t h a t  a r e
pulling  the plough.

B u t  t h e  s o n g  o f  t h e  g a r d a ’ e y .
(presumably “weavers”) IS purely
for their  own pleasure and
intertainment  (it  has nothing  to
do with  their  work).

According to another interpretation” the garda’ey were tanners, considered to

be vile and vulgar men33  whose songs were coarse and full of curses. The

i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  t h e r e  i s  n o  o b j e c t i o n  t o  s i n g i n g  p e r  s e ;  m u s i c

d o e s n ’ t  n e e d  t o  h a v e  a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  T h e  o n l y  o b j e c t i o n  i s  t o  s o n g s  w h o s e  l y r i c s

a r e  v u l g a r .

30 T B  Sot a  4 8 a

31 loc. a t.

"The Ankh. seeKahn  kp.69
33 See also Kiddushin  82b
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So we might  say that there are two basic  attitudes: One that music  IS inherently  a

corrupting  force in the life of a Jew, and that it should be shunned. Excepttons to
this  principle  can be made only where it can be proven that music  has a noble

or practical purpose (such as music  in  praise  of God or to facilitate one’s work).

The second attitude  IS that music IS basically OK, it IS good for the soul, and

need be avoided only in  those cases where it IS connected with  something evil
(such as the banquets of the pagans or the vulgar lyrics  of weavers’ songs).

Wedding Music

Music for the wedding feast was another occasion for which nearly all
authorities agreed that an exemption from the prohibition should be made. After

all, the ban on music was merely a rabbinic law, whereas the commandment to

gladden the hearts of the bride and groom was from the Torah itself.

The Talmud tells us of prominent rabbis who would dance at weddings, juggling

sticks and even dancing  with the bride.

They say that R .  Yeudah bar Il’ai  used
to take a myrtle-wood baton and

~~yj’u  T-J  ;1~1;1-  -27  9~ ljy  17~~

dance before the bride, sinqinq: .;r’zxf  Y9i -fp?n7  0-m 50 72 iv13 ;r*;rm
‘Beautiful bnde and graceful.’ -

R. Samuel the son of R. Isaac used to
dance while juggling  three [batons].

R. Aha  used to dance with  [the bride]
on his shoulders.”

The medieval Tosafists clarified that there are no restrictions on singing at a
wedding.

Singing  which is associated  with a
mitsvah  is penitted: for example the
rejoicing with bride and groom at the

34 TB Ketuvot 17a
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wedding feast.35

The same principle appears in the writings of the sixteenth-century Polish rabbi

Moshe Isserles.

But everything is permitted for the sake
of a Divine commandment, such as
[rejoicing]  in the home of a bride and
groom.36

And in the fourteenth century, Rabbi Jacob Moellin.  the Maharil,  ruled that one

must not celebrate a wedding without a band.

Once there was a king who decreed
that [in his realm] the playing of
musical instruments was forbidden.
[Now it happened that a couple was
about to be married  and inquired if it
would be proper to hold a wedding
without musical instruments.]

The Maharil ruled that the bride and
qroom must be taken to another city
so that the wedding could be held with
musical instruments?’

Despite what was clearly a popular practice with nearly universal  rabbinic

support, some authorities forbade the playing of musical instruments, even at

weddings. Rabbi Meir Auerbach instituted a ban that was endorsed by the

35 Tosafot to Gitin 7a
36 Shulchan  Aruch  Orah  Hayim  560:3

37 Mishnah Serurah (Ba’er Hetev) Shulhan Aruch Orah Hayim 338:2



Ashkenazi rabbis  of nineteenth-century  Jerusalem. forbidding  instrumental

music  at all weddings which  took place in  Jerusalem.

The Voice of a Woman

Y e t  a n o t h e r  r e s t r i c t i o n  was t h a t  i n v o l v i n g  t h e  s i n g i n g  o f  w o m e n .  F o r  c e n t u r i e s ,

w o m e n  w e r e  f o r b i d d e n  t o  s i n g  a l o u d  i n  b o t h  s y n a g o g u e  a n d  c h u r c h .

T h e  v o i c e  o f  a  w o m a n  w a s  c o n s i d e r e d  l u s t f u l ,  s e x u a l l y  e n t i c i n g .

O u r  R a b b i s  t a u g h t : 1111  un
R a h a v  i n s p i r e d  l u s t  b y  h e r  n a m e :

Y a e l  b y  h e r  v o i c e :

A v i g a i l  b y  h e r  m e m o r y ;

Michal  daughter of Saul by her
appearance.’

