Current Jewish Questions

Music in Judaism

I. Spititual Importance of Music / Importance of Spiritual Music

1. B. Pesachim 117a

Rav Judah said in Samuel’s name: The Song in the Torah was
uttered by Moses and Israel when they ascended from the [Red]
Sea. And who recited this Hallel? The prophets among them
ordained that Israel should recite it at every important epoch and
at every misfortune — may it not come upon them! And when
they are redeemed they recite [in gratitude] for their redemption

To David, a psalm’ intimates that the Shechinah rested upon him
and then he uttered [that] song; ‘a psalm of david’ intimates that
he [first] uttered [that particular] psalm and then the Shechinah
rested upon him. This teaches you that the Shechinah rests [upon
man] neither in indolence nor in gloom nor in frivolity nor in
levity, nor in vain pursuits, but only in rejoicing connected with a

religious act, for it is said, ‘but now bring me a minstrel.” And it

came to pass, when the minstrel played, that he hand of the lord
came upon him. (II Kings 3:15) Rav Judah said in Rav’s name:

And it is likewise so in a matter of halachah. R. Nahman said: And
it is likewise so for a good dream. But that is not so, for R. Giddal
said in Rav’s name: If a scholar sits before his teacher and his lips
do not drip anxiety they shall be burnt, for it is said, His lips are as
lilies [shoshanim|,dropping with flowing myrrh [mor ‘ober]: read
not shoshanim but sheshonim [that study]; read not mor’ober but
mar ‘ober [dropping anxiety]? — There is no difficulty: One
applies to the teacher, the other to the disciple. Alternatively, both
refer to the teacher, yet there is no difficulty: the one holds good
before he commences; the other, after he commences. Even as
Rabbah used to say something humorous to his scholars before
he commence. Even as Rabbah used to say something humorous
to his scholars before he commenced [his discourse], in order to
amuse them; after that he sat in awe and commenced the lecture.
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2. B. Shabbat 30b

And how are its [Ecclesiastes’] words self-contradictory? — It is
written, anger is better than play; but it is written, I said of
laughter, It is to be praised. It is written, Then I commended joy;
but it is written, and of joy [I said] What doeth it? There is no
difficulty: ‘anger is better than laughter” the anger which the Holy
One, blessed be He, displays to the righteous in this world is
better than the laughter which the Holy One, blessed be He,
laughs with the wicked in this world. ‘And I said of laughter, it is
to be praised’: that refers to the laughter which the Holy One,
blessed be He, laughs with the righteous in the world to come.
‘Then I commended joy™: this refers to the joy of a precept. ‘“And
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of joy [I said], what doeth it”: this refers to joy [which is] not in
connection with a precept. This teaches you that the Divine
Presence rests [upon] man] neither through gloom, nor through
sloth, nor through frivolity, nor through levity, nor through talk,
nor through idle chatter, save through a matter of joy in
connection with a precept, as it is said, But now bring me a
minstrel. And it came to pass, when the minstrel played, that the
hand of the Lord came upon him.
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II. Non-Sacred / Profane Music

3a. M. Sotah 9:1

When the Sanhedrin ceased [to function], song ceased from the
places of feasting; as it is said, they shall not drink wine with a
song etc. (Is. 24:9)

3b. B. Sotah 48a-b

How do we know that the text, [“They shall not drink wine with a
song’] — applies to the time when the Sanhedrin ceased? — R.
Huna, son of R. Joshua, said: Because Scripture states: The elders
have ceased from the gate, the young men from their music.

(Lam. 5:14)

Rav said: The ear which listens to song should be torn off. Rava
said: When there is song in a house there is destruction on its
threshold; as it is stated: Their voice shall sing in the windows,
desolation shall be in the thresholds, for He hath laid bare the
cedar work (Zeph 2:14)...

