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that I had ever seen that place; a-a-rgh, the disgrace! I pressed my
palms against my burning face.

Aow when the cantor had finished this prefatory atrocity, he
launched into higher religiosity. Cloaking his head, he waxed ever
bolder, shaking each meaty shoulder, lifting his left foot, then
his right, hunkering for sheer delight until—welladay!—he put his
vaulted treasures on display. He showed us his own, his original
piyutim—a foul dream, a madman’s scheme, a limping, misyoked
teamn, a parade no ear could halt of the blind and the halt; rank crime

without metre or rhyme, splume and splatter without form or matter.
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Aow when the cantor had finished this prefatory atrocity, he
launched into higher religiosity. Cloaking his head, he waxed ever
bolder, shaking each meaty shoulder, lifting his left foot, then
his right, hunkering for sheer delight until—welladay!—he put his
vaulted treasures on display. He showed us his own, his original
piyutim—a foul dream, a madman’s scheme, a limping, misyoked
team, a parade no ear could halt of the blind and the halt; rank crime
without metre or rhyme, splume and splatter without form or matter.
For hours he bawled forth piyutim to his dimwit flock, called
forth mucky streams from his mind’s dull rock, drowned his listeners
with his poppycock, this while a few of the livestock continued to
snore; but most had slipped out the door. Lo, the shepherd had lost his
sheep, some deep in Dream’s haystacks, fast asleep; but most had gone
astray, leaving behind four gaping jaws to bray and pray, a donkey
choir for a poet manqué. So the fat buffoon drew out his serenade till
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noon (puff-puff, squeak-squeak), until no one had voice with which
to speak.

Now when he had done his piyutim, when he had curdled his
cream, finished his /a-dee-dees and tra-la-fa, and returned to the
completion of the cantor’s repetition of the Amidah, the service’s
essential prayer—the synagogue was bare; no one was there: the
people were at home, lost in Lethe’s lair.

Now one man of that community was of pious extraction, a
man of godly action; hearing of this affair, he was driven to
distraction. Can it please the Lord, he cried, to compose such trivia for
worship of the Lord, and send the congregation packing with the
Amidah lacking? This is rank sin, vice—for no longer can we offer
incense and sweet sacrifice; the Amidah alone must suffice. Instead of
rams and cows, the utterance of our lips must pay our vows; as it is
said, Instead of bulls we will render the offering of our lips. Dare we
be so lax, let duty melt like wax as to suffer a yak serenading yaks?

Taking deep offence, another man rose to the cantor’s defence.
Sneering, he taunted: Your logic slips; falsehood drips from your lips.
The essence of adoration is laudation; song, sir, before supplication! In
Temple times, song held sway: the Levites sang new song to God
each day—and these were dear in God’s eyes; yes, dearer than the fat
of lambs, than breasts with meaty thighs. Now, in exile, poems and
kerovot are the essence of our liturgy, Faith’s pulse and vital energy.
Moreover, consider our far-flung congregations: scattered throughout
the nations we show God our esteem through kerovor and piyutim,
through se/ipot—the penitential prayers—and laudatory airs. Would
you have us stray from this set way? Say nay!



There is truth, said the other, in what you say: in an earlier day,
when the Temple stood, thanksgiving and the psalms of David our
king were the heart of our tongues’ offering; but when did this pure
song resound? When the Presence walked Zion’s holy ground, when
the writers of psalms boasted clean palms, when each singer was a

saint without taint, when the Levites sang David’s songs and no

others, and all listeners were Wisdom’s brothers. Now, however, we
have neither Temple nor altar fires, no praise, no fresh song, no holy
choirs; no harpists, saints, neither Levite nor priest, no man to set the

board for Right’s fair feast.

“Harpists today are a harping fright, flatting for spite. No poets

have we, but poetasters, wastrels, and wasters. Our bovine

congregations shame us, and every cantor is an ignoramus. Instead of
singing David's holy Psalms they hoot like harlots, without qualms.
Each oaf; each clod dares blur his speech with the words of the living
God, transmuting shewbread to offerings of the dead. While the
cantor goes on squawling, belching, and bawling in wild pretence,
none know if he makes sense, if he praises or laments; no, none can say

if he prays—or brays.