R.  Joseph said:

When men sing  and women join  in - it
is licentiousness;

w h e n  w o m e n  s i n g  a n d  m e n  j o i n  i n  - i t
is like a fire raging in flax.39

W h a t  w o u l d  d i s t r a c t  a  m a n  f r o m  p r a y i n g  t h e  Shema?  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  T a l m u d

Bavli:  a woman’s naked leg, and her exposed hair.  and , _

R.  S a m u e l  s a i d .  T h e  voice  o f  a
f o r b i d d e n  w o m a n  ( o r ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o
other translators, [Listenmg  to] a
woman’s voice IS sexual enticement).

38TBMegila  15a

39 TB  Sota  48a
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D o e s  R.  S a m u e l ’ s  r u l i n g  i m p l y  t h a t  a r t y  w o m a n ’ s  v o i c e  i s  i n h e r e n t l y  a r o u s i n g  a t

a n y  t i m e ,  o r  m e r e l y  t h a t  i t  i s  f o r b i d d e n  t o  b e  d i s t r a c t e d  w h i l e  o n e  i s  p r a y i n g ?  I t

w o u l d  s e e m  t h a t  t h e  o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  w a s  t o  a v o i d  l i s t e n i n g  t o  a

w o m a n ’ s  v o i c e  w h i l e  e n g a g e d  i n  a  r e l i g i o u s  a c t i v i t y  w h i c h  r e q u i r e d

c o n c e n t r a t i o n ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  r e c i t a t i o n  o f  t h e  Shema.

In another well-known talmudic passage, Rabbi Yehudah refuses to send

r e g a r d s  t o  h i s  c o l l e a g u e ’ s  w i f e ,  f e a r i n g  t h a t  h i s  i n t e n t i o n s  m i g h t  b e

m i s i n t e r p r e t e d .  Y e h u d a h  q u o t e s  a s  h i s  s o u r c e  t h e  d i c t u m  b y  R a b b i  S a m u e l .

[Rabbi  Nahman said  to Rabbi
Yehudah;]Will  you send a greeting to
[my wife]  Yaltha?

[Rabbi  Y e h u d a h  r e p l i e d : ] T h u s  said
Samuel, ‘the voice  of a forbidden
w o m a n . ’

I n  t h a t  p a s s a g e ,  t h e  r e f e r e n c e  s e e m s  t o  b e  t o  t h e  s p e a k i n g  v o i c e  o f  a  w o m a n .

M a t m o n i d e s ,  in  h i s  C o d e  q u o t e s  t h e  t a l m u d i c  t e r m  u s e d  b y  Rabbi  S a m u e l :

nr~  ~VKX  517.  In Maimonides'  formulation the expression IS nr~n  5~r~  xtawi.

Maimonides  understands the word ;[nx to be a noun. An rn~  IS a woman whom

a  m a n  m a y  n o t  m a r r y .  T o  h e a r  h e r  v o i c e ,  w h e t h e r  singing  o r  s p e a k i n g ,  i s

prohibited,  as  it  m a y  b e  a l l u r i n g  a n d  t e m p t  a  m a n  i n t o  a n  I m p r o p e r  relationship

(such as mixed dancing). One may imply from this  statement that there IS no

o b j e c t i o n  t o  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  voice  o f  a  w o m a n  w h o  i s  n o t  rn~:  f o r  e x a m p l e  o n e ’ s

o w n  w i f e ,  o r  e v e n  a n  u n m a r r i e d  m a n  l i s t e n i n g  t o  a n  u n m a r n e d  w o m a n .

A  m a n  w h o  d o e s  a n y  o f  t h e s e  t h i n g s  i s
susceptible to a forbidden
r e l a t i o n s h i p .

Men are forbidden to make gestures
w i t h  t h e  h a n d s  o r  f e e t
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or to signal with the eyes to a woman
who IS forbtdden.

Nor may he loke with  her nor engage
in  any levity.
Nor should he smell her perfume nor
admire  her beauty.

It is likewise  forbidden to listen to the
voice of a forbtdden woman or to gaze
upon her hair.40

In some of the later halachic works the expression men 517  YVXD~  has been

reinterpreted. In the Shulhan Aruch. Rabbi Joseph Caro uses the term

nwk  TIT 5p and Rabbi Moshe lsserles uses ,m-~ as an adjective modifying the

word 5rP.  rn~  5p is now to be translated not as “the voice of a forbidden

woman” but as ‘an enticing voice.” Here is the passage from the Shulhan

Aruch. First Rabbi Caro:

While one is reciting the Shema,  one
should be careful to avoid listening to
the voice of a woman singing.

