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WE HUNG UP OUR HARPS: RABBINIC
RESTRICTIONS ON JEWISH MUSIC

By PROF. Jostua R. Jacosson

This article, based on a lecture delivered at Cong. Shaarei  Tefilah, Newton,
Massachusetts on Shabbat Shirah, 1997, is dedicated to the memory of Prof.
Marvin Fox 5"y,

nxr 7NN SRy i fwRtTeT X

Some 3,300 years ago, after escaping through the miraculously parted waters
of the Sea of Reeds, Moshe led the Israelites in the singing of a great hymn of
thanksgiving to God.

There is no question that m7nw here means “song.” This was not a recitation of

poetry. This was music — accompanied by musical instruments.

173 A0ATIR AN MNK ARTR o Apm
N2MR 0N 7NN B'wIT9D XM

Miriam played the drum, the timbrel, and all the women followed her with
timbrels and dances. Joyous music making...with instruments...men and

women.. . singing.. .dancing.. playing.

Ah, but that was 3.300 years ago. Would the Rabbis have allowed such a
celebration?

What did Rav mean when he said, some 1700 years ago:

The ear which listens to song should WYN NP RYAWT NITIX
be tom off.’ o ’ T ’

What did Maimonides have in mind some 800 years ago when he wrote:

' TB Sota 48:a

JOSHUA R. JACOBSON serves as Professor of Music and Stotsky Professor of Jewish
Studies at Northwestern University. He also serves as Adjunct Professor of Jewish Music at
Hebrew College’s Jewish Music Institute. He is the founder and director ofte ~ Zamir Chorale
of Boston.
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It 1s prohibited  to play musical 13 591 7w 5o Inb X5w 1
instruments, or to sing any kind of a iidg .
song or to make any sound MWW P YMmwn 71 Tt

resembling singing.2

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

[Listening to] a woman’s voice is TV W2 57,‘;
sexual enticement.3 !

One is hard put to find such restnctrons on music in the Bible Itself.
Music in Ancient Israel

One of the first humans on earth, our mythic ancestor Yuval. is credited with the

Invention of musical mstruments.

Adam’s great great great great o7l ne -\z:’? 7"7-,—-,'27-_‘
grandson, Lemech, had a son whose Sy mrrage O M e £
name was Yuval; he was the ancestor of 78 @R C@Y NP AN o
all who play the harp and flute.’ S EN meD =ees

3pmy Hak 207 2% A R
527 v 07
39y 792 2RRTDD IR T N
In ancient Israel. music was considered an indispensible part of celebrations.

When Yaakov is trying to escape from his father-in-law, Lavan catches up with
him and tries to make his son-in-law feel guilty.

2 Maimonrdes: The Laws of Fasting 514
3 Talmud Bavli Berachot 24:a
4 Gen. 419 -22



Why did you run off secretly and 2aumn “ab r.x‘*m_ .,.-5

deceve  me? Why didn't you tell me, v———— o bk WD e
so | could send you away with joy and et "an-‘ mPONY T DTATRTY

singing to the music of drums and R ek
harps?5 Bt

Three thousand years ago, when King David brought the Holy Ark to Jerusalem.
establishing that city as the political and spiritual capital of Israel. he arranged a

wonderful parade featuring music by the fabulous Levite family singers and

players.

David told the leaders of the Levttes to =53 i "W'? /7 ‘.. il

appoint their brothers as singers to o N -

sing joyful songs, accompanied by DYSRT TRMRTTR TREED

musical  Instruments: lyres, harps and 'nb R S S

cymbals 6 QMMPINI N1TI01 0023 w02
e Spaorand oopnon

So all Israel brought up the ark of the T2 JTRTTR D"?XJD '7&‘22"531

covenant of the LORD with shouts,

with the sounding of rams’ horns and nin S0 "“W '7 bt sk intyinl

trumpets, and of cymbals, and the

playing of lyres and harps.’ b DJ’ 2o mm-: D"Q’?SD:':

Music could also be a necessary Ingredient in inspiing a prophet to enter the

mystical  trance in which he would communicate with God.

After being annointed by Samuel, Saul was sent away with the following words:

‘After that you will go to the Hill of oobRS RYR RS e

God, where there is a Philistine 7R E23 NISR 12 °hX
outpost. QNP2 283 DTTTON
As you approach the town, you will “.‘2h DW SRES =i
meet a procession of prophets coming e

down from the high place nRamn D""’ o' '7:1‘1 Igopial

5Gen. 31:27

61Chr.  15:16

71Chr. 1528
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and they will be prophesying with =931 '7"_7!'1';\“,?‘»7 523 o”ey
lyres, drums, flutes and harps being o o
played before them.” Helt JobiyisBatoin]

When the prophet Elisha was hired as a consultant by King Yehoshafat. he told
the king:

“Now bring me a musician." 12m *b‘wnp a0
And when the musician begn to play, 13IAT D M

the hand of the LORD was on [Elisha].’ : ’n“ff 7‘?}7 m

Music was also used as therapy to heal the tormented spirit.

