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Summary of the Four Introductions Prefaced to

DIPT PIR2 DR

SHIRE YISRAEL be-ERES ha-KEDEM

I hope that some day a serious study will be devoted not only to the poetical
compositions contained in the Shiré Yisrael, but that the entire field of thousands
such other songs will be evaluated, not just as the folkloric remnant of a people that
exists no more, but more importantly as the repository of their deep religious
themes, anchored in the Song of Songs. 1 shall only summarize its four prefaces
which were written by eminent scholars and thinkers whose lives, as
contemporaries, were totally immersed in the making and singing of these songs.
My own copy—as I suspect most other copies—of the Shire Yisrael is falling apart
due to poor paper and the ravages of time. I have carefully enlarged each of the
pages herein reproduced and I have restored them wherever needed. Here is a brief
summary of what some of these scholars and thinkers had to say.

*His Eminence, the Hahimbashi1 Hayyim Moshe Bedjerano writes in his
Haskama:

After expressing his joy at seeing this first edition of Shire Yisrael and what it
can accomplish in helping the individual pour out his soul before the Most High,
Haribbi Bedjerano recalls the Rambam’s view that listening to good music has
therapeutic value and can restore one's soul to good health. That good music
arouses in us the deeper feelings of our souls is also implied by the biblical
testimony of Saul and Elisha.

Unfortunately, of the more than three thousand compositions he has seen in
manuscript, only a few have been published by the late Rabbi Reuven Baruh of
Vienna, in Austria. Thus he worries about what might eventually happen to these
poems written by Avtalyon, Abbas, Dabbah, Amigo, etc., as well as to other poems by
Kabbalists who tried very hard to harmonize their melodies with the makams, and
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to integrate into them the names of our holy patriarchs, as well as the sefiroth and
the foly names, to sanctify and venerate them, in order that the faithful may serve
them with deep awe and sing them in the splendor of holiness and with supreme
respect.

To prove his point that a poem can combine the names of the Patriarchs, the
Sefiroth, the names of the makams, and a divine name, he gives an excerpt from
Moshe Zakuto's jnams oipm, I get understanding from the elders, from which he
singles out the following (this important text is quoted in Hebrew on pp. 472-73):

Makam Patriarch Sefira Divine Name

wet Hiiseyni Abraham 7on Hesed o Sy El Ehye

‘¥ Rast Isaac T Gevura

i Mdahur Jacob qnoken  Tifereth mn A7

v Nikriz Moses nxy  Nesah 7 Yah

oann Uzzal Aaron nae Shevah mnas  Sevaoth
orme  Shehnaz Solomon M Yesod w  Shadday

“yar  Siinbiile David non Malhuth mm A’

N> Keter
reon Hohma

oA Cergdh Reuven - - e e

ot Adjem Shimon e - -

and he notes that the remainder of the text is missing.

Haribbi Bedjerano adds that Arab scholars, too, claim that the seven planets are
the foundation of the seven melodies and that each niggun is connected with one of
the twelve constellations which strongly influence the mind of those who listen to
them. According to Haribbi Bedjerano, that would be another of nature's wonders!

The introduction concludes by giving thanks to "our brethren from
Andrinople (Edirne) who have settled today in Istanbul and every Sabbath bring joy
to the synagogue with their songs and have helped Binyamin Rafael ben Yosef
publish these songs. May the other songs, too, come out soon in print"!

e The historian Shelomo A. Rozanes writes the following:

The authors of these pieces were experts in music, but weak in poetry. Rozanes
is somewhat harsh on them by quoting a couple of their "grammatical mistakes” in
gender agreement, such as w3 oo but it is obvious that these are due to rhyme
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requirements rather than to their ignorance of the language. However, he praises
Israel Najjara, the oldest among them, as a real poet. In all, there are twelve
melodies, subdivided into forty-eight makams or modes, according to their country
of origin: Isfahan for Isphahan in Iran, Hidjaz for Hedjaz in Arabia, Biselik after the
name of a slave of an Arab prince, Hiiseini after the Persian Shah Bahadur,
surnamed Abdul Gazi, Ussak which in Persian means "beloved”, and Adjem which
means "Persian”, etc.

Singers felt free to choose and alter their melodies, except for Najjara's two
pieces: on o> new which is still performed in Rast and *omm 3 momn 20w still
chanted in Segdh, as Najjara had originally prescribed!

Rozanes expresses his gratitude to Binyamin Rafael ben Yosef for collecting
these poems and publishing them, as well as to the maftirim, especially Isaac A.
Navon who is working to save many of these songs culled from old and torn
manuscripts. Rozanes refers to the fact that Andrinople, the second capital of the
Ottoman Empire, had particularly excelled in the development of music. Just as
outstanding Turkish composers and musicians lived there, so was the Jewish
community in Andrinople always musically inclined. Salonika provided rabbis and
judges to all the smaller cities, while Andrinople always supplied hazzanim and
singers.

There were groups of singers who trained in synagogue neighborhoods in
Andrinople. Every Sabbath since the seventeenth century, a group of singers at the
Portuguese synagogue, known as maftirim, sang piyyutim written by Israel Najjara
according to the theme of the weekly Tora portion. After Andrinople, Istanbul,
Izmir and Rhodes were renowned for their singers.

