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THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ROLE OF THE HAZZAN 
THROUGH THE END OF THE GEONIC PERIOD 

Mr. Freelander began this study with the prime intention of 
understanding how, when, and with what consequences, creative 
music entered the synagogue service. The issue of keva' and 
kavvanah, so often raised with respect to prayer texts,was to 
be raised regarding prayer music. Thus he set out to explore 
the role of the hazzan in geonic, and pregeonic society, to 
investigate the function of music. 

The thesis reviews familiar.material about the development 
of the hazzan from general synagogue beadle to a professional 
musician and precentor. Mr. J;reelander's novel insight includes 
seeing his latter role as being modeled after the priestly role 
wherein a passive congregation relies on an intercessor. He 
then reviews the professional responsibility of the hazzan through 
the tenth century, and notes particularly the significant role 
played by the increasing complexity of prayer material and the 
rise of the piyyut as an art form demanding professional compe
tence. 

Once in a while the reader may quibble with an inter
pretation of the material, and feel that some sources have been 
accepted uncritically. Thus, for example, the tradition that 
explains the piyyut by religious persecution seems to have been 
accepted here in a somewhat forced fashion. Similarly, standard 
secondary source information such as the assumption of an ongoing 
choir at Sura or the tracing of Kol Nidre back to Yehudai have 
been incorporated here; even though the former claim is based on 
one report (Nathan Hababli) of an exceptional liturgical event, 
not the daily norm; and the latter is an interpretation of a re
sponsum by Ginzberg chosen because it supported his general 
perspective on relations between Sura and Pumbedita. The material 
from Sefer HaEshkol on Yehudai is probably not to be taken as 
implying genP-ral support for a hazzan; even though nearly every 
music history book assumes otherwise. 

The thesis' strength is that it raises such serious issues 
and prompts the reader to bother siding for or against the con
clusions. 

In sum, Mr. Freelander has summed up the challenges raised 
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by the rise of the hazzan as singer, the development of pivvut, 
trope, and "foreign melody." He has surveyed the literature 
that instructs us as to how Jewish authorities handled the 
veritable revolution in worship style introduced by these inno
vations. And, in a personal conclusion, he has challenged Jews 
today to be equally as responsive to what is perceived as an 
equally challenging era. For all of this, Mr. Freelander is to 
be commended. 

April 1979 
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Chapter One 

HAZZAN AND SHELIACH TZIBBUR IN THE TALMUD 

The position of the hazzan within the synagogue has re

mained virtually the same since some time during the 6th 

century. Prior to this time, the term hazzan referred to a 

synagogue official with responsibilities quite different than 

those we generally associate with those of a hazzan today. 

The responsibilities presently assigned to the professional 

called the hazzan were originally the functions of the lay 

person known as the precentor or sheliach tzibbur. While 

the Talmud uses the term hazzan to describe a number of dif

ferent officials with far reaching responsibilities, its pre

sentation of the qualifications and responsibilities of the 

sheliach tzibbur is far more concise and uncontroversial. 

For various reasons which we shall examine later, the roles 

of hazzan and precentor were joined together at some points 

between the 4th and 6th centuries, and were later separated 

when the lay precentor was replaced by the professional 

hazzan, who soon shed his original synagogue function in 

favor of his new one. 

The Talmud uses the word hazzan in conjunction with a 

wide range of synagogue officials and functions. The Mish

nah's use of the term is limited to describing a particular 

functionary primarily within the Temple context. No author

ities on the history of the hazzan suggest that any one in

dividual actually fulfilled all the diverse responsibilities 

ascribed to him in the Talmud. Therefore, an appreciation 
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of the pre-geonic hazzan and his function within the vari

ous talmudic communities requires us to examine some of the 

recurring themes as they appear in the Talmud with regard 

to his role. The position of precentor or sheliach tzibbur 

in pre-geonic times is not the subject of controversy, and 

will require a far more simple presentation. 

Scholars are divided over the origin of the word haz

zan. Some derive it from the Hebrew root hazah, to see, as 

in hazon, vision. Others claim the term derives from the 

Assyrian hazzanu, which means overseer or director. In the 

El-Amarna letters dating to the 14th century B.C.E., "Haz

anuti" is the term used for the governors' (overseers') place 

by Egypt over the cities of Palestine. 1 Hence, the mishnaic 

term hazzan haknesset (Yoma 7:1 and elsewhere) is usually 

translated as "overseer of the assembly. 112 

Even in the Temple in Jerusalem the hazzan had a signi-

ficant role. Similar passages in Mishnah Yoma 7:1 and Sota 

7:7, 8 demonstrate the hazzan haknesset's role in the Temple • 

• • • • 1Jn1J1 n,,n ,~o 7t,1J noJ~n 1rn 
Another role for the hazzan in the Temple is described in 

Mishnah Sukkah 7:4, and although the hazzan is referred to 

in the plural, without the qualifying addendum haknesset, he 

appearµ to be the same individual referred to in the Yoma 

and Sota passages. 

~Yon,~ 1'~::Jpo □ 'JTnn, n'::Jn 7n7 1n'::J717 n~ 1'~'~1 ~ 
~Ol~i1 ::J.l 

In Mishnah Tamid 5:3 we find still another extension of his 



role .. 

□n'1l~ n~ on,~,,~,~~~ ,,n , □ 'JTn7 □ 110~ 

The Yoma and Sota passages reveal a hazzan who is overseer 

of the property and utensils of the Temple who hands them 

3 

to the officiants at the proper time. Sukkah shows the 

hazzan taking the lulavim the pilgrims have brought to the 

Temple and arranging them for later use by the priests. 

Mishnah Tamid shows the hazzan responsible for disrobing the 

priests, and caring for their robes during the priest's of

ficiating. All five mishnaic references to the hazzan indi

cate that he was a general assistant to the priests who had 

specific, independent responsibilities within the Temple 

hierarchy. 

The diverse responsibilities of the hazzan or hazzan 

haknesset,as the texts interchangeably refer to him, clearly 

date back to Temple times. This position is probably the 

only official Temple position which survived the destruction 

of the Temple and change from sacrificial worship to syna

gogue prayer almost intact. In both the ancient Temple and 

synagogue, the hazzan appears to have played a role similar 

to that of the contemporary shamash, overseeing all aspects 

of the synagogue's operations except the worship itself. 

This shamash or beadle was a jack of all trades who made 

sure that all was in place, so that appropriate worship could 

take place. The Talmud specifies some of the responsibili

ties of the pre-geonic hazzan/beadle as he emerged in vari

ous communities. 



The talmudic hazzan/beadle functioned as a kind of 

supervisor and superintendent at prayer meetings, as we 

see in this passage from Sukkah Slb: 

Y'ln~ 11,~1 ,11':l 1'11nJon1 ,n17Y 101, noJ~n 11n1 
1~~ l'J1Y CYii 7~1 7110::l 9'JO n,n ,10~ n1JY7 

4 

Among his many roles in the synagogue were those that en

sured that the normal activities of worship could take place. 

Yet, surprisingly, the hazzan is hardly ever cited as a lead-

er of worship. Tosephta Sukkah 4:11, 12 reveals a community 

wherein the hazzan had the responsibility of announcing the 

beginning of Shabbat and holidays by climbing to the roof of 

the synagogue or the highest place in the city, and blowing 

a horn so all the residents could hear. 

n11l1ln ,1::11J noJ:m rrn ,n::i~?~n 1~ c,n n~ ?'t:1:Jn, w,v1 1l'~ 
•••• n1Jp7 ,1::11J ,7'>':lt:O n1JJ. llii v~,, n,,1 

In this way he made sure that the congregants knew to stop 

their work, and to return home or to the synagogue in time 

to light the fire. Probably the fire refers to the fires 

and lights the populace had to light in their homes so that 

they would have heat and light during the Sabbath or holiday. 

The hazzan is also cited as the individual responsible 

for attending to the lamps of the synagogue, an obvious 

"beadle" function (Ma'aser Sheni 56a). 3 

n1n 1,,1Jp ,,n, n1n1 10 •••. 71lO:l 11n n1n ''Pj 
1'7 P'71~1 n'nJ1 ~V11p~ n'J:l n:Jt:0 P'~m 

Another source, this one mishnaic, points out that in 

some communities it was also the hazzan's responsibility to 



teach the young children to read (Shabbat 1:3). 

~7P' ~, ~,n ,~~ □ '~1,v n1p1J'nn 1J'n n~,, 1,nn 
In the commentaries to the Mishnah, Maimonides and Bartin-
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oro disagree on his exact function in this case, Maimonides 

claiming that he merely assisted the school teacher by 

working with the children, and Bartinoro viewing the hazzan 

as the teacher himself. 

Whatever the specifics of his role, the hazzan was an 

honored synagogue official in many communities. The popu

lace accorded him a prominent seat within the synagogue, as 

we note in PT Sukkah 55b: 

n'7Y ,~,y noJJn 1tn1 Yl~~~ r~ ?w n~,~, 
There may have been other reasons for the hazzan to sit on 

the bimah in the middle of the synagogue, for, as we note in 

a number of other Palestinian Talmud sources, the hazzan's 

responsibilities also included removing the Torah scrolls 

from the ark and opening them to the correct place for the 

weekly reading. 4 Evidently, he was also responsible for 

raising up the Torah for all to see, according to the inter

pretation of Shimon ben Yakim: 

W' 'J1 .n~Tn n,,nn ,,~, n~ □ 'v' ~, ,~~ ,,,~ :~'nJ 
.,~,1 ~,nw 1tnn n, -v.,,~ O'P' 1~ 111~~ • ?n7~1J n11n 

(PT Sota vii, 21d) 

Even though the hazzan was responsible for opening the scroll 

of the law to the correct place, he was generally not allow

ed to read from the scroll. That was the jurisdiction of the 

members of the congregation who functioned in the rotating, 

voluntary role of sheliach tzibbur, which we shall discuss 



later. We do, however, find one reference to a community 

where, with the permission of the congregation, the hazzan 

was permitted to read the law. 

□ "in~ ,, 17Z)~W ,,., ~lP" ~7 no:r:m 1 Tn 
(Tosephta Megilla III) 
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The above notwithstanding, we can generalize that the role 

of the hazzan within the synagogue was more akin to that of 

the modern synagogue shamash or beadle than to the role of 

the contemporary hazzan. In fact, some variants substitute 

the term shamash for hazzan in at least two of the quota-

tions cited above. (See footnote 3.) 

Some talmudic citations refer to functions of the haz

zan totally unrelated to the operation of the synagogue. 

Baba Mezia 93b refers to the hazzan as overseer of the city, 

hazzan mata, who seems to function as a kind of night watch~ 

man. 

"7t::.?J 1:ii? n"7 7Z)K1 ?nin M?J 1Tn 1J":J~ :JP:s.'~ 
~n?J 1Tn~ ~n1.,n, ~n"t::1Jp'7 

The reference is aggadic in nature, but indicates that the 

authors knew of such a position. A similar role is assigned 

to the hazzan in Shabbat 56a, which refers to the hazzan as 

the town sheriff and to~ crier. 

A totally different perspective on the talmudic role of 

the hazzan is expressed in PT Berachot 7d and Mishnah Makkot 

3:12. In both these references we find the hazzan as offi-

cial of the judicial system. The PT Berachot passage sees 
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him as an overseer of the court by whose word court sessions 

were opened: 

• • • 
Even more unusual is the role assigned by the Mishnah pas

sage, Makkot 3:12: 

1J~n1 ••• : 7'ilJ Tn1~ noJJn 1tn ?1n1~ 1'P7~ il'J 
7i'J ?lY ?rll n11111 ,n'?Y i~7Y noJJn 1tn ,1,,n~~ nJ1nJ 

•••• □ 'JW? 1n~ n,1~J 
Here it was the hazzan's responsibility to execute punisfi-

ment on the convicted prisoner. First he stripped off the 

prisoner's clothing, without any care, according to the text, 

as to whether he tore the clothes or not. Later in the same 

passage, the hazzan stands upon a rock placed behind the 

prisoner, with a whip in his hand, and issues the stipes or

dained by the court as punishment to the prisoner. There 

seems to be no connection between this role and the hazzan's 

synagogue role. Evidently, in different communities the 

term hazzan carried greatly different .connotations. 

It is clear, however,_):hat the hazzan did perform dif

ferent roles in each community. In some communities the in

dividual who served as hazzan (probably in the synagogue con

text) also served the community as preacher, juqge, and 

schoolmaster. The following quote from the 'famous story 

about Levi bar Sisi appears both in Genesis Rabbah 81:2 and, 

as quoted here, in PT Yevamot 13a. 

~J 7J in 1i 1nn nYJ n'7 1'7~~ 'J7 'Jl7 1n1~ ~''J7~'0 'JJ 
Jn'1 7'J77l ?J 17 7JY7 l''Jn~ 1~10 ,1tn1 ,l''i ,w,71 

'010 7J '17 117 
The residents of Simonia requested that the rabbis send them 

one person who could function in all the roles described 
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above: preacher, judge, hazzan, and scribe. They are sent 

Levi bar Sisi with high recommendations; in a short time, 

however (perhaps not unexpectedly), he fails to fulfill 

their expectations and is relieved of his responsibilities. 

If individuals did indeed function in such a variety of 

capacities in smaller communities, they must have been ex

traordinary men. 

One talmudic passage in the Palestinian Talmud (Bera

chot 12d) indicates that the hazzan did in fact also lead 

the prayers in the synagog~e. 

,.,:i~n ~,1Jn1 71:Jli1 ,11J.n ,~n 7z,~1 ~:nn, r"n::>v~, ••• 
7Y ~.,o,n7 n,v, 77 1"~ :17 ,,z,~ .,n,~ 1pn"w1 ,y"z,~n, 

.n1::>7:i~ □ "z,~n ,,~ow r:ioz, 

The author of this passage uses the word hazzana, an Arama

ic form, instead of the more common hazzan, indicating, as 

Zunz and Kohut suggest, that this passage was probably in

terpolated at a date after the completion of the Palestini

an Talmud into the text itself. They cite manuscripts that 

omit the passage completely. 5 If this one appearance of the 

hazzan as worship leader and reader really is a later inter

polation, then our original hypothesis that the talmudic 

hazzan had totally different responsibilities and functions 

than those of the voluntary sheliach tzibbur, receives quite 

conclusive support. 