Whenever the spirit from God came '71&#'7?{?1‘(‘78'1'31"' D2 me
spon Saul, e .. 1iha o
David would take his harp and play T2 1 AR T R
with his hand. e
Then relief would come to Saul; he 5 asmy Yot m
would feel better, and the evil spirit o oo
would leave him.” MY MY TRYR TS

Music was an integral and impressive part of the cult in the Jerusalem
Sanctuary, the wvpnmm ra. The Mishnah (codified sometime around the year 200

c.e.) describes the size of the orchestra and choir.

in the Sanctuary . . They played at 221 Cwn Pma X wIona
least two harps,...
and at least two flutes. o _r'?,'?n Ion TAMD TX
8 1San.  10:5
} 2Kings 3:15

D1Sam. 16:14-23



at least two trumpets . CLL.AMRRn Chwn TAMB X
and nine lyres, .. S MMED Sywnn (Thma T'X)
There were at least twelve Levites 02 WwY-0tIva ThMD X

standing on the platform (to sing)..”
S By oy

Here 1s how the Mishnah describes one of the most joyous ceremonies of the
year, the maxwn na-nnnw

Men of piety and good deeds 07"I9Y 0TIPIR TR AwYA w1 0TTon
used to dance before them with .

lighted torches in their hands, JTTTNAT R O Mpaxa
and sing songs and praises. mmwm MY "727 117197 0T

And the Levites played harps, MR 0°NPENY 0°933 MMiIDa oM
lyres. cymbals and trumpets and

countless other musical plstele B s M A
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 on nmw how the victory over the Egyptian any was celebrated by

the Israelite women:

Then Miriam the prophetess, '{‘TR Iabint :;":-t‘. c:i-wr: hP_ﬂ}
Aaron’s sister, took a drum in her N o .

hand, and all the women followed TUTOR QYWITTO0 INIMI ATI2 A0TTOR
z::ci:gt:]:s hand-drums and :n5nr::1 5'553

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

1l Mishnah Arachin  2:3-6
2 Mishnah Sukkah. Chapter 5:4
B Exod. 152021
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the women came out from all the oo ::. Ny
towns of Israel to meet King Saul .
with singing and dancing,  with mibrnm '"Wb BN'W' """’3”
joyful songs and with hand-drums e s ————
and three-stnnged lyres.14 \I?G‘-‘ ‘7‘8&? oR \-’\’5

QwHT2 nnne2 0B

And the Psalmist gives a poetic description of one of these parades:

In front are the singers, ~after them (n}bbblinint WekinlRia kv
the instrumentalists; with them are N Lo
the maidens playing hand-drums.” N ."JDL')Q TN

In order to arrange a proper funeral. the ancient Israelite was expected to hire a

band of professional women singing  dirges:

Consider now! Call for the walling nIRIam i v :'.‘ub ’.3‘.? irhpeiyin
women to come: send for the most o
skl of them.16 MRS IMST ninonToN

Maimonides. writing in twelfth-century Egypt, noted that it is a husband’s

obligation to hire at least one professional wailing woman for his wife’s funeral.

When a man’s wife dies he is obliged
to arrange a proper funeral with eulogy anmapa 2n
and wailing as is the practice here. ' - -
0°°pY 1000 77 MuUy™R
a9 T
Even a Jewish pauper must have at 12 1MD° XY DRWUAw U1y ey

least two flutes and one wailing N SR —
woman 1 ninpn ]

Mnex ann

141Sam 186
15 Ps. 68:25
Bler. 9:16-19
77 Maimonides  Mishneh Torah Nashim 1423



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 ONI° AN 0°N2 N2 yen 0NIpr
gates. The young men are no longer o ) o o

heard singing. 19

The Levite musicians, exiled from Jerusalem, imprisoned in 533, were asked to

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

ruins. They wrote of this experience:

By the rivers of Babylon we sat down 11°02°03 112T° O Yam nIthy
d wept wh bered Zion. ' T e i
and wept when we remembered Zion AR 1o