R. Huna said: The singing of sailors and ploughmen is permitted,
but that of weavers is prohibited. [Singing helps the former in
their work, but with the latter it is done out of frivolity.] R. Huna
abolished singing, and a hundred geese were priced at a zuz and a
hundred se’ahs of wheat at a zuz and there was no demand for
them [even at that price];[Through the decline of feasting] R.
Hisda came and [ordered R. Huna’s edict to be] disregarded, and a
goose was required [even at the high price of] a zuz but was not
to be found.[The demand for geese had become so great.| R.
Joseph said: When men sing and women join in it is
licentiousness; when women sing and men join in it is like fire in
tow.|A woman’s singing aroused sexual passion. The latter is
more setious, because it implies a wilful act on the part of the
men to listen to the female voices.] For what practical purpose is
this mentioned? — To abolish the latter before the former.[If
both cannot be suppressed at the same time, the latter should
receive more attention as being the worse of the two.| R. Johanan
said: Whoever drinks to the accompaniment of the four musical
instruments brings five punishments to the world...
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4. B. Sanhedrin 101a

Our Rabbis taught: He who recites a verse of the Song of Songs
and treats it as a [secular] air, and one who recites a verse at the
banqueting table unseasonably, brings evil upon the world.
Because the Torah girds itself in sackcloth, and stands before the
Holy One, blessed be He, and laments before Him, ‘Sovereign of
the Universe! Thy children have made me as a harp upon which
they frivolously play.” He replies, ‘My daughter, when they are
eating and drinking, wherewith shall they occupy themselves?’ To
which she rejoins, ‘Sovereign of the Universe! if they possess
Scriptural knowledge, let them occupy themselves with the Torah,
the Prophets, and the Writings; if they are students of the
Mishnah, with Mishnah, halachoth, and haggadoth; if students of
the Talmud, let them engage in the laws of Passover, Pentecost
and Tabernacles on the respective Festivals. R. Simeon b. Eleazar
testified on the authority of R. Simeon b. Hanina: He who reads a
verse in season [as just defined] brings good to the world, as it is
written, and a word spoken in season, how good is it.
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5. Rambam Interpretation to Mishnah Avot 1:16

[In this context, it is worthy to note that] songs, regardless of the
language in which they are composed are judged according to
their content. We should follow the same guidelines with regard
to them as mentioned above with regard to the five categories of
speech.

Although this point of clarification is obvious, it is necessary to
mention it [specifically], because I have seen men of stature and
pious individuals from our nation [ignoring it]. When they attend
a party, a wedding, or [a celebration of] that like, and a person
desires to sing a song in Arabic, they object and refuse to allow
the song to be sung. This is true even when the song praises
courage or forthrightness — i.e. it is in the category of desired
speech — or it praises wine. If, by contrast, a singer sings a
Hebrew song, no one will object, nor will they remonstrate even

though the content of the song concerns subjects that are
forbidden or should be eschewed.

This is utter foolishness. For the decision whether a particular
subject is forbidden or permitted, desirable or objectionable, it is
not dependent on the language in which it is spoken, but rather its
content. If the content of a song is inspiring, it is necessary to
sing it, regardless of the language in which it was written. And if
the subject matter is corrupt, we are obligated to shun it,
regardless of the languages in which it is written.

I feel, however, that there is a further point to be added in this
regard. When there are two songs that both arouse sensual desire,
extol it, and draw the soul in this direction, this is [surely] a
shortcoming. And this is the category of speech that should be
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eschewed, for it arouses and stimulates a crude quality, as we
explained in the fourth [introductory| chapter. When one of the
songs was composed in Hebrew and the other in Arabic or
Persian, hearing the Hebrew song and speaking of these matters
in that language is less desirable according to the Torah. Because
of the holiness of the language, it is not fitting to use it except for
refined purposes. Surely, the above applies if the person
[incorporates| a verse from the Torah or the Song of Songs. This
causes [the song| to move from the undesirable category to the
forbidden. For the Torah has forbidden the use of the words of
prophecy for songs about crude and lowly matters.
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6. Shulhan Aruch O.C. 53:11

A cantor who lengthens his prayer in order that people should
listen to his beautiful voice, if he does so because it is from the joy
of his heart that he is giving praise to God with pleasantness, then
he should receive a blessing. And this is when he prays with a
sense of honor and stands with fear and trembling. But if his
intent is merely to hear his own voice and to enjoy in his voice,
this is disgraceful. And in any event whoever lengthens his prayer
does not do good because of the trouble it causes the
congregation.
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7. Ezekiel 33:30-32