During the time of the Second Temple, the Jewish people 

were represented before God by the priests who offered sac

rifices for the lay people. The priests occasionally also 

recited prayers while they offered the sacrifices. With the 
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rise of the local Ma'amadot and synagogue, Jews would gather 

in their local synagogues to pray, and select one of their 

members to lead them in the prayers. This was an office of 

honor that could be held by any member of the community cap

able of reciting the very short and simple forms of prayers 

used at that time. This position is referred to in talmudic 

sources by various titles, including Ba'al Te£illah (leader 

of prayer), Koreh (reader, usually of Scripture), and Mit

pallel (he who prays). He is also known as yored lifney 
J 

hatevah, he who descends before the ark, since the prayer 

leader evidently led the congregation from a position lower 

than that of the congregants. 6 

The most widely used term which refers to the precentor/ 

prayer leader is sheliach tzibbur, messenger or representa-

tive of the congregation. He was chosen and sent by the 

congregation to the special place in the synagogue reserved 

for the prayer leader to lead them in their recitation of the 

prayers. There is some debate concerning the exact role of 

the sheliach tzibbur in worship, both in the Talmud and in 

contemporary scholarship. Some see him simply leading the 

congregation in its prayers, functioning only to ensure that 

the proper prayers were recited. Others view him as suc

cessor to the Temple priest who served as intercessor for 

the people, and others view him as successor to the ancient 

prophets who offered special prayers for the community in 

time of stress and special need. More discussion of these 

conflicting roles of the sheliach tzibbur will follow later 



10 

in this chapter. 

Alongside the rosh haknesset and the hazzan, the sheli

ach tzibbur helped ensure that proper worship took place in 

the community, but unlike the other two functionaries, the 

precentor remained a voluntary, lay position through the end 

of the talmudic period. While some communities did appoint 

individuals to serve permanently as the functionaries of 

their synagogues, be t~y lay persons or "professionals," 

the responsibilities of the sheliach tzibbur continued to be 

shared by the members of the local communities. 

Throughout the talmudic period it was considered a 

great honor to serve as sheliach tzibbur. Chapters 23 - 25 

of Talmud Taanit contain the stories of many famous rabbis 

who served various communities as precentors. Such well 

known figures as Honi haMeaggel, Rabbi Hiya and Rabbi Akiva 

are cited as having served in the sheliach tzibbur position. 

The high status that service as precentor carried with it 

is evident from the wording of Rosh HaShannah 17b, where 

the Almighty Himself is likened to a sheliach tzibbur. 7 

The precentor had three basic responsibilities within 

the framework of the daily service. First he would recite 

the fixed opening benedictions; secondly, he had to impro

vise prayers according to the needs of the hour; and finally 

he would close with the appropriate formu.las. 8 On the days 

when Scripture was to be read, it was the sheliach tzibbur's 

responsibility to serve as koreh, Torah reader. It is like

ly that almost all congregants were able to read from the 
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Pentateuch and the more widely used parts of the Prophets, 

and were also familiar with the sing-song chant to which 

the Scriptural portions were sung. On days when less well 

known portions of the Scripture were read, scholarly men 

were sought to read them. 

Apparently, during the early Amoraic period, Jewish 

literacy was at an extremely high level. In some communi

ties the custom developed that numerous congregants would 

be called up, each to chant a short portion of that day's 

Pentateuch or Prophetic reading, while the koreh merely 

stood by in case the layman made a mistake. 9 It is easy to 

understand, then, why the position was able to remain unpro

fessionalized. As long as many congregants remained famil

iar with the prayers and Scriptural readings, many were 

available to serve in the role of sheliach tzibbur. 

We should note, however, that all prayers had to be re

cited from memory, since numerous talmudic references assert 

that it is forbidden to write down prayers. 

115b, Tosephta Shabbat 13)lO 

(Shabbat 61b, 

n,,n ,~ ,,~J n1J1J 'Jn1J 
Not only,then, did the precentor have to be familiar with the 

prayers and able to improvise and create his own prayers, 

but he also had to memorize the format of service, except 

for the Scriptural readings. As congregations grew attached 

to particular prayers originally improvised and created by 

their precentors, they requested the sheliach tzibbur to 

repeat those prayers as part of the daily liturgy of their 

community. The length and complexity of the prayers began 
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to grow as the community demanded more and more of these 

improvised prayers which were becoming fixed features of 

their worship, and thus the responsibilities and complex

ity of the precentor's role also increased. This growth 

in liturgy would eventually lead to the replacement of the 

lay sheliach tzibbur by the professional chazzan/precentor 

in the 6th century, a professional who had the time to 

memorize this growing liturgy. 11 

The role of the precentor was so essential to a commu

nity's worship that it necessitated the formulation of the 

minimal requirements for a sheliach tzibbur. The general 

categories are set down in Mishnah Taanit 2:2: 

,□ 'JJ 1? ~'1 7'l71 1v, nJ'nn 'J~7 1'1'71~ n7'~nJ 11ny 
n7'~nJ □7V 1J7 ~n'v '1J □P'7 1n'J1 

The precentor had to be mature, conversant (with the pray

ers), have children and an empty house. This bias toward a 

married, poor person was probably not intended to disen

franchise the rich or single Jew, but rather to ensure that 

he who leads the congregation is not preoccupied with issues 

of finding a wife or managing his money while he should be 

concentrating on prayer. 

Rabbi Judah bar Ilai, in the early 2nd century C.E. 

added specificity to the definition offered by the Mishnah. 

In Talmud Taanit 16a we read: 

,CP'7 1n'J1 ,n1VJ nY'l' 17V'1 17 1'~1 7~,~~ 77.)~ n11n' '7 

,J7Y 171p1 n~'YJ 17~'1 □Y7 n11,,~, 77J 7~V' ,n~J 1p7~1 

n1J~nJ v11~J n1JV71 □'J1nJ1 □'~'JJJ1 n71nJ n11p7 'PJ1 
171J n1J7Jn 7JJ 'PJ1 n11l~J1 
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The precentor must have a job and heavy family obligations, 

but not enough money to meet all those obligations, so that 

he would be personally involved in the prayers for susten

ance and prosperity he was leading. He should do labor in 

the fields, so that he will give full concentration to the 

prayer for rain, so vital in a farming economy. His house 

should be empty, containing few worldly possessions, so that 

he is forced to live from the regular harvest of his fields. 12 

His youthful years should have been spent decently, and he 

should be "modest, acceptable to the people, skilled in 

chanting with a pleasant voice, who possesses a thorough 

knowledge of Scripture, and who is conversant with the Mid

rash, Halachot, Agadot and all the Benedictions. 1113 

This Baraita informs us that such a person should be 

preferred as sheliach tzibbur, even if elders or great 

scholars are present and available for the honor. Likewise 

(in Taanit 24a) we hear of Rav coming to a community that 

needed rain. He orders a fast, and the local precentor 

leads the regular prayer service with such great fervor that 

when he reaches the line "He causes the rain to fall," rain 

actually falls. When Rav asks him what he does for a living, 

the precentor responds that he is a teacher of young chil

dren. Here we see the sheliach tzibbur leading the congre-

. gation's prayers as a volunteer, but with such piety that 

his prayers are answered even before the great Rav's prayers 

and fasting are. Piety and sincerity were clearly more im

portant than reknown in the selection of a precentor. 
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A number of other credentials for the precentor are 

found scattered through the talmudic literature. Hulin 24b 

and Tosephta Hagigah 1:4 both suggest that maturity, as 

evidenced by a fully grown beard, is a basic requirement 

for the office. 14 In the Palestinian Talmud, Sukkah chap

ter 3, Judah HaNasi specifies that maturity means that the 

precentor may not be less than 20 years old. Tosephta 

Megillah 3:30 adds that one may not lead the congregation 

in prayer unless he wears a clean, proper garment, and that 

even crippled and deformed Jews are entitled to "descend 

before the ark." 

In most cases it was the local community that set the 

requirements for the individual who would serve as its 

sheliach tzibbur. It is interesting to note that in only 

one place, Taanit 16a, is a pleasant singing voice cited as 

a requirement for the precentor. Evidently, vocal ability 

was not a basic issue in the selection of a sheliach tzibbur. 

Most Amoraic literature reveals the sheliach tzibbur 

as communal reader who leads the congregation in its prayers. 

As he led them, the congregants were also responsible for 

saying the prayers by themselves. 15 Other evidence suggests, 

though, that the congregation may not have been particularly 

active in the prayer process, leaving most of the "praying" 

to the precentor. In Sukkah 38b, we read that the precentor 

would say a particular prayer and the congregation would 

answer amen. Rashi, commenting on the line n'177n 7~1~ ~,n 
suggests that the precentor led the congregation in a kind 
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of responsive praying: He would say "Halleluyah" and the 

congregation would respond by repeating "Halleluyah." 

15 

A second reason to believe that the congregation lis

tened more than it prayed is the longstanding tradition of 

chazarat hashatz. While not referred to by that term in 

talmudic times, it is clear that the sheliach tzibbur would 

repeat the Tefillah after the worshippers completed reciting 

it. Most scholars agree with the talmudic sages in Rosh 

HaShanah 34b, and contend that his repetition was institut

ed for the members of the community who did not know the 

Tefillah from memory. They would listen to the precentor 

recite it, and then acknowledge that he had indeed said 

the prayer for them by answering "Amen" at the end. In 

their debate with Rabbi Gamaliel in Rosh HaShanah 34b, the 

sages take the position that the precentor only prays in 

order to free the unlettered from their responsibility to 

recite the Tefillah. Gamaliel, on the other hand, main

tains that the precentor prays on behalf of the entire 

congregation, not just on behalf of those who cannot pray 

themselves. 

?77~n~ 71~l n~7 :7'7J17 ,~,,~l 1~77 ,, 17~~ ~'Jn 
1n,,~n 71~1 n'?V 7'1on, '1J : □n7 ,z,~ 

nJ'n 'J~7 171' 71Jl n'?V n~, □J'7~1, :,~,,~l 1J7 □n, 7Z)K 
'PJ 1J'~w n~ ~'l1n7 '1J :17 172'~ 

'PJ n~ ~'11~ 7J , 'i?J 1 J '~'7 n~ ~':it12'~ □'lllJ : on, 72)~ 

Rabban Gamaliel seems to imply that an individual Jew 

need not pray himself if he has appointed a precentor to 
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act as his representative in prayer. The sheliach tzibbur, 

Gamaliel claims, fulfills our obligation to pray at the 

same time as he fulfills the obligation of those unfamiliar 

with the prayers. It is understandable how the position of 

intercessor developed for those who could not pray them

selves, even in a tradition that allowed all Jews access to 

the Almighty without an intercessor. But it is mo~t sur~ 

prising to recognize that the normalized situation became 

one where the sheliach tzibbur came to serve as intercessor 

for the entire community, not just for the unlettered. 16 No 

wonder the requirements and significance of the office grew. 

The accepted position was that God listened not to the in

dividual's prayer, but to the prayer of the precentor who 

the individual had delegated to represent him. 

This reality destroys the notion that the sheliach 

tzibbur was an independent creation of the synagogue. More 

likely, the people saw the precentor as the successor to 

the priest in the Temple who offered sacrifices to God on 

behalf of the populace. The daily tamid offering was 

brought by the officiating priest on behalf of all Israel. 

The Tefillah was viewed as having been instituted in place 

of (bimkom or k'neged) the tamid offering: as the Talmud 

puts it (Ber. 26b): 1"1"Dn 1ll:>:n11n~n~: The comm':]-nity saw 

the person who led the Tefillah as a substitute for the 

priest. 17 This confusion marked the entire transition 

period from Temple to synagogue "when new halachic respon

sibilities and structures were grafted onto older forms. 1118 
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A counter position is offered by Louis Finkelstein, 

who claims that the origin of the synagogue lies in "the 

prophetic prayer meetings of the first commonwealth," and 

that the "position of the leader of the congregation is 

sufficiently akin to that of the early prophet when he be

sought the Lord for those who came to him. 1119 He shows that 

the prophetic role did include petition on behalf of the 

unfortunate individual, and the entire community. Finkel

stein views the sheliach tzibbur as performing a role with

in the community that has little to do with his praying for 

those who cannot themselves pray. Rather, he represents 

all those who choose to let him represent them, who come 

to him voluntarily. 

We can find mishnaic backing for Finkelstein's posi

tion. Taanit 2:1 states that when a sheliach tzibbur prays, 

he does so for the entire community he is representing, even 

if they are praying themselves. The Mishnah in Berachot 

5:5 goes even further, condemning the entire community of a 

precentor that errs in prayer, as though they had erred 

themselves. 
,~,o--~,n 11~3 n,,~ □~, ,,;yi 1~'0 ,nY~' 77~n~n 

,n,~~ □~~7W ,ni7tzr~ 'J~~ ,,~n?,w7 Y7 
The entire community, those who can and those who cannot 

pray, are represented before God by the single sheliach 

tzibbur they select. 

In any case, the fact remains that his power came not 

from any special abilities of his own, but from the fact 

that the community delegated him to be its representative. 
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One must reject the notion that the sheliach tzibbur func

tioned only on behalf of those who could not offer their 

own prayers. One must also reject notions that the pre

centor had any special divine powers, or that he merely led 

the congregants in their own prayers. The talmudic sheli

ach tzibbur embodied the collective will of the community. 

The power of his prayers was directly equivalent to the in

tentions of the individual worshipper the precentor repre

sented before God in prayer. 
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By the end of the 5th century the two major Jewish com

munities of Babylonia and Palestine had developed basically 

similar outlines for their worship services. The specific 

content and wording of the Jewish worship service differed 

in the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds, and even within 

each Talmud itself. Religious practices followed regional 

custom, especially when the law was vague or self-contradic

tory. While the Talmud records the arguments of various 

rabbis, each attempting to have his own practice accepted 

as the "official version," it became apparent that even when 

rabbinic consensus·was reached no sanctions were levied 

against those communities that chose to maintain their own 

traditions, as long as those traditions fell within the gen

eral guidelines set by the Mishnah. 