Rozanes goes on to enumerate family names of singers and composers, such as
Dabbah (Isaac, Menahem and Yeshaya), Moshe Khalif, Moshe Faro, Yishak Amigo,
Amir4, Ravuni (Rav Huna), Avtalyon bar Mordehay, etc. In Constantinople, the
traveler Benjamin of Tudela is supposed to have met members of the Avtalyon
banking family which then moved to Rustchuk (in Bulgaria) and then to other
cities on the Danube. Also mentioned are: Aharon Eliadi bar Yishak, Aharon Yoel,
Aharon bar Yishak (H)Amon, Avraham Eliezer, Avraham Semah, Yehuda Ben-
Aroya, Avraham Ben-Aroya, members of the Ben-Aroya family of rabbis in
Andrinople and Philippopolis (Filibe, in Bulgaria); Hayyim ben Moshe Bedjerano,
his teacher, who was born in Eski Zagra (in Bulgaria), was a teacher in Rustchuk,
Sephardic rabbi in Bucharest and later in Andrinople, before becoming chief rabbi in
Istanbul. He also mentions Hayyim Ben-Basat, Yosef Dannon of Andrinople, Yishak
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Romano of Istanbul, Yishak Navon of the Rabbi Efraim Navon family, as well as a
certain Yom Tov and a certain Yaakov Amron, Mordehay, son of rabbi Menahem,
called tchelebi, Mordehay Ben-Basat, Moshe Ben-Habib, Shelomo Moshe Mitrani,
Shemuel Geron, etc.

e A letter from the eminent poet Hayyim Nahman Bialik:

This letter, dated 18 Tammuz 5681 (1921) was written in Istanbul and was
addressed by Bialik to the publisher of the book, Binyamin Rafael Ben Yosef. In it,
Bialik tells us that when he was in Istanbul, he was told about the "beautiful custom
of our brothers from Andrinople” who take advantage of Sabbaths, Moadim and
other holidays or joyous occasions to gather—he does not mention where—and
sing these well-known melodies. Bialik tells us that their choirs are called
“maftirim"—in quotation marks, thus indicating his lack of familiarity with this
particular use of the good old word maftir in a musical context!

Bialik does not tell us whether he heard these melodies in a synagogue as part
of a liturgical function, or if someone gave him details about how they work,
showing him a few texts and maybe even singing for him a few lines as part of a
short demonstration. The fact is that from Bialik's point of view, these were
primarily np—w, “folkmusic”, without full piyyut status. And indeed, his only
characterization is that this collection is mp>®a-nrnae Twnay extremely valuable
from a folldoric point of view! As a matter of fact, Bialik adds:

our Ashkenazic brethren have been lately collecting and publishing such folkloric music,
composed in the various languages spoken by the Jews; and now imagine how nice it would
be to have some authentic folkloric music of an oriental nature in Hebrew—albeit borrowed
from neighbors—added to their collections! Undeniably, these are closer to the Hebrew
spirit than the tunes of the folksongs in the jargons borrowed from the peoples of the West
and the North. If Hebrew music is to undergo a renaissance, undoubtedly it will have to turn
first to this source of oriental music from which it will draw the power of its renaissance.

Therefore, all those who look forward to the renaissance of Hebrew popular music and its
new tunes will say to Binyamin Rafael Ben Yosef, ¥ o, more power to you!

Sadly, one thousand years of evolution, from Dunash ibn Labrat's introduction of
the Arabic rules of prosody into Hebrew poetry and their use by Hebrew poets in
combination with themes from the Song of Songs through the incorporation of
substantial sufi themes into that poetry in Spain and Egypt, to the addition of
kabbalistic layers in Safed and Aleppo and the integration of the Turkish makams
into that poetical effort, were totally missed by the foremost poet of Modern Hebrew
Literature who, at best, calls this =%p7en mrnap w—an op=ye popular music,
extremely valuable from a folkloric point of view!
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*Introduction by the famous Haham Avraham Dannon.

After expressing regrets for his inability to write a full introduction to this
"conk"—the Turkish word for a manuscript collection of poems or libretto— due to
his being far away from his books, Dannon states that the institution responsible for
these melodies is the choir of maftirim and mezammerim, or assistant hazzanim in
Edirne (Andrinople), who met every Sabbath morning before shahrith at the
Portuguese synagogue. They would rehearse the zemiroth and then would go to
their own synagogues—thirteen before the great fire—where ~ni T2 was not read
until the concluding kaddish was chanted by the maftirim. That is why the majority
of the inhabitants of Edirne is musically knowledgeable. Even those who fled the
city after the war and moved to Istanbul, established there a maftirim group in the
suburb of Galata.

The reason why Andrinople’s hazzanim were so famous is perhaps due to the
presence there in former times of "whirling dervishes”, the disciples of the Sufi
Mevlana Dijelaleddin Rumi, who danced every Friday with their musical
instruments in their dervish lodges called tekke. Not suspecting any Sufi influence
on Jewish liturgy before the arrival of the exiles from Spain and Portugal, Dannon
surmises that the exiles, who were spiritually tired and exhausted, found
themselves on such fertile ground, that they, too, established choirs of singers
patterned after the Muslims to forget their grief! And Dannon adds that even if this
explanation cannot be proved, the fact that a collection of Jewish poems is called
"conk”, the Turkish word for the same type of poetry, is significant.

He also notes that the sequence of the parts sung every week follows the order
of the dervish songs, namely: taksim, pesrev, beste, semai, etc. But then Dannon
goes off on a tangent trying to compare these to the "Romanzas”, also quoting his
article on Turkish words in "Judéo-Spanish" published in the Hungarian monthly
Keleti Szemle and the Revue des Etudes Juives. He then lists the names of some
composers such as Avtalyon, Aharon Eliadi, Yishak Amigo, the Dabbah family,
Moshe Faro, and Khalif. Special thanks are also expressed to Isaac A. Navon for
collecting these poems, to Avraham Behor Papo, head of the maftirim, and to David
Fresko, editor of the newspaper Tyempo who encouraged efforts to publish these
poems.
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