And now the words of Rabbi  Isserles:
But once he’s accustomed to a voice, it
IS no longer considered stimulating.”

Of course, these prohibitions couldn’t prevent women from singing. A vast

literature of folksong  has come down to us: the creations of many generations of

women singing lullabies to their children and love songs to themselves.

40 Maimonides: Laws of Prohibited Relations 21:2
41 Shulchan  Aruch:  Laws  of  the Recitation  of the Shema  75:3
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S i n c e  w o m e n  c o u l d  n o t  s i n g  in  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  m e n .  t h e y  w e r e  o f  c o u r s e

prohibited  from serving  as sheliah tsibbur  in  a liturgical  service. Yet there are

hints  t h a t  a t  various times  in  o u r  history  w o m e n  h a v e  p u t  t o g e t h e r  their  o w n ,

s e p a r a t e  d a v e n n m g .

I n  t h e  Rhineland,  in  t h e  t o w n  o f  W o r m s ,  a  g r o u p  o f  w o m e n  h a d  their  o w n

s y n a g o g u e ,  adjoining  t h a t  o f  t h e  m e n .  T h e  t o m b s t o n e  o f  a  w o m a n  w h o  d i e d  in

the thirteenth  century, reads as folows:

This  h e a d s t o n e  c o m m e m o r a t e s  t h e  e m i n e n t  a n d  e x c e l l e n t  l a d y  U r a n y a

bat harav Avraham who was the master of the the synagogue singers.

S h e  a lso  o f f i c i a t e d  a n d  s a n g  h y m n s  with  s w e e t  m e l o d i e s  b e f o r e  t h e

f e m a l e  w o r s h t p p e r s .  I n  d e v o u t  service m a y  h e r  m e m o r y  b e  preserved.42

Tame That Tune

T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  a g e s ,  a u t h o n t t e s  in  v a r i o u s  l a n d s  h a v e  r e a l i z e d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e

o f  m u s i c a l  c e n s o r s h i p .  I n  t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  b e f o r e  t h e  c o m m o n  e r a ,  P l a t o  w r o t e

o f  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  t o  r e g u l a t e  w h i c h  m u s i c  w o u l d  b e  h e a r d  i n  t h e  i d e a l  r e p u b l i c .

A n d  i n  m o r e  r e c e n t  t i m e s ,  T i p p e r  G o r e  h a s  l o b b i e d  f o r  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f

warning  labels on the covers of all recorded products.

The rabbinic  authorities  were equally impressed with  the power of music.  They

r e c o g n i z e d  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  a r o u s e  t h e  p a s s i o n s ,  w h e t h e r  m a n i f e s t  a s  l o v e  f o r  G o d

or lust for women. They recognized the necessity for music  in  prayer, in

celebrations and even in  the workplace. They recognized  that a people uses

s o n g  a s  a  v e h i c l e  f o r  e t h n i c  s e l f - i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  T h e y  e n s u r e d  t h a t  a  J e w  w o u l d

b e  d e f i n e d  n o t  o n l y  b y  w h a t  h e  a t e  a n d  r e a d ,  b u t  a l s o  b y  w h a t  h e  s a n g  a n d  w h a t

h e  h e a r d .

42 Israel Abrahams. Jewish Life in the  Middle Ages (Philadelphia: JPS. n.d.;  reprinted.. NY:
Atheneum. 1981). p. 26.
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Some rabbis  even envisioned  a m u s i  which  would have its  place in the

utpoia  of the messianic  era. We will  close with  the final sentence of a sermon

d e l i v e r e d  s o m e  f o u r  h u n d r e d  y e a r s  a g o  b y  Rabbi  J u d a h  M o s c a t o  o f  M a n t u a .

Italy.

A n d  t h e n  [ i n  t h e  p e r f e c t  t i m e  t o  c o m e ] ,  w e ,

in  t h e  n a m e  o f  t h e  L o r d  o u r  G o d .  w i l l  s i n g

a  n e w  s o n g ,  c o m p l e t e  a n d  p e r f e c t ,

which  will  resonate to the vibrations  of the

m u s i c  o f  t h e  h e a v e n l y  s p h e r e s ,

and the angels will  joyfully sing

antiphonally  and in  harmony.

until  the whole universe will  be completely

filled with  light,  j o y ,  happiness and

honor.43
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