The leadership of the synagogue worship service also 

varied widely, as we noted in chapter 1. The chief charac

teristic of worship leadership during Amoraic times was its 

participatory, voluntary nature. Various parts of the 

service had to be led, and the president of the congrega

tion would ask one of the assembled worshippers to fulfill 

one of the three defined worship functions: poreis al Shma 

(lead the congregation in the Shma and its blessings); 

over (or yored) lifnei hateva (lead the congregation in 

the Tefillah); or koreh (read to the congregation from the 
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Scriptures:)1 The second of these functions, leading the 

congregation in the Tefillah, was the most important; the 

leader's recitation cleared the worshippers of their obli

gation to say the Tefillah. Sheliach tzibbur is the term 

usually used to designate the leader of the Tefillah, but 

as we noted, it might also refer to the poreis or koreh as 

well. In some communities, it is clear that three differ

ent individuals fulfilled these roles. In others, one man 

served as poreis, while a second and more prominent person 

served both as leader of the Tefillah and as Scripture 

reader. 

The limited number of prayers were remembered by mem

ory. Melodies were often added to the prayer texts as a 

device to help the community and its leaders to remember 

the prayers. "Congregations were more apt to notice melod

ic deviations than textual ones. 112 Musical ability and a 

pleasant voice began to be cited as a requirement for the 

position of sheliach tzibbur in a congregation. But even 

the musical device could not counter the problem that the 

community could not keep up with the growing number of pray-

ers in the liturgy. To complicate matters, the communities 

were no longer familiar with the biblical Hebrew used in the 

prayer texts and Scriptures, and this led to the greater 

difficulty of memorizing almost meaningless words in a for

eign language. One can imagine a congregational president's 

frustration as he asked one member after another to lead 

them in prayer, only to hear each decline the honor. 
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Communities that possessed any number of scholars 

solved this problem by allowing the position of sheliach 

tzibbur to become one largely restricted to the scholarly 

classes. In communities that lacked scholars, the syna

gogue president often turned to the only other professional 

in the community who might have known all the prayers, the 

hazzan. We noted that the hazzan of the Amoraic period was 

primarily a sexton of the synagogue, but because he was 

present at all worship services, and cared for the Torah 

scrolls, rolling them to their proper place for reading, he 

was often the only member of the community who remembered 

all the prayers and their appropriate chants. It is easy to 

comprehend how, out of necessity, the small community might 

ask its hazzan to serve as precentor. 

Thus, the simple synagogue beadle, the hazzan, became 

entrusted with the crucial role of precentor on a regular 

basis. This confluence of two talmudic roles became canon

ized in the Geonic period. Little is known about the two

century long period stretching from the end of the Amoraic/ 

Talmudic period until the establishment of the Geonate; it 

is usually referred to as the Saboraic period. The emerg

ence of the Gaon as religious and social leader of the Baby

lonian Jewish community occurred sometime during the late 

6th or early 7th century. Little is known about the early 

Geonic period, but data becomes available with the ascent 

of Yehudai as Gaon of the academy at Sura in 757. 

Information about the Geonic period is largely contain-
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ed in the Responsa literature preserved by communities to 

whom the Geonim wrote and recorded in compendia by later 

authors. The Responsa issued by the Geonim at Sura and at 

its rival academy of Pijrnbedita, were primarily answers to 

halachic questions raised by the various diaspora communi

ties. Evidently, the diaspora communities accepted the 

Babylonian Geonim as lawful successors to and interpretors 

of the Babylonian Talmudic tradition. The Babylonian aca

demies did not, however, hold influence over the Palestin

ian community, which still accepted the authority of the 

Palestinian Talmud. Eventually a Palestinian Gaonate was 

established, but few of its decisions have been preserved. 

Our primary source of Palestinian liturgical customs from 

this period comes from Massechet Soferim, usually ascribed 

to 8th century Palestine. Though there were Geonim later, 

the Geonic period can be viewed as ending with the demise 

of Hai Gaon in 1038. 

All the available Geonic Responsa of the 7th-10th cen

turies, including Seder Rav Arnram Gaon, use the terms 

hazzan and sheliach tzibbur interchangeably. 3 It appears 

that what began as a stopgap measure in response to the com

munity's inability to fulfill its religious obligations, had 

become a permanent and mandatory institution by the begin

ning of the Geonic period. The 5th and 6th centuries witnes

sed the emergence of professional precentors, each still re

ferred to as sheliach tzibbur. Louis Ginsberg attempts to 

differentiate between the professional sheliach tzibbur and 
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the voluntary sheluach tzibbur. While his argument is co

gent when applied to the earlier literature, he admits that 

the later Arnoraim used the two terms interchangeably. 4 Cer

tainly, between the terms sheliach or sheluach tzibbur and 

hazzan no differentiation exists in Geonic literature. 

It appears that emergence of a professional precentor 

was originally a Babylonian custom. In Palestine, by con

trast, we see as early as the 3rd century the appointment 

of a lay assistant to the sheliach tzibbur. 5 As the number 

of prayers grew and it became more difficult for the main 

precentor to memorize and to recite them according to their 

order, two assistants were assigned to stand on each side 

of the sheliach tzibbur, one on his right and one on his 

left. 

,nJ'nn 'l07 ,,,n, 1tnn ,,c,v 1nJ1cn 1c 7l'K 7J ~l1J1 

.n,J~n lllJ 17~V7 ,n~·, 1l 'C'7 1nK 1CY 11CY'tzl ~7~ 
(Soferim 14:14) 

These men served as prompters, to assist the precentor in 

recalling the order or melodies of the prayers. While it is 

unclear whether the assistants were assigned on a permanent 

basis or were rotated from day to day, their function in

volved more than service as an honor guard for the precentor; 

by Geonic times it had become a hard and fast rule in both 

the Babylonian and Palestinian communities that no precentor 

be allowed to read unless he had at least one assistant at 

h . 'd 6 lS Sl e. In chapter 4 of this paper we will discuss the 

existence of a cantorial choir in Bagdad during the Geonic 

period. It is reasonable to assume that these two assistants 
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to the precentor were the forerunners of the Tomechim and 

Mesayim who not only reminded the precentor of melodies and 

texts, but also served as a background choir while the she

liach tzibbur chanted the service. There is no textual 

basis for this assumption, but numerous drawings from the 

Medieval period picture the hazzan being accompanied by two 

singers, one at his right and one at his left. 7 This would 

seem to be a likely and logical development of the role of 

the two prompters, appointed in recognition of the precentor's 

inability to keep up with the growing liturgy. 

The Babylonian authorities addressed the same problem 

by suggesting that the hazzan stand by while the sheliach 

tzibbur (here they are clearly two separate individuals) 

read the Scriptures and prayers. 8 If this was indeed a re

sponsibility of the early Babylonian beadle, then it is not 

surprising that he became familiar with the prayers and 

Scripture readings, eventually emerging as one of the few 

individuals who knew them all. In time, however, both the 

Babylonian and Palestinian communities came to accept the 

concept of a professional precentor known as hazzan, and of 

prompters or assistants to the precentor, known as tomechim 

or mesayim. 

With the addition of the role of sheliach tzibbur to 

his position as beadle, the social and religious status of 

the hazzan was raised considerably. No longer was he seen 

as a lowly synagogue functionary in the eyes of the congre

gants; now he represented them in prayer, and served as an 
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intermediary between them and God. The office of hazzan pe

came one that many clamored for. Geonic and post-Geonic 

records indicate that scholars of high repute frequently 

took on the position of hazzan in order to support them

selves.9 This would have been below the dignity of such 

men in the period before the two roles were combined. 

For the first time, the hazzan emerged as a creator of 

liturgy. In a later chapter we shall discuss his role in 

the development of the piyyut, but we know that much earlier 

in the history of the synagogue it was the sheliach tzibbur's 

responsibility to improvise prayers between the recitation 

of the fixed ones. Both Zemach Gaon and Yehudai Gaon attrib

ute the development of the m'eyn sheva prayer to the early 

hazzanim. 10 Apparently, with rabbinic approval, the hazzan

im introduced modifications to the worship service. These 

innovations became accepted local customs, and were later 

declared legal by the Geonim. 

Already in talmudic time we read about the precentor's 

responsibility to read prayers aloud as a substitute for 

those members unable to recite them themselves. This prim

ary function continued long after the printing of the prayer

books; what had begun as a way for those with poor memories 

to clear themselves of their obligations had become institu

tionalized. Since the precentor was considered a represen

tative of the entire community in prayer, hazzanim were 

sought who could best empathize with the plight of the com

munity and thus best plead its case before God. Hence, every 
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community had its own unique set of requirements and creden

tials for its hazzan. 

This tendency to view the hazzan's prayer as fulfillment 

of the individual congregant's obligation was often carried 

to an extreme. One anonymous Geonic responsa noted that the 

sheliach tzibbur read all 100 blessings listed at the begin

ning of Amram's prayerbook, prayers that covered every pos

sible kind of action that the congregant might participate 

in during that day. 11 The hazzan would actually fulfill few 

of the blessings himself within 24 hours, and therefore the 

blessings were seen by some as wasted. Both this responsa 

and a later one by Maimonides strongly object to this abuse 

of the hazzan's role as representative of the community, re

citing blessings in anticipation of the congregant's action 

itself. 12 

The hazzan's prayer was considered greater than the in

dividual's prayer, but not because of any special powers 

innate to the sheliach tzibbur himself. Ben Baboi explains: 13 

C":l7il n~ ~"3101 17" 71:ll n"7i0_1 , 17.JlY n~ ~"317.J 1"n"W 
1 nJ 1 n ., -r., 

While the individual frees only himself from his obligation 

with his prayers, the precentor frees many from their obli

gations. At the same time that he frees thosewho are not 

capable of making their own prayer, he frees those that are 

knowledgeable. Another unattributed Geonic responsa states 

that no one except the community's official precentor should 

go before the ark: 14 

71:ll n"7W ~"~ c,~ 17"7 ilJ"nn "J~~ 110~1 
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One additional role belonged to the hazzan. In many 

smaller communities he served as both reader and preacher 

because he was often the only knowledgeable Jew in town. 

While in larger communities the roles of the preacher who 

expounded on the text and the precentor were distinct and 

separate positions, these larger communities had the advan

tage of many local scholars who could serve as preacher. 

The hazzanim in the small towns were forced to become famil

iar with existing rabbinic interpretations and legends sur

rounding the biblical text. They also became masters at im

provising new stories based on words and images drawn from 

the text, thereby contributing to the growth of Aggadah. 15 

This newfound talent would account for the significant num

ber of small-town hazzanim who were to become involved in 

the development of the piyyutim. 

Yehudai Gaon, head of the Academy at Sura from 757-761 

is one of the earliest Geonim whose responsa are preserved. 

He was known as one of the leading precentors of his time. 

Yehudai is also credited with cod~ying part of the liturgi

cal musical tradition and with his strong support of the new 

practice of hiring professional hazzanim in place of lay 

readers~ 16 Because the new position had become such a pres

tigious one, the Geonim responded to the jealousy that 

erupted each time a congregation would seek a new hazzan by 

demanding that communities each elect a permanent, paid 

hazzan. Amram is credited with claiming that: 17 

12) 111:::11 11:Jq; K1mu □ 1j?7.):Jq; "E:l7 11:Jq; f"~ n1"i17 "1K7 111,., 
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77~n71 17l7 017~7 '~Kl 11rn lnK l'K~ • •• 7npn 

11rn 1J'KTO ,~ n7Y' ••• 7~7 nJ1nJ n,~11n n~1Jn 'n □ Ki 
Evidently, some large communities even elected a chief 

hazzan to coordinate all the activities of the hazzanim in 

the city. Hai Gaon in a letter, asks about an old school

mate of his, Nahum the reader, who was needed in Bagdad as 

the new chief hazzan, referred to in the letter as mukdam. 18 

Both Babylonian academies accepted and saw promise in the 

new position of the hazzan. 

Natronai Gaon felt the need to attempt to clarify the 

roles of professional and lay readers in the synagogue. 

Some communities, including those with professional hazzan

im, had retained the practice of beginning their service 

with a member of the congregation leading them in the Shma 

and its blessings; then the official precentor would follow 

with the Tefillah and the Scripture reading. Natronai 

claims that the precentor should also serve as the poreis al 

Shma. 19 

This signaled the end to yet another lay institution of Jew

ish worship, and gave the professional precentor absolute 

control over the conduct of the worship service. 

While the responsibilities of the hazzan became clearer 

throughout the Geonic. period, the guidelines used for choos

ing a precentor became more and more muddled. As each rabbi 

and community added to the list of credentials necessary by 

a candidate, already outlined by Rabbi Judah bar Ilai in 

Mishnah Taanit (see chapter 1), it became difficult to find 
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any individuals who really qualified for the position. More

over two of the basic responsibilities of the job, a pleas

ant voice and knowledge of the correct melodies, were rarely 

considered by employers. This· often led to great disappoint

ment on the part of the community. 20 Those communities that 

did listen to a precentor's voice in advance, often listened 

for volume of sound rather than for quality, for they were 

more concerned that the hazzan's voice be heard above the 

loud talking that took place during his chanting of the 

service. 

Most communities adopted a similar hierarchy of creden

tials for prospective hazzanim. Ethical qualities were pre

ferred to wisdom, and wisdom to voice. Age was the first 

problem any candidate had to overcome, since age was deter

mined according to the length of one's beard. Rav Natronai 

Gaon was asked if a seventeen year-old youth who had not 

yet been able to Faise a beard might serve~ precentor and 

release the congregation from its obligation. Natronai 

responded that even a person of 13 years and one day could 

fulfill that mitzvah. 21 

,C'JPT ~7onJ ~,, n1iL'Y YJTl/71 n7TOY nJ,~t07 1Y'lntO □ '7YJ T0'1 

•\"
1110 ntUYJ "10:i~ ~7J -rn~ □ 1'7 n7TOY t07TO lJ 17':)~ ?'\'""TO 1TOY't0 in~ 

A strange responsum by Rabbi Hai Gaon indicates that 

the credentials of the precentor outlined in the Mishnah 

carried more weight than even the principle of teshuvah. A 

man who had sinned during his youth, yet done full repent

ance, could not serve as sheliach tzibbur during fast days. 
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He was allowed to serve on other days, but on fast days the 

precentor was required to be exceedingly pure, in order to 

represent the community properly in their supplications 

before God. 22 

Both Yehudai and Sherira have similar opinions concern

ing the viability of a precentor who does not understand the 

meaning of the prayers he recites. Even if he has a beauti

ful voice and is well loved by the congregation, Yehudai 

insists that: 23 

1,1p n., ,,J1'~ no l'~o ~,nv '~~ 9'1Y □~n ,,07n ,~,, 
I , 

.n,ivJ ,~,o 'J~ ~,y 
Similarly, Sherira reminds his readers that a precentor who 

does not understand the prayers cannot release them from 

their obligation; since he doesn't understand what he is 

saying, he certainly cannot adequately represent their true 
. 24 

feeling before God. Hai and Natronai take the position 

that a hazzan who makes mistakes in his prayers should be 

removed, or at least silenced by the congregation. 25 It is 

interesting to note that these Geonic opinions cross cen

tury and academy lines. The general unanimity between the 

Sura and Pumbedita schools, and the lack of any substantial 

change in opinion over the three centuries the Geonate ex

isted indicates that the hazzan's position was well estab

lished and non-controversial by the time of the rise of the 

Geonate. 