ANow how can this please God, that a simple man who knows
not his right hand from his left, bereft of reason, should suffer such
theft? One Sabbath hour a week he comes to God’s house: shall he
enter in vain and leave in obfuscation? He cannot pray: the cantor

has not fulfilled his obligation.

“Hereat his collocutor opened his mouth wide and replied: Shall
your limping argumentation wrench us from the practice of every self-
respecting congregation? Look to the prayer halls of the west, to
Spain; and look again to Greece, where our wise brethren never cease
to offer kerovot and songs that give their souls release. Surely, there,
congregations are not lacking in fools a-mooing and a-quacking. For
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the sake of a bestial fold would you turn us from the ways of old? Why,
in obduration, do you seek a new creation?

Enough, said his collocutor, enough pretension! In all the lands
you mention there is no like Abyss, no congregation thick as this, no,
none controlling folly with so unchallenged a monopoly—from
Memphis to Samarkand, from Seville to Thermopylae. See here: in
every congregation you will find some ghost of thought a-glimmer—
aglint, a glow, a shimmer, some comprehension of the Hebrew
word, some eardrums stirred, such that when the cantor sounds the
convocation to offer adoration, they at least have an inkling of what he
1s saying and can begin praying.

“But here, no such luck: sooner milk a duck! Here none are
ready, none able, for this is a stable! Here ox and ass give wisdom the
coup de gréce; here the cantor is a knock-kneed horse who cannot walk
his course. He neither sees nor comprehends, he knows not where
the service starts or ends; and the mob about him know even less: they
cannot tell if he curse or bless.

Ifhe should err, he need not fear it—for none would hear it.
Ifhe butcher the text, who knows? And if he blaspheme—why, so it
goes! Unchecked, he pastures cattle with his grunts and groans, and
speaks to the trees and the stones. To whom, I say, does this cantor
pray with twitching hand, with lurching gait, with squeaks and
squalls—the synagogue walls? As Scripture attests: 7o whom shall he
teach knowledge—to them just weaned, just taken from the breast?

Ifany community had a congregation like this, they would clap their
hands and hiss, groan, scream. So I say again: You are forbidden
songs and piyutim. Lo, any man who offers piyutim to this

groan and low: they come in mist and in darkness go. Hence say that
poems and kerovot, if unbidden, are permissible everywhere, but here
forbidden. Here be goats, not men: this is a pen.

ANow when his opponent had heard this scholar out, he saw that

congrega.non—hls‘ ad()r‘atlon is abhorration; his LI his he had been put to rout, saw that his fellow’s arguments were solid and
glorification, Wh?rlﬁcatlon. Best thaf the congregation shou{d S his own, rank and squalid; so, stung, he covered his mouth and left his
their homes within: need they heap sin upon sin? Here the blind bell unrung; he put a halter on his tongue.

S.D. Goitin, A Mediterranean Society vol 2, p. 159-161
This wide diffusion and use of the piyyut in the synagogue service poses a problem. The Hebrew language of these

poems is extremely elaborate and involved so that the poems cannot be understood properly without a good knowledge of
rabbinical lore and law and a complete mastery of the text of the Bible. Even a modern scholar, equipped with dictionaries
and reference books of all kinds, is sometimes at a loss to understand their correct meaning. Thus, one wonders for
whom these creations were destined, particularly since they usually consisted of a circle of poems whose full recitation
required hours. It must have been the melodies with which the piyyut was sung which formed its main attraction for the
congregation at large and made the long hours in synagogue enjoyable and edifying. Both familiar tunes and new
melodies were heard with pleasure. The former is indicated by the fact that we often find passages from older pieces
inserted into the manuscripts of later creations—no doubt because they had been familiar and cherished songs. The latter
is proved by the many references to guest cantors from foreign countries and their appearances found in the Geniza
papers. The notation of Hebrew synagogue poetry in Lombardic neumes by the Norman proselyte Obadiah is a case in
point.