By the willows there we hung up our APATID 1T9R A9IN2 0NaYeoY
harps. . . T

For there our captors, our _tormentors, w=aT WA NPRY 0T D
demanded gleeful song, “Sing us i

some of your songs from Zion.” 2 Ten u? T Anaw wtm

But how could we sing the Lord’s song

N ‘
ﬁ ‘i - q"‘v - ..
on foreign soil?20 123 NRIR2Y T TOTAR 7w TR

“Taitz (1986). p. 52
b Lamentations 5:14

2 Psalm 137: 14
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What a contrast from the celebrations described in Psalm 126. perhaps marking

the end of the first exile:

A song of pilgrimage. adyan Tw
When the Lord returned the captives  of 2 M5 WU NTY NWUAX ‘7 w3
Zion we were almost dreaming. . '

Then our mouths and tongues were 717 UNTY I pINw X9RT X
full of joyous song'21 ’ o

The Mishnah records that shortly before the destruction of the Sanctuary by the

Romans, the people of Jerusalem were in no mood to have banquets with

music.

When the Sanhedrin ceased to 1"T7I0 TPvavn
function, song ceased to be heard in )
the places of feasting.22 MIXAwAT N°An e vl

But as time passed, Jews got used to life in exile. In fact, many Jews in Babylon
became quite well-to-do. Maybe life on foreign soil wasn’'t so bad after all,

Some Jews no longer felt the need to be in mourning for the desolation of Zion.
They wanted to celebrate. They wanted to participate in the rich activities of the
surrounding culture. It may have been at that point that the Rabbis instituted
laws to curb the desire for wine, women and song, formalizing a long-standing,

but now eroding, custom.

This statement by Rav i the third century seems to imply that a threat of
punishment was required in order to keep people away from the banquet halls

of Babylon and their associated musical mernment.

The ear which listens to song should oYn XA RYAWT RITIX 27 NN

2 Psalm 126: 1-2
2 Mishnah Sotah
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be tom off 23

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

for Jews' refraining from music making.

[The rabbis at the time of the TT 923 1317 XYY MM
destruction of the Second Temple]

prohibited playing musical J ST p Cytmwn 701 M A S
instruments, singing songs and .

making any sound resembling sonq. It 73 mAw? Mox

is forbidden to have any pleasure -
therein, and it is forbidden  to listen to
them because of the destruction [of
the Temple].*’

AMMT C19A YyArd o

The Maharal of Prague, wnting in the sixteenth century, acknowledged that
music IS a natural activity for humankind-making music s a reflection of a
normal  life. But as long as we are in exile then our lives are not normal. Singing
takes our minds off our troubles and allows us to forget our problems. But the

Jew should never forget that he s in exile, that he 1S in mourning for the
destroyed Sanctuary. Therefore the Jew should not indulge i the pleasures of

music.25
Orgiastic Music

But mourning  for the wpnm n'a 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
would distract the Jew from the expected norms of ethical behaviour, -owm. Jews
were expected to answer to a higher authority. Many rabbis cited the words of

the ancient Hebrew prophet Hoshea:

BB S 48a
24 Maimonides:  The Laws of Fasting 5:14
BKahn :62
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Rejoice not. 0 Israel, for toy, as do oy a 539K | SR MATNTOR
other people; % o < )

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 Mt M VAN oM 55
of the four musical instruments brings .

five punishments to the world; as the MR ovyh mMny"n wnn XN
prophet Isaiah said: “Woe unto them

that nse up early in the moming, that VI 2T P2 Rdwn
they may follow strong drink. that stay Ve van .
up late into the night, till wine Inflame BR™?7 1T fwId onNe

them! And the harp, and the lute, the . sy Se5 Ly aedm =)
timbrel and the pipe, and wine, are in C‘A‘-‘ nwn 'f.\-:’ 7,'[” n 221 > am

their feasts: but they regard not the vhe nb M N
work of the Lord.” (Isaiah 5: 1 I-1 2]27 N R7 M YD AR

IR XD T Awym

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 PINZI M 7271 AR unn
the actions of a few hauanim of our

day, who chant the holy prayers to the M7 CIn n3p oy
BHosea 9:1

ZTalmud Bavli Sotah 48:a
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tunes of popular secular songs? muerpn m%0na 3N

neann M e Cnaaa
While  reading sacred texts they are
thinking ~ of obscenities and lewd
lyrics.28 MY M AD 7321 onyna ;e