Littie has been preserved concerning the hazzan's finan

cial arrangements with the community. According to the Jew

ish music historian, Alfred Sendry, the early hazzan received 
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no regular wages. He was provided with free living quarters 

in the synagogue structure itself, voluntary food gifts from 

wealthy members of the community, and often supplemented 

this meager existence with an outside trade or artisan 

skill. 26 This arrangement dates back to the period when the 

hazzan still served primarily as beadle of the synagogue. 

Later, when the hazzan became the professional precentor, he 

was accorded a fixed salary. Three sources are cited for 

his salary. Part came from the families of the children he 

tutored, part from a special tax on the wealthy members of 

the community, and part from a fixed tax, levied on all fam

ily heads in the town. Hai Gaon states that a hazzan's sal

ary should be based on his abilities, and should also be ex

empt from communal taxes. Israel Abrahams notes in his 

study of Medieval Jewry that a controversy arose during the 

11th century concerning the propriety of including the haz

~ among those exempt from communal taxes. 27 Other syna

gogue officials who did not enjoy such an exemption were 

cited as having raised the issue; either they were jealous 

of the hazzan's authority and popularity within the communi

ty, or they too desired a similar tax exemption. 

An 11th century responsum issued by Isaac ben Jacob 

Alfasi reviews the common procedure of taxing all the members 

of the community in order to raise the monies for the can

tor's salary. 28 An unnamed community wrote to Alfasi, asking 

how to treat a member of their community who refused to con

tribute towards this communal fund. Alfasi responded that 
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it was an obligation of all members to contribute towards 

the hazzan's salary, since the precentor prayed for all the 

members of the community, not just for those who paid their 

share. Alfasi suggested that the community stop speaking 

to the individual who refused to pay, thus in essence ex

communicating him from the community. Given the gravity of 

the sanction Alfasi suggested they impose, one can assume 

that communal taxation to support the· hazzan was a widely 

accepted custom by the end of the Geonic period. 

S.D. Goitein's description of the Egyptian Jewish com

munity based on Geniza materials dating from the 10th-13th 

centuries, adds to our understanding of the status of the 

hazzan within the Jewish community around the time of the 

end of the Geonate. Goitein describes the competition be

tween the Palestinian and Babylonian oriented congregation 

in Egypt, noting that the "Babylonians tried to impart 

splendor to their service by entrusting the Scripture read

ing to excellent cantors. 1129 The Palestinian influenced 

congregations probably retained lay readers for the Scrip

tures long after their Babylonian counterparts had given 

that responsibility to their professional hazzan. 

The hazzan was among the highest ranking officials in 

the Egyptian Jewish community. He ranked second only to 

the muqadam, the religious and political head of the commu

nity. Some Geniza documents suggest that in smaller commu

nities the hazzan also served as muqadam. Almost all com

munities had their own professional cantor, and some had 

more than one. Various Geniza responsa attributed to Mai-
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monides note several hazzanim officiating simultaneously at 

one Sabbath service. 

The Egyptian hazzan shared many of the functions of 

the talmudic hazzan/beadle, suggesting that the lack of dis

cussion of that particular role in Geonic literature is an 

unintentional omission. Throughout the Geonic period, the 

hazzan continued to fulfill the beadle's responsibilities 

as well as the precentor's. The Egyptian hazzan often serv

ed as schoolteacher, ritual slaughterer, synagogue adminis

trator and tax collector. 30 Like the Babylonian hazzan men

tioned by the Geonim, he often served as preacher and ex

plained the Scriptures to the congregation. For this task 

he often made use of the Arabic translation of the Torah 

made by Saadiah Gaon. 

Goitein claims that the hazzanim often lived within 

the synagogue compound, and received donations of food as 

was the case with the late talmudic hazzan. This "parson

age allowance" supplemented monies the hazzan received for 

performing life cycle events. Goitein does not mention any 

fixed salary for the hazzan, but it seems unlikely that the 

Geonic precedent of paying hazzanim a fixed salary would 

not have taken root in Egypt. 

The high standing and popularity of the hazzan is at

tributed to the austere religious situation of the time. 

The singing precentor offered one of the few diversions to 

daily life. The Egyptian responsa reveals that the cantor's 

singing ability and musical knowledge were respected far 
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more in Egypt than_had been the case in Geonic Babylonia. 

Knowledge of the nusach and of the particular melodies used 

by each individual community was a chief standard by which 

new hazzanim were evaluated and chosen. The Egyptian com

munity continued the Babylonian tendency to add more and 

more requirements to the list of credentials a potential 

hazzan should possess. Most hazzanim in Egypt were prepared 

for their careers while they were still children. Goitein 

cites a document that speaks of a hazzan in a small town 

promising to tutor a young man for three years in order to 

prepare him for the profession of hazzan.- 31 

The Egyptian hazzan, as revealed through the Geniza 

documents, followed the trend of the continuing growth in 

the position and status of the hazzan within the Jewish com-

munity. The developments cited as part of the Geonic per-

iod do not demonstrate a radical change from talmudic times; 

rather, this key position within the synagogue became strong

er and further developed. We have demonstrated that the haz

zan's position became professionalized because of a decline 

in knowledge among most of the Jewish community. His popu

larity and stature must be attributed to more than the fact 

that he represented the community in prayer before God. His 

liturgical creativity and musical innovation as demonstrated 

both in his roles a5l· paytan and composer, were the key 

factors in furthering the people's love for the hazzan. 

These two roles will be examined in depth in the next two 

chapters. 
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Chapter Three 

THE HAZZAN AND THE PIYYUT 

No study of the medieval hazzan would be complete with

out an examination of his role as composer and performer of 

piyyutim. Similarly, a history of the growth and develop

ment of the piyyut would be incomplete without an apprecia

tion of the role played by the emerging hazzan in the devel

opment of this literature. Piyyutim were the "highly styl

ized poetic formations of prayers ••• not in the usual rabbinic 

beracha prose. 111 Often, though not always, they expressed 

the same basic themes as the more standard prayers into which 

they were inserted or replaced. The rise of the piyyut as a 

liturgical form parallels closely the rise of the hazzan as 

a key figure in Jewish worship. Both developed during the 

same time period in generally the same geographical location. 

This makes it difficult for us to distinguish between the 

hazzan's influence on the piyyut and the piyyut's influence 

on the hazzan. The fact that each contributed to the other's 

growth will become clear in the course of the next few pages. 

Both the piyyut and the first professional precentors 

emerged first in Palestine. The earliest piyyutim, although 

anonymous, were probably written during the late Tannaitic 

period, although the form itself did not become highly styl

ized, and thus recognizable as piyyut until the time of Yose 

and Yannai. These early poetic forms of prayers existed at 

the same time as the prayers that would eventually become 

fixed as the official liturgy was being written and changed. 
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Some controversy exists among scholars concerning the exist

ence of these early piyyutim, especially since none have 

survived in writing. Ezra Fleisher argues that "since the 

fixed prayers do not contain any piyyutistic elements, the 

piyyutim could not have been around during the time when the 

formal liturgy was being fixed. 112 But others point to the 

fact that prior to the time when prayer texts were fixed, 

various forms of the same prayer vied for popular acceptance. 3 

Some were simple; others were quite elaborate. We also know 

that the precise wording of prayers varied widely from con

gregation to congregation, from manuscripts of early Pales

tinian liturgies which vary considerably in their versions 

of certain prayers. Liturgical creativity on the part of 

the prayer leader was not necessarily mandated, but was use

ful for a precentor, since only the sequence and opening 

and closing eulogies of most of the prayers were fixed. The 

actual wording of each individual prayer, in the period 

prior to the canonization of the liturgy, was left largely 

up to the discretion and creativity of the sheliach tzibbur. 

This would ·certainly argue for the possibility that some of 

the individuals who served as precentor chose to use poetic 

forms in the improvisational part of the prayers. 

We noted earlier that this necessity for liturgical 

creativity was one of the factors that led to the profession

alization of the sheliach tzibbur. We should remember that 

fixed prayer itself was not accepted without a struggle. 

As far back as the time of the Mishnah, the rabbis warned 



worshippersnot to allow their prayers to become fixed and 

stagnant, lest the prayers become rote and meaningless to 

the worshipper. 4 
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From the beginning of the synagogue, individual commu

nities were left free, almost encouraged to "speak their 

minds in new compositions inserted within, or added to the 

ancient prayer forms. 115 

Prayer forms became fixed much earlier in the Babylon

ian rite than in the Palestinian community. Therefore, the 

first opposition to liturgical creativity emerged from the 

Babylonian Geonim who were attempting to consolidate their 

religious authority over the Palestinian community. The 

Palestinians still adhered to the laws as set by the Pales

tinian Talmud which allowed for considerable leeway in the 

specific wording of individual prayers. The piyyut was to 

become a symbol of this struggle for authority between the 

Palestinians and the Babylonians. 

The earliest payyetanim (poets) whose piyyutim have 

been preserved are all Palestinian. It is difficult to date 

either Yose or Yannai, the first poets of this literature 

whose works have been preserved, but most scholars agree 

that they lived some time during the 4th or 5th centuries. 6 

The third great paytan, Kallir, is thought of as having 

lived a short time prior to the Arab conquest of Palestine 

in 635 C.E. Kallir's poetry does not yet show the heavy in

fluence of Arabic meter and rhyme that later piyyutim do. 

Three other factors led scholars to the opinion that the 
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earliest payyetanirn were Palestinian. Their poetry is based 

on the Palestinian, not Babylonian, cycles of the reading of 

the Torah. The standard prayer forms found in their poetry 

resemble very closely the rites described in various Pales

tinian sources. Finally, as we will discuss later, opposi

tion to the piyyut emerged first in Babylon. The lack of any 

Babylonian characteristics in the early piyyutim also points 

to the Palestinian origins. 

We should briefly recall that the Palestinian sources 

of the Amoraic period recorded evidence indicating that the 

hazzan position had advanced far ahead of the role described 

in the Babylonian Talmud. The Arabic word that became used 

to describe the piyyut was hizana. Eric Werner indicates 

that the term hizana was used even before the time of the 

Geonic documents that show conclusively that the title of 

the synagogue beadle, the hazzan, had become synonymous with 

the role of the early sheliach tzibbur. This would suggest 

that the roles were probably combined earlier than we can 

document. 7 Many later payyetanim call themselves hazzanim. 

It is not clear, however, that these individuals also func

tioned as precentors. Perhaps the term hazzan was also used 

as a technical term by which those who composed piyyutim or 

hizana referred to themselves. Since we have no proof that 

these hazzanim did not also serve as synagogue readers as 

well as poets, we cannot prove or disprove the possibility 

that the term did indeed carry two distinct meanings. We 

shall posit, therefore, that since the terms for liturgical 
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poetry and for cantorial performance, paytanut and hazzanut, 

are used interchangeably so often by writers throughout the 

Medieval period, that the two institutions were indeed very 

closely intertwined. 

Goitein points out that during the time period reflect

ed by the Egyptian Geniza documents he examined, the most 

time-consuming portion of the worship service was the piyyut. 

Goitein indicates that these additions are called hizana in 

these documents, probably, he says, because this was the 

part of the service in which the hazzan had to prove his 

capabilities to the congregation. This suggests that piy

yutim were so closely associated with the hazzan in the 

eyes of the congregation that they viewed the piyyut as the 

hazzan's art. Liturgical creativity, according to Goitein, 

was still an idea taken seriously by these 9th-11th century 

communities. 8 We should note that in the Geniza documents, 

piyyutim are called hizana, but the hazzan is never referred 

to as paytan. The people, at least in these communities, 

were more conscious of the hazzan and his performing, than 

they were of the content of his performance, as their choice 

of terms seems to indicate. 

While in some communities, the smaller ones in particu

lar, hazzanim also functioned as preachers who explained the 

meaning of the Scriptures, it is clear that many communities 

possessed either a rabbi or learned member of the community 

who was assigned the responsibility of lecturing on the 

Scripture text. These lectures, usually delivered on Sab-
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baths and holidays, were central to the service. By the 8th 

century, however, these lectures began to be pushed aside 

and replaced by the more popular practice of singing piy

yutim that expounded on the text. The piyyutim of Yannai 

and Kallir, based on the Scriptures, Targunim and Agadah, 

served the same function as the sermons did in the context 

of the service, and came as a welcome relief to congregants 

bored by the sermons. 

There exists considerable debate concerning the rea

sons underlying the initial popularity of the piyyut. 

Graetz maintains that the lectures, conducted in Hebrew, had 

become boring to the congregants, and were especially boring 

after the common language of discourse became Arabic. The 

Arabic piyyutim, according to Graetz, fulfilled the same 

function the lecture had. 9 Leo Landman disagrees, pointing 

out that language could not have been a key issue, since 

many of the piyyutim that survived are written in flowery 

Hebrew even more difficult to understand than the Hebrew of 

the sermons. 10 Landman proposed that the popularity of the 

piyyut should be attributed to the musical chants that ac

companied the poetry, rather than to the poetry itself. The 

congregants did not understand most of the Hebrew of either 

the lecture or the piyyut, but enjoyed the music to which 

the piyyut was set. 11 Evidently congregants would rather 

listen to unintelligible texts set to music than to equally 

baffling words spoken at them. 