The renegade Samuel the Maghrebi, who embraced Islam in 1163, found it necessary to explain to his Muslim readers
this musical aspect of the synagogue service which was so utterly strange to them (but had a fairly exact counterpart in
the liturgy of the Eastern churches):
When the Persians (who had ruled over Iraq and the adjacent countries prior to the advent of Islam) prohibited
Jewish prayer, the Jews invented poems into which they inserted passages from the official prayers, then
composed for them many melodies, which they chanted in the synagogues. When the Persians rebuked them for
acting against the prohibition of public prayer the Jews retorted: we do not pray, we only make music.

This pseudohistorical explanation of the origin of the piyyut was not an invention of the learned renegade. It was a
commonplace in the arguments of the many generations of Jewish scholars in the centuries preceding him who wished to
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eliminate this popular element from the service and tried to discredit its very raison d’etre. They were not successful. Their
failure is proved not only by the enormous amount of liturgical poems actually found, but also by direct references to their
recital in the Geniza letters.

Naturally, we hear also about the actions of the opponents. In an exceedingly eloquent, but somewhat ridiculous, letter
overflowing with Bible quotations, a certain group—no doubt in a provincial town —complains about their communal
leaders who had abolished the time-honored chanting of the various insertions on Sabbaths, holidays, and weekdays. The
group had received affirmative opinions from renowned scholars and even a rescript from the sultan approving their
position. But the local potentates had remained adamant in their decision to do away with these accretions to the official
liturgy. Now the group admonishes the addressee, a renowned physician and confidant of the sultan, to be as courageous
as Queen Esther (quoting the Book of Esther 4:16) and to approach the ruler with a request to enable them to have a
service according to the customs of their forefathers.

In the light of this letter we understand Moses Maimonides’ leniency with regard to the insertion of poetical passages into
the established text of the liturgy. Asked about them by a cantor, newly appointed to a place where these additions were
chanted, the sage, in his usual wisdom, replied that they were indeed highly improper, but their recitation was preferable
to the communal strife that would inevitably erupt as soon as the newcomer would try to abolish them. This decision, as
well as the letter summarized, show how enamored those worshipers must have been of those poetical pieces—or at
least of their traditional tunes. (I understand them completely. Having grown up in western Germany, where, at the
beginning of the twentieth century, those songs from the seventh were still chanted, | can never fully enjoy a synagogue
service on a holiday night in the United States or in Israel, where, perhaps rightly, the songs have been discarded. To me
it is like being in a room with walls bare of pictures.)

The popularity of the piyyut should not be attributed solely to the musical element, as important as it might have been.
Otherwise, we would not find the cantors competing with one another so eagerly to find (or produce) ever new texts, as
shown in chapter vi, section 10,. below. Even at the end of the classical Geniza period there must have been in any large
community a considerable number of persons who were able to understand and to appreciate those difficult poems, and
the synagogue, we remember, was not only a house of worship, but also of study; or rather, as often said, study was
worship. In addition, it seems to me that the piyyuts fulfilled in those days a role comparable with crossword puzzles in our
own society. Since almost every line contained a hidden allusion to a Bible verse or a passage of talmudic literature, every
new poem must have prompted a vigorous contest to determine the poet’s sources and intents. Thus, while the traditional,
or newly imported, melodies were a devotional pastime for the many, the effort required for the full understanding of the
texts was a mental exercise for the more sophisticated.
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| see that many of the children of Israel are ignorant of the most essential articulacy in our language, let alone
its more difficult [aspects], and when they speak, much of what they say is ungrammatical, and when they
compose poetry, few are the ancient elements they adopt and many are those they forget...

And the collector [oger, from the same root as the title of the book] wrote this book to serve as wisdom for all
the people of God and all those knowledgeable in law and justice. And He prepared it to speak in riddles and to
offer parables and all manner of tropes and rhyming verses
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