TTpPnn M2ATa M

Yet, Archevolti's contemporary. Rabbi Israel Najara of Tsefat. encouraged Jews
to sing Hebrew texts to gentile melodies. His anthology of piyyutim.  Shirey
Yisrael  (published in 1587) is a collection of sacred songs to be sung to the
tunes of popular Arabic and Turkish songs. One of the songs from this collection
is the popular shabbat zemer, Yah Ribon ‘Alam. Najara acknowledged that
people liked singing the popular songs of the surrounding culture. He thought
that by creating poems with sacred words that resembled the Iyrics of the
secular songs, he could encourage non-religious Jews to enjoy singing songs

in praise of God, while using tunes they knew and enjoyed.
Liturgical Music

All authorities seem to have agreed that music was not forbidden in the
synagogue liturgy. Yet there were some restrictions. The use of musical
instruments was forbidden. And, according to some authorities, cantors had to
be careful not to sing in an ostentatious manner. Writing in the 16th century,

Rabbi Joseph Caro warned,

It is not good . for a Shaliah Tsibbur 1nSana IR YW

to stretch out the prayers merely to -

show off his pleasant voice.29 e 2 1‘7117 Wwnww 3
: Ty 210 KO

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

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

} 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

7O Y mym
Mt nPtana WY OUYIaY

oy on 193X 1Ay DX

27y Sy T ooun X

O TIDWNT MPIp T2 O 9D XTID
my e

2 137y oAt 1P

XOM? 077 2wWn OXA

9XRY 71 I 272w WX D oN
19702 R Ny

T 11 723% o

DMPDI OKRLA T

MR MR 9y 1D OX MM avon
[shinhlals o R o hinh ‘AR R My b/

a7 MY XM

0om WX AYT-12 W AYT Y 7Y XY
TNt P mawtn MoxX?

TWHRT 3°Y1 MM 7pa

1239 MWwDIT AMYAT ORI 120

0anM MBoIM YT Y7 N N
XMDT X3 10X XY 32w 91T 9oy
0°%M3 WX 772 WD 1YY XOX

P - WX PR 722 TAX

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

allowed 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:



R. Huna said: The singing of sailors X117 20 X
and ploughmen is permitted but the W OTIPAT CTAIT X
song of the “garda’ey” is forbidden.” TOX RTINS

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

The song of the sailors helps T AN MITH0 W - CTIIT XA
them work faster. . ’

ONIXYRA oY XOX KW

The song of the ploughmen IS 1eMNT aOywI M - Mpam
used to calm the oxen that are o o
puling  the plough. nTR7N? DTMEWT AR 707 XX KXY

oIeRY 27T R 2P ahnw

But the song of the garda’ey. PIMTH XOX WX - XTI
(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
implication of this interpretation is there is no objection to singing per se; music
doesn’t need to have a justification. The only objection is to songs whose lyrics

are vulgar.

0 TB Sota 48a

3l loc. at.

"The Arukh,seeKahn |:p. 69
3B 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 I1s that music Is basically OK, it 1s 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 I'ai used SRYDX M1 AT "1 By 1YY 1NN
to take a myrtle-wood baton and ) o )
dance before the bride, singing: 1227 °IB? TP oI Sw 33 200 MY

‘Beautiful bnde and graceful.” - .
IT0M ORI 773 AW

R. Samuel the son of R. Isaac used to n7AX TP - pRXt 21 72 SNwmw 1
dance while juggling three [batons]. ’

R. Aha used to dance with [the bride] JPM TTBAOK A7 272 XX
on his shoulders.” T S

-
il

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

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

AUTB Ketuvot 17a



wedding feast35 1"QWw a9wm Aywa 1o

1921 10 v

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

Moshe Isserles.

But everything is permitted for the sake men -l'ng“; ™
of a Divine commandment, such as
[rejoicing] in the home of a bride and 71921 jAm nt22 o
groom.36

;M 9o

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

must not celebrate a wedding without a band.

Once there was a king who decreed STt M DX OyD
that [in his realm] the playing of
musical instruments was forbidden. T °901 M XY

[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 AR Y2 v N T M
qroom must be taken to another city
so that the wedding could be held with annnT ow ey

musical  instruments?’
T 051 1310 D

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

BTosafot to Gitin 7a
3 Shulchan ~ Aruch Orah Hayim  560:3
F Mishnah Serurah (Ba’er Hetev) Shulhan Aruch Orah Hayim 338:2
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Ashkenazi rabbis of nineteenth-century Jerusalem. forbidding  instrumental

music at all weddings which took place in Jerusalem.

The Voice of a Woman

Yet another restriction was that involving the singing of women. For centuries,

women were forbidden to sing aloud in both synagogue and church.

The voice of a woman was considered lustful, sexually enticing.

Our Rabbis taught: 1127 un
Rahav inspired lust by her name: ANt anwa 2
Yael by her voice: .Ff?h?l Sys
Avigail by her memory; AR7°9M SU1maN
Michal daughter of Saul by her AR IWW-N2 9an
appearance.’

