Limmud * Jewish Music,
What do we know about it?

Irwin Oppenheim <irwin@oppenheim.nl>, December 2025
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Mishnah Arakhin 2:3

(3) «.. When accompanying their song with instruments, the Levites do not use fewer
than two lyres and do not use more than six. When flutes are played, they do not
use fewer than two flutes and do not use more than twelve. And there are twelve
days during the year when the flute plays before the altar: At the time of the
slaughter of the first Paschal offering, on the fourteenth of Nisan; and at the time of
the slaughter of the second Paschal offering, on the fourteenth of Iyyar; and on the
first festival day of Passover; and on the festival of Shavuot; and on all eight days
of the festival of Sukkot. And one would not play with a copper flute; rather, one
would play with a flute of reed, because its sound is more pleasant. And one
would conclude the music only with a single flute, because it concludes the music
nicely.
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What is the reason that Music is so important in the Service?
Arakhin 11a R X" POW
Rav Mattana said that the source for ,719 2°727) RO AR 710D 20
the requirement to accompany the NR N73y 85 WK DAY (0

Temple offerings with song is derived
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of heart? You must say that this is

music

Musical instruments in the Temple on Shabbat and Yom Tov
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Mishneh Torah, Vessels of the Sanctuary and Those Who Serve Therein 3:6
...the flute on these occasions supersedes the Shabbat [prohibitions] because it is

associated with a sacrifice and the sounding of a flute associated with a sacrifice

is an act of Temple service and supersedes the Shabbat prohibitions

R '3 11010 HY RN

J29P° 00 pay LR ATMAYY L, naw amT 129p Yw hn...
2P0 BV AW M o 902 19177 Sy o 1AW X
MM L, APAL DIIRY NN 71D W AW 1PV DIYUR)
MY 7701 RIT 27N MR W IR MDD XX X2 DN
0% M, Maw RHR 72 PR LR

Meiri on Sukkah 50a

...even though the essence of music is expressed vocally, through the

Psalms that are sung to a tune, and the musical instruments only

beautify the performance -- nevertheless they are part and parcel of the

performance of a comandment

Musical Instruments in Tanach

Psalms 150

(1) Hallelujah.

Praise God in His sanctuary;

praise Him in the sky, His stronghold.
(2) Praise Him for His mighty acts;
praise Him for His exceeding greatness.
(3) Praise Him with blasts of the horn;
praise Him with harp and lyre. (4)
Praise Him with timbrel and dance;
praise Him with lute and pipe. (5) Praise
Him with resounding cymbals;

praise Him with loud-clashing cymbals.
(6) Let all that breathes praise the
LORD.

Hallelujah.

P 22N

WTpa PXR19%0 11997 (v
W90 () 1Y YpI2 mPY

o) 1973 292 1MPHT P
2212 %97 DY ¥pna 1Mo
2inm an2 Mm% (WM
W90 (1) 12V D232 MO
73932 M YRYIRRYYR

A3 99aR anwin 93 o :avn
A k!


https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Vessels_of_the_Sanctuary_and_Those_Who_Serve_Therein.3.6
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Vessels_of_the_Sanctuary_and_Those_Who_Serve_Therein.3.6
https://www.sefaria.org/Meiri_on_Sukkah.50a.2
https://www.sefaria.org/Meiri_on_Sukkah.50a.2
https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.150
https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.150

10.

11.

Ancient Greeks were familiar with many kinds of instruments. Three in particular
were favored: the kithara and the lyre, string instrument; and the aulos, a
double-reed instrument. Other instruments included the syrinx (panpipes),
kymbala (cymbals), and salpinx (trumpet). The art of singing to one’s own
stringed accompaniment was highly developed. The lyre is a string instrument
that dates back to 1400 BC in ancient Greece. In Ancient Greece, recitations of
lyric poetry [chanted verse, hence modern English 'lyrics'] were accompanied by
lyre playing. The kithara was a seven-stringed professional version of the lyre,
which itself was more of a folk instrument
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with the lyre and melodious song.
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To the left: Greek vase with a muse playing the lyre, 440-430 BCE.
To the right: an ivory plaque with a lyre player before a king, 1350-1150
BCE, excavated at Tel Megiddo (Northern Israel)

It seems the Nevel (harp) was a 10-stringed version of the simpler Kinor (lyre)
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sing a hymn to You with a ten-
stringed harp
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12. 2

13. Coin _from Jewish Bar Kokhba revolt (132—136 CE) On one side trumpets »
[chatzotzerot] surrounded by writing "To the freedom of Jerusalem", on the
other side: a lyre [kinor] surrounded by writing "Year two to the freedom of
Lsrael"; written in Paleo-Hebrew alphabet also known as Ktav lvri.