It is difficult to accept Landman's assertion that the 
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congregants comprehended neither the sermon nor the piyyut, 

but his contention that music played a great role in the 

rise of the piyyut's popularity seems most reasonable. 

Jews came in close contact with the society within which 

they resided, in this case the Syrian Byzantines. By the 

4th century, the Syrians had already developed a large body 

of hymns, mostly versified homilies, quite similar·to the 

early piyyutim. These were meant to be sung, and their 

melodies became very popular with the masses. The Jews of 

this time must have come in contact with these melodies, 

since they served as the folk-music of that time period. 12 

It seems reasonable to assume that the Jews viewed the 

simplicity and sometimes dullness of their worship services, 

and came to envy the musical richness of their non-Jewish 

neighbors' lives. Either actively or passively, the notion 

of synagogue poetry sung to popular melodies during worship 

became assimilated into the Jewish consciousness. This 

prepared the community for the introduction of musical 

piyyutim in addition to, or instead of the simple chanting 

of prayers that had existed since Temple times. 

Jacob Mann points to one more reason for the popular~

ity of piyyutim. We note in an earlier chapter that the de

cline in Jewish literacy and knowledge had a direct impact 

on the need for the professional hazzan. •Just as few lay 

people still had the background necessary to lead a service, 

equally few individuals possessed a comprehensive under

standing of the halacha. The lectures following the Scrip-



46 

ture readings were an early attempt to reeducate the masses 

in the laws by which they were supposed to live. The inser

tion of halachic and midrashic passages into the liturgy 

through the vehicle of piyyutim proved far more palatable 

13 and motivating to the congregants. Thus the insertion of 

piyyutim served to let both the masses and religious lead

ers feel that they were being educated in the ways of 

halacha. 

The existence of the early piyyutim complicated even 

further the service for the lay precentors that still exist

ed in some communities, especially on Sabbath and holidays. 

On these days, when the congregants were at their leisure 

to spend extra time in synagogue, congregants demanded their 

favorite piyyutim. Creativity within the worship service 

had long been necessary to fill out the bare bones of the 

service, and when congregations became attached to a parti

cular creative insertion, they demanded that their precentors 

continue both to produce new materials and to sing again 

the particular additions they favored. This further compli

cated the role of the lay sheliach tzibbur who was rarely 

creative or knowledgeable enough to live up to these high 

expectations. Thus congregants' positive encounters with 

early liturgical creativity or piyyutim led to the event-

ual professionalization of the role of precentor. 

On the other hand, it may have been the early creative 

efforts of the first professional precentors, experimenting 

with various opportunities to expand their role, that are 

responsible for the creation of the piyyut. As the hazzan 



47 

searched for a vehicle with which to expand his influence in 

the community, he may have imitated the existing Syrian 

custom of singing hymns and poetry as part of the worship 

service. These insertions into the worship service may 

have made the precentor more popular with his congregation, 

who usually enjoyed the new custom. Although we cannot for 

certain determine which force ultimately influenced the 

other more, it is clear both that the rise of the piyyut 

was in part responsible for the professionalization of the 

sheliach tzibbur, and that the existence of professional 

precentors was in part responsible for the creation and 

spread of piyyutim. 

We have not yet discussed the most widely accepted 

theory concerning the origin of the piyyut, that of reli

gious persecution. This history of the piyyut can probably 

be divided into three periods. We have just discussed many 

of the reasons for the piyyut's existence in the period 

prior to religious/liturgical persecutions. The second 

period of their development seems to be that of the compli

cated halachic piyyutim used to get around restrictions im

posed upon Jewish worship services by outside authorities. 

The third period of piyyut development has its roots in 

the rise of Islam and its great influence on Jewish societal 

and cultural forms. These three periods do overlap, but 

much of the poetry that .emerged did reflect timely needs of 

the community or hazzan. Each period has its own plausible 

explanation for the emergence of the piyyut. That the piy-
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yut could serve different social and religious needs of the 

community as times changed is a tribute to its strength. It 

is not, therefore, necessary to favor any one theory of the 

origin of the piyyut. Any one of the reasons already cited 

could have been sufficient to stimulate the rise of this 

religious poetry. 

Nevertheless, the origin of the piyyut remains a mat

ter of scholarly debate. The majority opinion places its 

creation within the second period described above, as a re

sponse to various religious persecutions that faced the 

Jewish community. They avoided these restrictions by cam

ouflaging the forbidden liturgical elements within new po

etic creations. The origin of this theory dates back to 

several medieval sources of the 12th century. 

Judah bar Barzilai in his 12th century work, Sefer 

Haitim, states the prevailing opinion: 

The enemies decreed that Israel must not oc
cupy itself with the Torah. Therefore the 
sages ordained for them, in the midst of the 
prayers, to mention and warn the ignorant 
about various laws by way of praises, thanks
givings, rhymes and poems (piyyutim) . 11 14 

He is probably referring to the prohibitions imposed upon 

the Jews in 553 C.E. by Justinian's Novella 146. While 

this document did not forbid Jewish worship, it did forbid 

deutorosis, the interpretation of Scriptures via the Oral 

Law. Specifically, Justinian forbade the use of the Mish

nah, and guaranteed Jews who did not understand Hebrew the 

right to hear the Scriptures read in Greek or any other 

language in the synagogue. 15 
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J. Parkes points out that this policy was occasioned by 

the request of Jews who did not understand Hebrew. They de

manded that the Scripture be officially read in a language 

they could understand. Justinian used this opportunity to 

side with the petitioners, and added to this support a sup

plement which forbade the lecture that traditionally follow

ed the Scriptures and was used to expound upon the laws im

plied by the Scripture reading. Justinian's intention was 

to undermine the Jewish community's resistance to Christian 

missionary attempts. He felt that if Jews were not allowed 

to hear the rabbinic commentators on the Scriptures, they 

would be easier targets for the missionaries who used the 

biblical text accompanied by Christian interpretations as 

their basis for the conversion effort. 16 Justinian never 

forbade synagogue attendance or worship. Instead he hoped 

that these new laws would turn the Jewish worship service 

into a conversion aid. 

Pirqoi ben Baboi (circa. 800) records that the Byzan

tine rulers also forbade the recitation of the Tefillah and 

Shma, the two central parts of the worship service. 17 We 

have no record of this prohibition, and it seems incongru

ous with the Byzantine approach towards converting the Jews. 

Nevertheless, any prohibition of this sort could certainly 

have added great impetus to the quest for ·liturgical writ

ings which could be used as substitutes for these essential, 

yet forbidden, parts of the service. 

The Jewish community responded to this challenge by 
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hiding the content of the lectures and/or prayers within com

plicated poetic devices using difficult language. Thus they 

succeeded in hiding their Jewish interpretations of the bib

lical text from the Byzantines. It is at almost the same 

time (6th-7th century) that the hazzan was beginning to gain 

widespread acceptance as the professional sheliach tzibbur 

for the Jewish community. The hazzanim became responsible 

for providing a camouflage for objectional portions of the 

service by using poetry and song. Since the hazzan was the 

individual responsible for leading the daily congregational 

prayers, it was only logical that the responsibility of de

veloping this new kind of "underground" prayer would fall 

to him. 

Paul Kahle concludes that the poetry of Yose and Yannai 

was probably composed specifically to combat the Justinian 

religious restrictions. He also posits that it was likely 

that both of them also served as precentors. 18 He cites no 

evidence for this hypothesis, but given the complexity of 

the piyyutim, and the fact that someone comfortable with 

them had to sing them to the congregation, it is logical to 

accept the possibility that Yose and Yannai may indeed have 

been hazzanim. 

Another factor leading to the cnnclusion that the piy

yut emerged as a response to persecution lies in the arti

ficial nature of many of the early piyyutim. Many appear 

hastily composed and forced in their poetic style, indicat

ing that they were written under time pressure and that their 
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content was far more important to the composers than their 

form. During this time of persecution, substitutes for the 

sermonic lectures had to be created anew on a weekly basis. 

Luckily, the notion of using poetry in the context of the 

service was already widely accepted. Persecution simply 

sped up the process by which piyyutim were composed and in

troduced to congregations. 

The Justinian persecution did not affect the community 

in Babylonia. This accounts for the fact that the piyyut 

grew and prospered in Palestine so much earlier than it did 

in Babylonia. Another 12th century source, however, sug

gests that the Babylonian community had also composed piy

yutim, almost 100 years before the Justinian persecutions 

in Palestine. They had been forced to create piyyutim in 

order to evade the restrictions on Jewish worship imposed 

upon them at the end of the Sassanian reign in Persia, some

time during the late 5th and early 6th century. 

The Persians forbade them the practice of cir
cumcision and prayers •••• When the Jews realized 
that the Persians would enforce their prohibi
tion of Jewish worship, they composed new 
prayers and called them al-hizana. They com
posed for these many melodies, and gathered 
often in order to sing and pray them. The dif
ference between hizana and the compulsory prayer 
is that the latter is read without melody •••• yet 
the hizana is sung eagerly and zestfully. 19 

If the Persians accused the Jews of praying, they could claim 

that they were merely singing. Since Jewish prayer was not 

sung at this time (simple non-melodious chants were used), 

evidently this ruse worked. Unfortunately, we have no rem-
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nants of these Babylonianhizana, which makes it difficult 

to verify the accuracy of ·this report by Samuel ibn Yahya. 

Petuchowski suggests that if the Babylonians did indeed use 

piyyutim to counter the Persian persecution they merely 

adopted the already-existing Palestinian custom. 20 

It is interesting to note that all the Geonic responsa 

that point to persecution as the prime cause for the rise 

of the piyyut do so in the context of diatribes against the 

piyyut. They point out that since Jews are not restricted 

in their worship by the Islamic rulers, they should abandon 

this practice which was only acceptable when it was essen

tial to Jewish worship. Now it is nothing more than a 

frivolous addition, and even more, a threat to Jewish unity. 

The Geonic leaders had a sense of orderliness and propriety 

that was greatly offended by the anarchistic nature of the 

piyyut. 21 As long as the piyyut was merely an oral improvi

sation the Babylonian leaders had put up with it, but as 

the poems began circulating and capturing the imaginations 

and affections of the Jewish masses, the Geonim attempted 

to suppress them. 

The Babylonian Geonim feared a loss of influence in 

the Jewish world as the piyyut spread. Since most of the 

piyyutim were Palestinian in origin, they relied heavily 

upon the Palestinian Talmud for their legal guidance. The 

Geonim feared the impact these popular piyyutim might have 

on uninformed congregants who would accept the legal inter

pretations offered in the framework of the piyyut they lis-
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tened to in synagogue. In this way, the Palestinian legal 

tradition would become accepted as the "official line" in 

the minds of the congregants. Their goal was to impose the 

authority of the Babylonian Talmud as the only Jewish legal 

authority. Thus they were highly suspicious of the piyyut, 

because it was creative and therefore largely uncontrollable, 

and because it was Palestinian in origin and orientation. 

Even the champion of the anti-piyyut movement, Pirqoi 

ben Baboi, himself born a Palestinian, attacked the piyyut 

not just because it was "foolish and ignorant," The bulk 

of his attack was that the piyyut deviated from the only 

acceptable Jewish law, the Babylonian Talmud as taught and 

explained by his teacher and mentor, Rav Yehudai Gaon. 22 

Rav Yehudai traces his authority back to the Amoraim by way 

of the Babylonian Talmud. Yet the Jews who made most use 

of the piyyut marched to a different drummer -- the rulings 

of the Palestinian Talmud. The entire controversy over 

piyyutim appears to be little more than a political strug

gle by the adherents to the Babylonian Talmud to impose 

their religious authority over the community that lived by 

the rules of the Palestinian Talmud. The Geonim were par

ticularly concerned with the spread of the piyyut and thus 

Palestinian interpretations to new lands where Jews had 

moved, places where the community had not yet lined itself 

up with either of the dominant traditions. 

None of the opponents of the piyyut challenged its 

validity in times of persecution, but they cited various 
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reasons why the piyyut should not be allowed when it was not 

absolutely necessary. First, they considered the piyyut an 

unnecessary intrusion which broke up the flow of the serv

ice.23 Second, the opponents considered it a burden to the 

congregation to have to sit through the service lengthened 

by the piyyutim. 24 Finally, they feared that the new poems, 

which lent themselves so easily to beautiful musical inter

pretation, would begin to overshadow the basic prayers. 

Baron cites a passage in the 11th century Sefer Hasidim 

which complains about a man who left the synagogue after 

the piyyutim, without waiting for the recitation of the reg

ular liturgy. 25 

Despite these attempts at developing other reasons for 

attacking the piyyut, the Babylonian opposition was largely 

unsuccessful. The piyyutim continued to sp~ead and gain 

wide, popular acceptance. While the Geonim and their suc

cessors tried to portray the piyyut as "intended only to 

remind the illiterate of the laws and regulations governing 

holidays and Sabbaths, 1126 two factors suggest that their ef

forts were in vain. First is the great abundance of piyyut

im dating to the very time that the Geonim are rallying 

against it, suggesting that their edicts had little success 

in discouraging the composers of piyyutim. Second is the 

fact that even after the Geonic academies had ceased exist

ing, Maimonides and others had to continue arguing against 

the piyyut, indicating that the piyyutistic tradition con

tinued to develop despite the Geonic attempts to curtail it. 
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The Babylonian Geonim were wrong in assuming that the 

religious persecutions were the real motivating factors in 

the survival of the piyyut. They should have recognized 

that after the Arab conquest of 645 when the Justinian per

secutions were no longer in force, the Jews did not return 

to their older, simple prayer forms. They had become enam

ored with the new forms. Instead of ceasing to produce 

piyyutim, the Jewish community responded to the new freedoms 

by expanding their poetic output, this time adopting Arabic 

forms and poetic devices. Popular support and affection for 

the piyyut was the real reason behind the strength of the 

piyyut. No amount of influential leadership could succeed 

in overcoming its overwhelming popular support. 