30 “As for you, son of man, your people are talking together
about you by the walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to
each other, ‘Come and hear the message that has come from the
Lord.” 31 My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit
before you to hear your words, but they do not put them into
practice. Their mouths speak of love, but their hearts are greedy
for unjust gain. 32 Indeed, to them you are nothing more than
one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an
instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them
into practice.
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II1. Kol Isha / Women’s Singing

8. Exodus 15:20-21

Then Miriam the prophet, Aaron’s sister, took a timbrel in her
hand, and all the women followed her, with timbrels and dancing.
Miriam sang to them: "Sing to the Lord, for he is highly exalted.
Both hotse and driver he has hurled into the sea."
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9. Judges 5:1
On that day Deborah and Barak son of Abinoam sang this song
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10. B. Berachot 24a

R. Isaac said: A handbreadth [exposed] in a [married] woman
constitutes sexual incitement. In which way? Shall I say, if one
gazes at it? But has not R. Shesheth [already] said: Why did
Scripture enumerate the ornaments worn outside the clothes with
those worn inside? To tell you that if one gazes at the little finger
of a woman, it is as if he gazed at her secret placel — No, It
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means, in one’s own wife, and when he recites the Shema’. R.
Hisda said: A woman’s leg is a sexual incitement, as it says.
Uncover the leg, pass through the rivers, and it says afterwards,
Thy nakedness shall be uncovered, yea, thy shame shall be seen.
Samuel said: A woman’s voice is a sexual incitement, as it says,
For sweet is thy voice and thy countenance is comely. R.
Shesheth said: A woman’s hair is a sexual incitement, as it says,
Thy hair is as a flock of goats.
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11. Rambam Issurei Biah 21:2

...And the one who gazes even at a woman’s pinky finger with
the intent to be sexually gratified as if he looked at her secret
place, and even if only to listen to the voice of a woman to whom
he is prohibited, or to look upon her hair — this is forbidden
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12. Shulhan Aruch O.C. 75:3

One ought to be careful from hearing a woman singing at the
time he recites the Shema. Ramo: And this applies even for his
own wife. But a voice which is heard regularly is not considered
licentious.
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13. M. Moed Katan 3:8

Women may raise a wail during the festival [week], but not clap
[their hands in grief]; R. Ishmael says, those that are close to the
bier clap [their hands in grief]. On the days of new moon, of
Hanukkah And of Purim they may raise a wail and clap [their
hands in grief]. Neither on the former nor on the latter occasions
do they chant a dirge
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14. R. Moshe Lichtenstein — Kol Isha: A Woman’s Voice Tradition 46:1 2013 9-24

The problem created in the wake of sexual thoughts raised by kol isha is not just the thought itself or its
physiological results—the notion that “one should not think sexual thoughts during the day lest he come to
impurity at night” (Ketubbot 46a)—but also that the thought establishes the relationship between man and
woman as a biological male-female system rather than a spiritual bond between man and woman. By way of
homily, we may say that the “thoughts of sin are more difficult than sin” (Yoma 29a) since, while sin is a
flawed act in its own right, thoughts of sin reflect upon the existence of man as a being of nature. The
halakhic significance of this is that the extension of the prohibition of kol isha, on the basis of concern for
sexual thoughts, to a context where it is not justified to do so, is not just unhelpful — it is harmful. It brings
about an emphasis on natural existence, and paints the human condition as one of sexual existence alone.

Indeed, this kind of extension of the prohibition provides a wider halakhic safety net regarding the thoughts
themselves, but at the same time it amplifies the classification of human existence as biological-natural at the
expense of the perception of man as a more elevated being. The posek who is concerned for sexual thoughts
in a case of women’s song where the listener does not intend to derive pleasure perceives man as a creature
whose natural urges overbear him. Therefore, stringent pesak in this matter diminishes man’s character and
minimizes the image of the divine within him. p. 22
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