R Joseph said: 0”27 MNX
When men sing and women join in - XMIEIB - @I Iy 23

is licentiousness;

when women sing and men join in - it DTYI2 ORI - A1 IV ol
is like a fire raging in flax.39 : ) ) '

What would distract a man from praying the Shema? According to the Talmud

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

R Slamuel said. The voice Of. a Y w2 [71|7 LJKWQW Tnx
forbidden woman (or, according to

other translators, [Listenmg  to] a
woman’s voice s sexual enticement).

3BTBMegia 152
YB St 48a
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Does R Samuel's ruling imply that arty woman’s voice is inherently arousing at
any time, or merely that it is forbidden to be distracted while one is praying? It
would seem that the original intent in this context was to avoid listening to a
woman's voice while engaged in a religious activity which required

concentration, such as the recitation of the Shema.

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

regards to his colleague’s wife, fearing that his intentions might be

misinterpreted. Yehudah quotes as his source the dictum by Rabbi Samuel.

[Rabbi Nahman said to Rabbi NP XAPY M 7 7w

Yehudah;]Will you send a greeting to
[my wife] Yaltha?
[Rabbi ~ Yehudah replied:]Thus said MY X 7P SXMT AR CIT X

Samuel, ‘the voice  of a forbidden
woman.’

In that passage, the reference seems to be to the speaking voice of a woman.

Matmonides, in his Code quotes the talmudic term used by Rabbi Samuel:
Ty TwKa 5. In Maimonides' formulation the expression IS myn S .
Maimonides understands the word mqy to be a noun. An 71y sa woman whom
a man may not marry. To hear her voice, whether singing or speaking, is
prohibited, as t may be alluring and tempt a man into an Improper relationship
(such as mixed dancing). One may imply from this statement that there sno
objection to listening to the wvoice of a woman who is not mmy: for example one’s

own wife, or even an unmarried man listening to an unmarned woman.

A man who does any of these things is 19X mpwn 37 [eya
susceptible to a forbidden .

relationship. Dyn 2y Twen X o
Men are forbidden to make gestures TTIP? 0INT MO

with the hands or feet )
12372 1T
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or to signal with the eyes to a woman
who I1s 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

Ay 1A ARSIy e X
X1 P WX ARy pnw? WX

IOy OAw2 1Y 177N
MOX 7"9"2 VUAT? W
Iy Mp b 17raN

TMOX TIWT XD N

In some of the later halachic works the expression M yn '71|7 yinwS has been

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

Twx mr 9y and Rabbi Moshe Isserles uses mmy as an adjective modifying the

word 5. my 91p 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.”
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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.

4 Maimonides: Laws of Prohibited Relations 21:2

4 Shulchan ~ Aruch: Laws of the Recitation of the Shema 75:3



Since women could not sing in the presence of men. they were of course
prohibited  from serving  as sheliah tsibbur i a liturgical  service. Yet there are
hints that at various times in our history women have put together their own,

separate  davennmg.

In the Rhineland, in the town of Worms, a group of women had their own
synagogue, adjoining  that of the men. The tombstone of a woman who died

the thiteenth  century, reads as folows:

This headstone commemorates the eminent and excellent lady Uranya
bat harav Avraham who was the master of the the synagogue singers.
She also officiated and sang hymns with sweet melodies before the

female worshtppers. In devout service may her memory be preserved.42
Tame That Tune

Throughout the ages, authonttes in various lands have realized the importance
of musical censorship. In the fourth century before the common era, Plato wrote
of the necessity to regulate which music would be heard in the ideal republic.
And in more recent times, Tipper Gore has lobbied for the introduction of

warning  labels on the covers of all recorded products.

The rabbinic ~ authorites ~ were equally impressed with the power of music. They
recognized its ability to arouse the passions, whether manifest as love for God
or lust for women. They recognized the necessity for music i prayer, in
celebrations and even in the workplace. They recognized ~ that a people uses
song as a vehicle for ethnic self-identification. They ensured that a Jew would
be defined not only by what he ate and read, but also by what he sang and what
he heard.

2 Israel Abrahams. JewishLife in the Middle Ages (Philadelphia: JPS. n.d.; reprinted.. NY:
Atheneum. 1981). p. 26.
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Some rabbis even envisioned a musi  which

utpoia  of the messianic  era. We il

delivered some four hundred years ago by Rabbi

Italy.

And then [in the perfect time to come], we,
in the name of the Lord our God. will sing

a new song, complete and perfect,

which  will resonate to the vibrations ~ of the

music of the heavenly spheres,

and the angels will joyfully sing

antiphonally and n harmony.

until the whole universe will be completely
filled with light, joy,
honor.43

happiness and
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