We have determined that the hazzan was intricately in

volved in the process of performing piyyutim, and thereby 

played a key role in determiniTTg the public's attitude 

towards the piyyut. In the eyes of the congregants, pay

tanut and hazzanut, the art of composing a poem and the art 

of performing, were inseparable. We do know that individu

als who were not hazzanim were involved in the process of 

creating piyyutim, but we lack any information indicating 

that anyone save the hazzan was involved in their presenta

tion to the public. Therefore, it is not.surprising to 

learn that the attitudes of the Geonim towards the hazzan 

are a reflection of their attitude towards the piyyut. Much 

of what we can glean about the Geonic view of the hazzan 

must come from responsa concerni~g their performance of piy-
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yutim. When Geonim complain about liturgical abuses by haz

zanim, the underlying issue is almost always the piyyut. 

Thus the hazzan became a symbol of the piyyut in the Geonic 

war against their spread, just as the piyyut itself was a 

symbol of Palestinian halachic authority. 

While this confusion of hazzanut and paytanut contin

ued well past the Geonic period, it must be noted that the 

evidence indicates that at least the earlier Geonim saw the 

two terms as separate and distinct institutions, disapprov

ing of the latter while supporting the former. Yehudai 

Gaon, the earliest of the Geonim whose responsa have been 

preserved, is considered to have used his office as gaon to 

help establish the institution of the professional hazzan. 

Mann, Ginsberg, Elbogen and Werner all cite responsa that 

ascribe the authority of the hazzan to the rulings of 

Yehudai. 27 Evidently, not only did Yehudai support the in

stitution of hazzanut, but appears to have given hazzanim 

permission to use a shortened form of the Tefillah, accord

ing to a responsum by Rav Zemach. 28 This would have opened 

the door to piyyutim, and if the responsum is reliable, 

seems to indicate that Yehudai was more lenient on the issue 

of insertions into the service than his devotee, Ben Baboi, 

would like us to believe. It is unusual to credit Yehudai 

with a lenient stance on any liturgical issue, since he is 

viewed as a strict traditionalist in the handing down of 

halachic decisions. Ben Baboi ascribes his anti-piyyut 

stance to Yehudai. Perhaps Ben Baboi did not know of Yehu-
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chosen selectively to use those positions of Yehudai that 

supported his anti-piyyut position. 
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The efforts of the Babylonian Geonim to eliminate the 

piyyut proved futile in the face of such great popular sup-

port. Even though some Geonim returned to their verbal op

position to the practice, the majority of the Geonic lead

ers, at least at Sura, recognized that they could not hope 

to eliminate the piyyut, and could at best hope to control 

the phenomena. Their compromise position, expressed by 

Natronai, accepted the insertion of piyyutim as long as the 

opening and closing formulas remained intact, and the them

atic matter of the prayer was dealt with by the piyyut. 29 

n1w1n .••• nJ7~ nn1~ 1'Y~ nJ7J1 nJ7~ 7J~ □ '7~1~ □~ 
--· ' '' - .c ,, ' ' ,J 

1'Y~1 nnn'n~ l'Y~ nJ1~1 nJ7~ 7J~ 0'7~1~ 1p11 11,j 
,~, 7'9W ••• n,~~ '7~1 0'7~1~ 11~~~1 ,nn~'nn 

Natronai's compromise with the piyyut became the basis for 

his successors' position on the issue. The Geonim thus 

hoped to regain at least some control over the spread of the 

piyyut, by buying into the system of piyyutim and imposing 

these very minimal standards upon it. 

Saadia Gaon composed his own piyyutim. He also pro

posed a set of regulations to govern the use of piyyutim 

which added to Natronai's rules only one stipulation. Saadia 

forbade the creation of any new blessings .not included in 

the Talmud. 30 He freely made use of Palestinian piyyutim 

in his Siddur, giving in to the popularity of certain piy-

. 31 yutim. 
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,1n1~ □ '77.)1~ □ 'Jl 'n~l7.)W ~7~n n,~o,nn "Dill n~ ,~ 
□ 1W77 n~il 'J~ 

Saadia was basically friendly towards piyyutim but did dis-

play the typical Geonic lack of comfort towards their use. 32 

irrn t:71'!:1n n'n ~7171 ,n,.:it:7"5) ·c1w,, ,n.:11::::, l'~W -,n1::1on. ,::1::::,1 
, ., nZlilll ~7 11n .:i mn,7.) 

He makes sure that the reader understands that he does not 

really approve of all paytanut, even though he has been per

suaded to include this particular piyyut which he finds es-

pecially beautiful. This ambivalence on Saadia's part is 

particularly noteworthy because he himself was a creator of 

piyyutim and other liturgical insertions. 

While Saadia was ambivalent, he was a supporter of 

Natronai's compromise. Nachshon, who served as Gaon less 

than 20 years after Natronai, seems totally to reject even 

the spirit of that compromise. 33 

,.:i,p~1 ni7~n7.) 77::::, 1.l'.lW7.) ~7 1.lJ7 ~.,~, 1n~ 7::,~1 ~nJ'n9J 
y-p,w rrn no.:i::,n D".J7 1'0'.:1::::,0 1'~, c,,,~ ~71 ••• 1.:1J1 

□ '7.)::,n '1'7.)7n l'~w □7.)lY 1'1'!"7.) t:71'~ □ '72'1~W no.:i::,n n'J1 t:71'ID 

Nachshon claims that any congregation that allows a hazzan 

who knows piyyutim to recite them during services testifies 

that the members of that congregation are not scholars. He 

also states that at his academy (Sura) they do hot deviate 

from the prayers instituted by the sages, nor do they insert 

piyyutim. We know, however, from Amram and Natronai that 

piyyutim were used at Sura. Ginsberg tries to discount this 

citation by questioning its authorship. Ginsberg doubted 

logically that Nachshon would contradict the rulings of his 

two immediate predecessors, Natronai and Amram. Therefore 
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he amends the text, and ascribes the responsa to the Geonim 

of Pumbedita, who according to Ginsberg, continued to oppose 

the piyyut. 34 

Similarly, Rav Zemach opposed the insertion of piyyut-

. 35 1m. 
n~1~, n,,~nJ O'OJn 11JOW YJOO 71 9'010V 71Jl n'7W 

"71JY"'' 'YJno, ,"',n ,,,.,:1 7J □ '7Ji 
Zemach suggested that congregations discharge or excommuni-

cate their precentor if he added words to those set by the 

sages for prayer. The continued opposition to the piyyut 

as evidenced by Nachshon and Zemach indicate to us that the 

piyyut had been at best grudgingly accepted by the Geonim. 

Those that did actually use them did so only in response to 

the actual practice and demands of the populace. This is a 

fine example of real practice, minhag, coming into conflict 

with halacha. As usual, practice won out over principle. 

Amram is perhaps the best example of this accepting, 

yet ambivalent position. He recognizes that he cannot alter 

congregational practice, and therefore allows congregations 

the right to decide for themselves whether or not to include 

piyyutim in their worship. 36 

,,,nJ ~,"', nw11p 011p1 n,no, 110J 10,"' nJ11p 1017 nl7 o"', 
,"',n nJin "'', "',n J1lP 7Ji "'', .nl7'~ ,no 7J n1J1J w,v 

~,,o, ,"' n1J7p7 71Jl nl7"W 10J "''"' 

Amram makes sure, though, that the congregation understands 

that the additions are optional (reshut) and not essential 

like the required prayers (chovah). He recognizes that in 

some congregations the piyyut was already taken for·granted 

as a required part of the liturgy. He hoped through this 
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ruling to get Jews to recognize the difference between the 

two kinds of prayers, a distinction many no longer remember

ed. 

The hazzan was at the center of this ambivalence, for 

he was the implementor on the congregational level of the 

Geonic rulings concerning the piyyut. He could choose to 

follow or ignore the rulings. If the hazzan did not volun

tarily enforce the minimal standards outlined by Natronai, 

Amram suggested that the congregation remove him from his 

position. 37 

That this responsa is directed at the hazzan is most signi-

ficant. The hazzan had far more contact and direct influ-

ence with the Jewish masses than the Geonim had themselves. 

While the local hazzan had no real halachic authority, his 

day to day decisions and actions were perceived by the 

congregation as a normative and correct interpretation of 

Jewish law. The Geonim had to bring the hazzanim in line 

with their rulings if they wished to have any influence over 

the use of piyyutim in the service. 

The mere fact that such extensive debate exists con

cerning the permissibility of piyyutim, suggests that the 

Geonim feared something far greater than merely the lack of 

uniformity in Jewish worship. They sensed in the uncontrol

led growth of piyyutim after the periods of persecution a 

direct challenge to the relevancy of their halachic author

ity. They saw the use of the piyyut as the start of a re-
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hellion against standardized prayers. The piyyut became a 

symbol of challenges to their authority as did the unchecked 

power of the hazzan. Their fears were not wrongly placed. 

The halachic rulings of the Babylonian academies would ul

timately prove to have had far less an impact on the actual 

use of piyyutim than did the personal opinions of the local 

hazzanim. 

We must return to the reciprocal effect the emergence 

of the professional hazzan and the piyyut had on each other. 

Their development has been closely intertwined. Just as the 

early sheliach tzibbur improvised prayers to fill out the 

simple worship service, when the Justinian persecutions pro

hibited preaching, the hazzan extended his improvisatory 

skills to include excerpts from the now forbidden halacha 

and agadah. Goitein cites many liturgical compositions 

found in the Geniza where the author designates himself as 

hazzan. 38 Maimonides speaks interchangeably of the composi

tions of singers and preachers "and others who imagine them-

39 selves able to compose a poem." Certainly the hazzanim 

were not the only ones involved in the process of writing 

piyyutim, nor were they always successful in their endeavors. 

The halachic piyyut, written in response to the Justin

ian persecutions, was often boring_and highly legalistic. 

In order to maintain the congregation's attention while the 

piyyut was being recited, the hazzan searched for melodies 

which he attached to the text of the poem. The congregation 

often found these melodies enjoyable. The piyyut provided 
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the hazzan with the motivation to become increasingly in-

volved in the creation of new music for the synagogue. This 

was a new role for the hazzan. We already know that he 

chanted and improvised prayer texts and was appreciated for 

his sweet voice, but the music of the synagogue had been re

stricted to simple chant. With the emergence of the piyyut, 

hazzanim began to compose or borrow pleasant melodies to 

which they could sing the piyyut. Without the piyyut, the 

role of the hazzan may have remained simply that of prayer 

leader, rather than developing as it did into the position 

of musician as well. 

The prevailing opinion is that the melodies to which 

the piyyut was sung formed its main attraction for the con-

gregants. Music had become a motivating fo·rce in Jewish 

worship for the first time. Many piyyutim had refrains for 

the entire congregation to sing, called pizmonim. 40 Earlier 

in this chapter we referred to the 12th century letter of 

Samuel ibn Yahya who noted that when the hazzan recited the 

additional poems he was "accompanied by the congregation 

with shouts and songs. 1141 Thus the piyyut was also one of 

the earliest forms of congregational singing. 

Goitein disagrees, claiming that it was the texts them

selves that motivated the congregations' newfound affection 

for both the hazzan and the piyyut. 

It seems to me that the piyyut fulfilled in 
those days a role comparable with crossword 
puzzles in our own society. While the newly 
composed melodies were a devotional pastime 
for many, the effort required for the full un-
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exercise for the more sophisticated. 42 

The fears expressed by the Geonim are based on a similar po

sition. They, like Goitein, assumed that the congregants 

really listened carefully to each and every word. Perhaps 

the well-educated and highly motivated members of the congre

gation did, but it is far more likely that the affective ex

perience of listening to the music of the piyyutim was a far 

greater motivator of the masses than the cognitive experience 

of understanding the nuances inherent in the poems. In 

short, the Geonim's fears about losing authority were ill

founded, though understand~ble from their point of view. 

Most of the piyyutim were far too complex for the common lay

man to grasp their full meaning at a single sitting. While 

the piyyut fulfilled the halachic obligation to pray, the 

melodies to which they were sung provided the enjoyment 

which ultimately made the piyyut so popular. 

So strong was the popular love of piyyutim and their 

melodies that Maimonides was forced to recommend to a hala

chically concerned hazzan that he ignore the general hala

chic attitude towards these additions, and instead simply 

follow the customs already in effect at that place. Maimon

ides acknowledges that 

the piyyutim are 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. 43 

The popularity of the piyyut put great.pressure on the 

hazzan constantly to compose new texts and melodies. This 

11 
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was particularly difficult because of the elaborate Hebrew 

employed by most of the piyyutim, since few Jews used Hebrew 

regularly after Arabic became their vernacular. Hazzanim 

are known to have searched far and wide for piyyut texts 

and melodies to use in their congregations. On occasion, 

they also paid other hazzanim for the right to use their 

compositions. Shalom Spiegel cites examples of hazzanim 

writing to each other in order to exchange piyyutim, and he 

attributes the spread of the Palestinian piyyut to Babylon

ia to these exchanges. 44 

The pressure to create and perform new compositions 

constantly made life difficult for many hazzanim. The con

stant changing and lengthening of the service often exhaust

ed the hazzan. Acknowledging this fact, Hai Gaon relaxed 

the requirement that hazzanim stand and lead the priestly 

benediction, if they had tired themselves too greatly from 

leading the service to that point. 45 The poetic and met

rical devices that imbued the piyyut after the Arab con-

quest required far more intricate music than the earlier 

piyyutim had. More and more hazzanim found themselves 

adapting well known secular melodies for the p~yyut texts. 

Their motivations for doing so may be viewed as acts of 

desperations, or conscious efforts to please the congre

gants. We shall discuss this further in the next chapter. 

The decline in Jewish knowledge on the part of congre

gants led to the need and creation of a professional pre

centor. These precentors developed skills in liturgy and 

I 
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music, and searched for vehicles with which to make best use 

of their artistry. From an early time they lent their tal

ents to the creation of poetry and liturgical insertions for 

the synagogue. Initially, then, we must view the piyyut as 

a creation of the hazzan. But when the piyyut became a re

ligious necessity in times of persecution, and later a much 

sought after liturgical diversion, the piyyut became the 

creator of the modern hazzan. The piyyut made absolutely 

necessary to the community that individual who had the time 

and talents to study, compose and perform these new texts. 