14. 7

15.  An aulos (Ancient Greek: aUAG¢) was an ancient Greek wind Al
instrument. Though aulos is often translated as "double flute", its sound was more

akin to that of the bagpipes. A single pipe held horizontally, as the modern flute,
was the plagiaulos (TtAayiocuhog)
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Post Temple — The case of the Ashkenazi ‘Kol Nidrei’ melody

Maharil (R. Ya’akov HaLevi Moelin, 1365-1427, Worms):
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...On the eve of Kol Nidrei, it is is proper to start ‘Kol Nidrei’ while it is still day, as it
is an annulment of vows — and one does not annul vows on Shabbat and festivals...
therefore, the prayer leader should begin ‘Kol Nidre’ before the actual start of Yom
Kippur, but draw out [its recitation] with melodies [plural] till nightfall.

Levush (R. Mordechai Jaffe, 1530-1612, Prague):
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Most of the text of Kol Nidrei as printed in the machzorim has no substance, it has
no meaning but for the melody. They don’t know what they’re saying. A number of
times, I desired to teach the cantors an improved text, but they were unable to
adjust at the moment of the prayer service, because of the habit of singing the
melody [singular]... it is mere chirping, like birds unable to speak...

The christian composer Max Bruch famously created an adaptation of ‘Kol Nidrei’ for
cello and orchestra, which he completed in Liverpool, 1880. Bruch wrote the
following about it:

19] ...I became acquainted with “Kol Nidre” and a few other songs in Berlin through
the Lichtenstein family, who befriended me. Even though I am a Protestant, as an
artist I deeply felt the outstanding beauty of these melodies and therefore I gladly
spread them through my arrangement.

...As a young man I had already ...studied folksongs of all nations with great
enthusiasm, because the folksong is the source of all true melodics--—-a wellspring, at
which one must repeatedly renew and refresh oneself---if one doesn't admit to the
absurd belief of a certain party: “The melody is an outdated view.” So lay the study
of Jewish ethnic music on my path. - Letter to cantor and musicologist Eduard
Birnbaum, 1889

The success of “Kol Nidrei” is assured, because all the Jews in the world are for it eo
Ipso. - Letter to Emil Kamphausen, 1882

- The music of ‘Kol Nidrei’ started as a free improvisation using several motives, because
of a practical need to start early and fill the time till night.

- By the 16th century these motives had evolved into one fixed, well-known and beloved
melody.



- Itis explicitly mentioned that in terms of meaning the melody has become much more
important than the text (even though the intellectual elites resented this)
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Jewish denominations, from Orthodoxy
(e.g. Rabbiner Hirsch) to Reform, have
tried to remove the text of Kol Nidrei from
the Yom Kippur service, but they all failed
in the end, due to the belovedness of the
tune

Starting from the 19th century, this Kol
Nidrei tune has become a Jewish cultural
symbol, featuring as a major theme in
classical music (Bruch) and in one of the
first talking movies (‘The Jazz Singer”,
1927)

The first notations of Jewish Music came from Italy

‘Baruch Ha-gever’ with music in neume notation, around 1100, by Ovadia Ha-ger
(formerly John from Oppido, Southern Italy). Note’ how the 5 lines of music are
marked at the righthand side with 7712 X, and how the music flows from right to left.
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Kaddish for three voices, by Salamone de Rossi, Mantua, 1623
His sister; the first known Jewish Opera singer, was known as ‘Madama Europa’




Inronazione degli Ebrei Tedefchi [opra
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Maoz Tzur, ‘Intonation of the German Hebrews’,
transcribed by Benedetto Marcello, around 1725

What do we know about the origin of ‘traditional’ melodies?

May 10, 1963 Inquiry about the origin of the melody of Shalom Aleichem

Dear Hazzan Pinchas Spiro,

Please be assured that the melody originated with me and me alone.

I composed the melody forty-five years ago this month (1918), while sitting on a
bench near the Alma Mater statue, in front of the Library of Columbia University in
N.Y. I began to hum to myself. I fished out a sheet of music-paper from my briefcase
and jotted it down. It was on a Friday, which may be the reason why the melody
and the words came to my mind simultaneously. Besides, I was working at that time
on my “Friday Evening Melodies” which was published in 1918, in which it was
printed for the first time. The popularity of the melody traveled not only
throughout this country but throughout the world, so that many people came to
believe that the song was handed down from Mt. Sinai by Moses.

I have received innumerable requests from Rabbis, Cantors and composers to give
them permission to use the melody in their music collections, and I was liberal
enough to grant such permission. Some were generous enough to acknowledge the
authorship. A great many publishers, some in Israel, not knowing the origin of the
melody, simply wrote “traditional” or “Hassidic.” But the fact remains that I am the
composer, and the melody has been copyrighted by me and recorded at the Library
of Congress in 1918.

I went to this length in writing to you, in order to silence once and for all the many
claims to the contrary. — Rabbi Israel Goldfarb
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