The rise of the piyyut made it impossible for the community 

ever again to return to the notion of a non-professional 

sheliach tzibbur, thereby guaranteeing the future existence 

of the professional hazzan. Conversely, the hazzan was 

ultimately responsible for the acceptance of piyyutim as a 

regular part of the worship service. Thus we see that the 

two are tightly bound together in their development. 
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Chapter Four 

THE HAZZAN AS MUSICIAN 

· The struggle over the piyyut found its halachic set-

tlement in the compromise of Natronai. The Geonim were 

forced to accept this compromise in order to have their 

authority over liturgical matters accepted by as wide a 

spectrum of Jews as possible. Even so, the Geonim conced

ed grudgingly, as we noted in the previous chapter. 
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The hazzan was caught in the middle of the struggle 

over the piyyut, seen as both the adversary (in his role 

as creator and performer of piyyutim), and as an ally (for 

only he could implement and enforce the Geonic compromise). 

The hazzan was a key factor in influencing the people's 

liturgical attitudes, and his actions often reflect the 

true liturgical desires of the community. Moreover, it 

was the piyyutim which provided a creative outlet for this 

new professional, and helped change the nature of the haz

zan's role from a mere sheliach tzibbur to a respected 

musician. 

The debate over music in Jewish tradition may be seen 

either as reflection of the religious authority~s xeno

phobia, or as another struggle for liturgical control. 

Due to halachic restrictions, since the destruction of the 

Temple, music had played an insignificant role in the Jew

ish community. Both vocal and instrumental music were 

outlawed as a sign of mourning over the destruction of the 
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Temple. The Jewish populace eventually grew tired of these 

restrictions, and demanded that more music .be introduced 

into their religious services. Since the halachic author

ities could not hope to overcome the will of the people, 

they attempted to impose some standards by which to control 

the phenomena. The compromise which emerged was quite sim

ilar in principle to the compromise used for dealing with 

the piyyut. In this particular case, the issue concerned 

the inundation of secular melodies in the Jewish worship 

service. As in the piyyut controversy, the hazzan is once 

again at the center of the debate, defending both his own 

professional growth and the desires of the people. 

We have already established that the hazzan chanted 

the prayers in the synagogue. In Tannaitic times these 

simple chant-melodies came from two sources. Some ancient 

melodies which dated back to Temple times were remembered 

and preserved as the basic substance of the hazzanic rep

ertoire. For prayers that were written after the destruc

tion of the Temple, the precentor improvised new chants to 

fit the words. It should be noted that this chant was more 

akin to declarative recitative than it was to actual sing

ing. Rather than being melodious, the chants were actually 

simple cantillations. The unadorned chanting of the obliga

tory prayers continued well into the Geonic period; Saadia 

distinguished the cantillation of the prayers and biblical 

readings, dating far back in Jewish history, from the sing

able melodies of the piyyutim. 1 
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No system of musical notation existed until the 9th 

century. Thus, any musical tradition had to rely on oral 

transmission from generation to generation. Oral transmis

sion guaranteed that the melody would change as it was in

fluenced by each community's traditions and tastes. Be

cause of this process of oral transmission, it is unlikely 

that any accurate renderings of the original prayer chants 

survived farther than the Tannaitic period. Since the 

musical tradition that was passed on was minimal, the pre

centors had to turn to some outside influence for the music

al ideas they employed in the development of their improvi

satory chant. The early improvisations imitated the orient

al modal melodies, and lacked any rigid rhythmical patterns. 2 

These influences even further changed the few remnants of 

the older so-called "Jewish" musical tradition. 

It is generally accepted that Jewish music has always 

been a reflection of the cultures Jews experienced. It is 

unlikely that an independent body of pure Jewish music ever 

did exist. The music we call "Jewish" is comprised of those 

melodies and chants which Jews have subjectively chosen to 

preserve and transmit from one generation to another. Their 

origins were not Jewish, but their usage made them so. 

This principle is as applicable in the 20th century as it 

was in the first. 

Various "Jewish" musical traditions have been preserved. 

The Jewish community in 7th century Babylon was heavily in

fluenced by the new "florid and melodious intonation" which 
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had become the popular style for liturgical chant in the 

Arab world. 3 This intonation required trained vocal tech

nique and agility. It probably existed before the hazzan 

became professionalized in Babylon, but became the standard 

improvisatory technique of hazzanim as more and more congre-

gations hired permanent precentors. These chants were 

transmitted to other diaspora communities, and eventually 

came to be seen as "the old Jewish tradition of expressing 

devotion" by Jewish communities throughout the world. 4 

A second source of Jewish musical tradition is the 

cantillation that has accompanied the reading of the Scrip

tures in public at least since early Tannaitic times. Music

al chant may have been attached originally to the reading 

in order to arouse public interest. 5 The Talmud berates as 

disrespectful anyone who reads the Pentateuch in public 

without its tune. 6 Evidently, certain melodies had already 

become traditional for use when chanting the Torah, for the 

Talmud also maintained that "Whoever chants the Scriptures 

according to the melody of secular songs abuses the Torah. 11 7 

Like the chants that accompanied the fixed prayers, the 

tunes to which the Scripture was chanted varied from loca

tion to location, since no system of notation yet existed. 

Thus every community developed its own s~t of Jewish music

al traditions. More than a century before Guido of Arezzo 

(995-1050) instituted the modern system of notating music, 

Aaron ben Asher of Tiberius developed a complete system of 

musical accepts for the Bible. These biblical accents do 
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not indicate precise intervals or dynamics. Instead, they 

convey short sound patterns and their approximate intervals. 

They serve as reminders of the basic musical motifs. 8 Thus, 

by the end of the 9th century, the chant for the Scriptures 

was basically set. However, since these symbols represent

ed only approximations of musical motifs, not specific 

fixed intervals, the reading of the symbols could vary 

widely from community to community, depending on how the 

local precentor chose to remember and interpret the meaning 

of the symbols. 

The Geonim probably welcomed this attempt to standard

ize the tune to which the Scriptures were chanted. A respon

surn in Machzor Vitri attributed to Natronai stated various 

principles of musical performance in the synagogue. Natron

ai acknowledged the existence of symbols which indicated the 

correct melodies, and claimed that these tunes were authen

tically Jewish, having been handed down ever since Sinai. 9 

It appears, rather, that Ben Asher chose selectively from 

the total musical corpus available to him,assigning only 

those themes he liked to the trope signs he invented. His 

signs preserve to this day an approximation of the actual 

chants used in the 8th and 9th centuries. Unfortunately, 

we have no way of checking to determine if· these chants 

bear any resemblance to the chants of 300 or 600 years 

earlier. 

It is unquestionable that the chants which did circu-

I .I 
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late in those days were as influenced by the music of the 

general society as they were by any Jewish musical tradition. 

Eric Werner points out that the musical traditions of the 

Jews of Kurdistan and Yemen, places where the Jews had lit

tle contact with their surrounding cultures, offer a strik

ing example of what would have happened if Jewish music had 

been free from all assimilative influences. The music of 

the Jews of Yemen and Kurdistan deteriorated into "an unor

ganized chant, no longer resembling an art-form. 1110 Their 

chant may be more purely "Jewish" than any we have avail

able, but even their musical traditions were subject to the 

interpretations of many centuries of precentors. 

Until the 7th century we have no evidence that the syn

agogue included any kind of chora-1 or unison singing within 

its limited repertoire. Chant, with its inherent improvi

satory quality, did not lend itself easily to large group 

singing. Instead we find records of responsive singing be

tween the precentor and the congregation. Even the congre

gational responses, however, were recited quietly and indi

vidually, rather than in,unison. 11 While the church devel

oped responsive choral singing as early as the 4th century, 

it was not until the 7th century that we find evidence of 

Jewish choral singing. 12 The church also employed chant 

and congregational responses, but their responses were often 

entire prayers, not just short responsorial lines, and were 

sung in unison by the congregation as opposed to the Jewish 

practice of all the congregants responding personally each 
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with their own chant. 

The rise of the piyyut changed this situation dramati

cally. While the Jews retained their tradition of respon

sive singing, the tunes attached to the piyyutim were melo

dious and not chantlike, and were well suited to unison 

singing of the response verses of the piyyut. Liturgical 

music that lent itself to group singing was a new phenomenon 

for the synagogue, and probably helped rekindle the congre

gants' enthusiasm for their worship services. As we noted 

in the previous chapter, the fact that the piyyutim lent 

themselves to this new kind of music is a prime factor in 

accounting for their popularity. Before we can discuss 

these new piyyut melodies, we must examine the prevailing 

Jewish attitudes towards music in general. 

Even before the destruction of the Second Temple, we 

have some indication that vocal music was frowned upon by 

the religious authorities. Mishnah Sota 9:11 states "When 

the Sanhedrin ceased (circa 50 B.C.E.), singing ceased at 

wedding feasts." Following the destruction of the Temple, 

the leaders completely banned instrumental music, and at

tempted to ban the performance of, or listening to, vocal 

music as licentious and inappropriate. Talmud Sotah 48a 

records comments of Rab and Raba on the subject: "Rab said: 

The ear which listens to song should be torn off. Raba 

said: When there is song in a house, there is destruction 

on its threshold." Both justify this ban as a symbol of 

continued national mourning over the loss of the Temple. 13 
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Geonim, living 700 years or so after the destruction, 

faced the problem of enforcing a law that was still on the 

books, but largely ignored by the Jewish population. As 

the diaspora Jewish communities became more comfortable in 

their surroundings, it became increasingly difficult to 

enforce a ban on music on the basis of an event distant 

both in time and ·emotional impact from the lives of the 

people. While some Amoraim cited the "evil outcome" that 

music would lead to, the majority of Talmudic authorities 

persisted in prohibiting the practice on the grounds that 

Jews should continue to mourn for the loss of the Temple. 

The Geonim recognized that this reason had lost its impact 

by the 8th century, and therefore relied on the earlier 

anti-music rationale: that it led to licentious behaviour. 
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It is clear that this edict was unpopular and diffi

cult to enforce within the Jewish community. There is 

evidence of secular singing at weddings and banquets through

out the Talmudic and Agadic literature. 14 Even at the time 

of the initial ban itself the law was unenforceable. 

Therefore, it is all the more surprising to realize that 

the initial Geonic rulings on the subject were as unrespon

sive to the realities of Jewish life as the original Tal

mudic edict. R. Moses Gaon of Sura (828-836) upheld the 

Talmudic view that both instrumental and vocal music were 

forbidden. In order to enforce the ruling, he imposed sanc

tions, disqualifying any person engaged as a musician from 

acting as a witness in any legal proceeding. Playing music 
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was against the law, and lawbreakers could not serve as 

witnesses. 15 These sanctions probably had little effect on 

the popular practice, as is witnessed by the fact that the 

later Geonic responsa on the issue began to compromise the 

Talmudic position. 

The first compromise is traceable to Hai. In a letter 

to the Jewish community at Cabas, Hai reminded his readers 

that anyone who listened to instrumental music when wine 

was being served was subject to excommunication. 16 Hai did 

not challenge Moses' position on instrumental music, but in 

another letter, this one to the community at Kairowan, he 

permitted secular singing at wedding celebrations. "It is 

the custom at banquets and wedding feasts to sing hymns of 

praise to God and songs felicitating the newlyweds •••• but 

the singing of Arabic love songs is absolutely forbidden." 17 

Hai cited the authority of Mar Ukba, who in the 3rd century 

forbade all singing at festivities. Unlike Mar Ukba, Hai 

may have made a distinction between unacceptable secular 

songs (suggestive Arabic love songs) and acceptable secular 

songs (those which take on religious meaning by virtue of 

the context in which they are sung). Until this point, all 

secular music had been lumped together as intolerable. Hai 

opened the door for secular melodies to enter the synagogue 

in the guise of prayers, for this responsa can be viewed as 

a precedent-setting decision on the subject. 

Generally, the Geonim continued to oppose any use of 

secular folk melodies, denouncing them for the immorality 
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of the lyrics originally associated.with them; however, 

these melodies did find their way into the synagogue serv

ice. Massechet Soferim suggests that specific melodies had 

become associated with specific prayers. 18 It is not known 

for certain that the hazzan himself introduced these melo

dies, but he certainly was involved in the selection of the 

chant or melody to which each prayer was recited. Here a 

major conflict began. The rabbinic authorities felt that 

these melodies distracted the worshippers from their con

centration on the prayers. 19 Their attempt to maintain a 

serious approach to the content of the service made them 

suspicious of the melodies which began to adorn the prayers. 

They viewed these melodies as distractions to worship, • 

rather than as enhancements. 

Saadia reinforced the general disapproval of music, 

although he explicitly stated that music could have a posi

tive value in a religious setting. Hai would eventually 

give a specific example of the justifiable use of music. 

Saadia, writing earlier, when the admissibility of music 

in either secular or religious life was still being hotly 

debated, devoted a full paragraph of his Kitab al-Amanat 

(Book of Philosophical Doctrines and Beliefs) to the posi

tive effect music can have upon the human sou1. 20 This 

paragraph reflected Saadia's appreciation of the Greek and 

Arabic thinkers on the subject, and marked a substantial 

departure from the normative Jewish approach to the subject. 

Maimonides gleans from both Hai and Saadia, and artic-



ulated the prevailing opinion quite clearly in a responsum 

concerning the admissibility of music in the Jewish commu

nity.21 

Music in general ••• is forbidden, except when 
it belongs to prayer which moves the soul either 
to joy or to sorrow •.•. Moreover, there is no 
difference between the singing of Hebrew or of 
Arabic words. Permission or prohibition de
pends exclusively upon the content of the words. 
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Maimonides clearly made a new distinction, which shall be ex

amined later. For some rabbis, the language in which a song 

was sung determined its acceptability, but for Maimonides, 

the content of the words themselves, not the language, made 

the difference. 

Sefer Hasidim, a late 12th century ethical work of 

Judah ben Samuel heHasid, summarized the final results of 

the compromise process initiated by Saadia and Hai. Judah 

heHasid could state in clear terms, without the ambivalence 

found in Saadia and Maimonides, that a worshipper should 

openly use whichever melody helped motivate him to better 

understand and pray the prayers. 22 

If you cannot find anything in the prescribed 
prayer, search for some melody, so that you will 
pray with concentration, and your heart will 
feel what your lips recited in ~rayers; for 
song makes the heart receptive. 3 · 

The Geonim never felt comfortable with music, but they 

did open the door for the compromise position which became 

the rule within the community. Even Hai admitted music 

into the worship service, as long as the worshippers did 

not pay too much attention to it, and were not distracted 

from their prayers by the music. 24 Generally, however, 
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the compromise was towards the creation of a sharp line of 

distinction between secular and sacred music. Secular music 

was forbidden and religious music was permitted. 

We know that the main body of Jewish music that exist

ed from early times was that of the simple prayer chants 

and biblical cantillation. Where did these acceptable mel

odies come from? They were either newly composed, or 

adapted from existing church and secular melodies. These 

secular and newly composed melodies entered the sphere of 

Jewish religious music because the worshippers allowed, in

deed, insisted that they be used as such. This reality was 

not readily accepted by the religious authorities. 

Hai Gaon, who allowed for the possibility that Jews 

could under certain conditions listen to secular music, 

clarified that the music that was prohibited was the music 

of the goyim, not Jewish music. 25 

• • • 
It should be remembered, however, that in Hai's eyes, the 

only music he considered "Jewish" was that associated with 

worship. The tradition of Jewish secular songs did not 

emerge until the 11th and 12th centuries. 26 Therefore, for 

uhe Geonim, secular music meant non-Jewish music. 

There are no Geonic responsa that directly connect the 

hazzan with the debate on music. There is; however, an in

formative responsum of Alfasi on the subject. An inquiry 

was sent to him concerning a hazzan who was in the habit of 

chanting prayers to melodies borrowed from the Moslems. 



Alfasi responded that if the precentor persisted in this 

practice, he should be removed from office. 27 
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This fear of foreign melodic influence did not end 

with the Geonic period, nor with Alfasi. We quoted earlier 

from the 13th century Sefer Hasidim, indicating its approv

al of the use of any melody that might better motivate the 

soul towards prayer. Evidently, the author did not include 

melodies known to be of non-Jewish origin in this category; 

later in the same book, there is stated a warning to mothers 

not to sing Hebrew lullabies with gentile melodies to their 

children. Instead, they should use Jewish songs that praise 

God. 28 

Hai, Alfasi and Judah Hehasid all displayed a naive 

attitude toward the sources of the Jewish music they did ap

prove of. As we noted earlier, the only "authentic" Jewish 

music was non-melodic chant, and even that could not be con

sidered purely Jewish. It too was heavily influenced by 

the cultures in which it grew. Every local community had 

its own traditional Jewish music. As seen in an earlier 

chapter, a hazzan was warned by Maimonides not t6 try to 

change the liturgical and musical customs of the community 

that employed him. This attested to the fact that Jews, 

wherever they resided, borrowed melodies from their neigh

bors, and fit their prayer texts to the tunes. Within a 

short time, the new tunes were considered to be real "Jewish" 
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music by those that sung them. 29 It is therefore impossible 

to label some melodies as Jewish and permissible, and others 

as foreign and forbidden. 

We noted in our discussion on the piyyut that soon 

after Yannai, the payyetanim began to incorporate Arabic 

rhythmic mode·s into their poetry. It had been difficult 

for the hazzan to apply the more popular, rhythmic melodies 

that already existed in the general culture of the 5th 

century to the early piyyutim which lacked a fixed number 

of syllables or rhyme pattern in their verses. 30 As Hebrew 

poetry began imitating Arabic poetic forms and rhythms, the 

melodies circulating in the general culture became more 

easily applicable to these texts. Rhythmical melody, synon

ymous with Arabic music, became the norm for synagogue 

music, and the hazzanim strove to find music to fit the 

texts and poetic forms of the new piyyutim. 

It is unclear whether payyetanim wrote piyyutim with a 

specific melody in mind, or whether the piyyut was first 

written and then assigned a melody. Several scholars cited 

the fact that many piyyutim have been found with the pro

scription telling the precentor to sing the poem to the 

melody of (la-han) of well known Arabic or Spanish songs. 31 

Others suggested that hazzanim wrote piyyutim to fit melo

dies which they wanted to popularize with-their congre

gants.32 On the other hand, some scholars note that as 

early as the 9th century, complaints were levied at the 

hazzan, maintaining that he had changed the text of the 
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prayers in order to make them fit his melodies. 33 This 

would suggest that the texts existed first, and the hazzan

im struggled to find melodies which fit them, finding the 

need to change part of the text when the melody did not 

fit easily. An exception to this debate was the halachic 

piyyutim which emerged as a response to religious persecu

tion. All agree that these were written without melodic 

forethought. 

Similarly, scholars disagree concerning the reasons 

hazzanim brought in outside melodies instead of composing 

their own. Clearly, the burden of composing new melodies 

weekly was a great one. Sendry suggests that since the 

early hazzanim had little musical training, their musical 

tastes were at a low level; at best, they could borrow 

melodies they heard in the taverns and streets and adapt 

them for synagogue use. 34 A.W. Binder disagreed, stating 

that "the more original a hazzan was, the more likely he 

was to bring non-Jewish music into the service. He appre

ciated the beauty of the melody, no matter what the original 

lyrics were. 1135 

Unwittingly, the Geonim played a role in allowing non

Jewish melodies to enter the synagogue service. Natronai's 

compromise on the piyyut did not take into consideration 

the fact that no melodies existed within the Jewish tradi

tion to which these piyyutim could be sung. Where did they 

expect the melodies to come from? They also failed to rec

ognize that part of the reason the populace was so attached 
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to the piyyut was the very fact that it was so often sung 

to popular melodies from the surrounding non-Jewish culture. 

Thus, the Geonic inability to come to terms with the real

ity of the people's love for music actually allowed new 

melodies to enter the synagogue unchecked. No real com

promise on the sources of Jewish music was ever reached. 

The Geonim accepted those melodies that were used for reli

gious purposes. They failed to recognize that the sources 

for those melodies were the same non-Jewish secular songs 

they had forbidden in their other responsa. By the time 

the religious authorities dealt with the reality of the 

situation as Alfasi attempted to do, it was too late to 

influence or control the phenomena in any way. 

The only criteria the Geonim were able to objectively 

apply on the selection of appropriate music, was the lang

uage used in singing the song. Since no Hebrew secular 

music existed, the Geonim, like so many 20th century Jews, 

assume that if a text was in Hebrew it must have some in

herent religious value. All songs sung to non-Hebrew words 

were lumped together as secular and licentious, but any 

melody was considered permissible if sung to Hebrew words. 

Hazzanim were forbidden to sing any song in Arabic, 

even at a party or social gathering. A responsum usually 

ascribed to R. Hananiel ben Hushiel (990-1050) stated that 

the prohibition against music articulated in the Talmud ap

plied specifically to non-Hebrew songs. 36 11il17J 1J'W ~7~l1 
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According to this responsum, it was equally forbidden to 

listen to non-Hebrew songs as it was to sing them. Prob

ably, the Geonic stricture forbade the hazzan to sing 

Arabic songs in Arabic, but did not refer to an Arabic 

melody that had been borrowed and adapted to Hebrew lyrics. 

Maimonides showed a more mature understanding of the 

issue. He recognized that not all Hebrew lyrics were ac

ceptable, and his remarks suggest that Jewish secular music 

had begun to emerge by his time. As stated earlier, 

Maimonides' official position was little more than a re

statement of the Geonic and Alfasi position, but acknow

ledged the reality of the situation by stating that it was 

not the origin of a song, nor its language that determined 

its acceptability, but its content. 37 If the text expressed 

a noble theme, then it could be sung, no matter what lang

uage or melody was used. If the thematic matter was vul

gar, even the Hebrew language could not excuse its usage. 

This realistic and enforceable position of Maimonides 

stood in contradiction to the positions of the Geonim on 

the issue. The Geonic position revealed a blind spot and 

a lack of understanding on the importance of music in the 

people's lives. Unfortunately, Maimonides' position was 

never widely circulated. It remained unpublished until 

1873. 38 

As Maimonides evidently recognized, law could not ar

rest the operation of human instincts, particularly in the 

area of music. In the face of consistent rabbinic opposi-
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tion, the role of music in the lives of the Jewish people 

increased dramatically after the rise of Islam. Despite the 

halachic and philosophical objections, musical performances 

in the synagogue in constant interplay with the rise of the 

piyyut, assumed a focal point in community life. Some haz

zanim and local authorities attempted to find legal loop

holes through which they could justify the adaptation of 

foreign music for synagogue use. The responsa of Hai lent 

themselves to lenient interpretation. 39 Most communities 

simply ignored the Talmudic, Geonic and later prohibitions 

on the use of music, as is evidenced by the great wealth 

of musical material which entered the synagogue and Jewish 

life during this period. 

The Jewish layman's chief source of music was the syn

agogue; when they went there on the Sabbath, they expected 

their hazzan both to lead the prayers properly, and to en

tertain them. The people looked forward to this refreshing 

'interlude from their hard lives, and sought cantors with 

vocal virtuosity and musical creativity. They were not con

cerned with the sources of the melodies sung by the hazzan, 

as long as they were enjoyable. Thus the hazzan's vocal 

endowment began to outweigh in importance all the other 

qualifications set by the halachic authorities. Music be

came an increasingly important part of the •synagogue serv

ice and the people's lives, as reflected by its rising 

value in Islamic culture at large. 

This ultimately led to charges that the hazzanim abused 
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their positions. Whether true or not, the hazzan's influ

ence certainly spread, as did his power within the communi

ty. Documents suggest that in some communities, the hazzan 

became more powerful and influential than the local rabbinic 

authority. Smaller communities often felt it was more im

portant to hire a hazzan than any other communal or syna

gogue official. The hazzanim recognized that music and its 

hazzanic performance served as a motivation for synagogue 

attendance sometimes even greater than did the obligation 

to pray. While the music often made the obligation feel 

less burdensome to the congregants, some hazzanim omitted 

what some considered essential liturgical staples to make 

more time for piyyutim and their musical performance. 40 

Later writers would berate the hazzan and denigrate his 

office because of this and other abuses, suggesting that 

in some areas they had become widespread. 

It is unquestionable that the rise in stature of the 

office of the hazzan was primarily related to his ability 

as a creator and performer of Jewish music. Originally, 

music was only a marginal part of the'. hazzan's responsi

bilities; .the rise of the piyyut and subsequent influence 

of Islam helped make music the cornerstone of his profes

sion. By the 10th century, we have witnessed the complete 

metamorphosis of the hazzan, from synagogue beadle to she

liach tzibbur to a musician and entertainer. The sheliach 

tzibbur role was never lost, but took second place in the 

minds of the congregants to the hazzan's abilities as musi

cian. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

We have noted the development of the role of the hazzan 

since his emergence as the synagogue beadle in predestruc

tion times. The original usage of the term hazzan carried 

none of the responsibilities or implications which the 

same term held se~ep centuries later. The prayer functions 

of the modern hazzan were carried out by the sheliach tzib

bur in his role as voluntary communal precentor. The posi

tion of sheliach tzibbur rotated among members of the con

gregation, and only minimal standards defined who could 

serve in that capacity. The sheliach tzibbur served a 

priestly function, representing the community in prayer 

before God. He was also the prayer leader, leading the 

congregations in their recitation o.f tb:e ., s.irnp~-e ,:ip:E.ayers. 

At the same time that the liturgy was growing in com

plexity, Jews were becoming less literate both in terms of 

their Hebrew language ability, and in terms of their know

ledge of Jewish texts. It became more difficult to find 

volunteers within the ranks of the congregations who were 

still able to lead the worship service, and therefore be

came necessary to appoint a professional sheliach tzibbur, 

who did know the prayers and could lead the worship. While 

some communities appointed professional precentors, others 

turned to their synagogue beadle, the hazzan for leader

ship. Because of his responsibilities to the synagogue, he 

was constantly in attendance, and was more likely to know 

all the worship traditions that had evolved. 



By the late Talmudic period we see some evidence of the 

term hazzan occasionally used in reference to the precent

or; by the early Geonic period, the terms hazzan and she

liach tzibbur have become interchangeable. With the pro

fessionalization of the position, more stringent require

ments were developed for those desiring the position. 

The role of hazzan was further enhanced by the rise 

of the piyyut. There is evidence that piyyutim existed 
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prior to the Justinian liturgical persecutions, and one can 

assume the precentor would have sung them for the congrega

tion. But the hazzan became intricately involved in the 

creation and performance of piyyutim when they became a 

religious necessity, due to the liturgical restrictions 

imposed on the synagogue by the Byzantines. 

It is clear that the institutions, piyyut and hazzan, 

owe much to each other in terms of their development and 

popularity. The emergence of piyyutim which replaced 

prayers or sermons required that the hazzan learn and per

form them. The piyyutim lent themselves to more interest

ing musical interpretation than many of the prayers did. 

The hazzan's interpretation of the piyyutim increased his 

own popularity with the populace, and at the same time in

creased their affection for the piyyut. The Islamic con

quest led to the rescinding of the religious persecutions, 

thereby making piyyutim unnecessary. However, both the 

piyyut and the hazzan had become basic institutions of syn-

agogue life beloved by the public, and they demanded that 



the hazzan continue to compose and perform piyyutim. This 

put him in direct confrontation with the religious authori

ties who deemed that the practice of piyyutim should cease, 

since they were no longer necessary. The issue was further 

complicated by the strong influence Arabic meter and rhyme 

had upon the piyyut, and that Arabic folk melodies had upon 

the hazzan. 

Had it not been for the rise of Islam and its strong 

impact upon Jewish culture, the controversy over the piyyut 

probably would have died. By Geonic times, in many commu

nities the hazzan had become a performer of piyyutim who 

was valued more for his vocal technique than for his abili

ty to serve as representative of the community in prayer 

before God. The Geonic attack on the hazzan was largely 

directed at his role as musician. Since the destruction 

of the Temple, Judaism held an ambivalent attitude towards 

music in general but came to accept vocal music in the 

service of God. In his effort to please the congregation, 

the hazzan often chose music for its entertainment value, 

rather than for its ability to move the soul in prayer. 

Despite Geonic warnings to cease importing foreign melo

dies into the worship service, the practice.flourished. 

This reality forced the Geonim to compromise; they eventu

ally came to accept foreign melodies sung to Hebrew texts 

in the praise of God. The Geonic period saw music estab

lished as the key element of hazzanic popularity. The 

hazzan was now seen in popular eyes more as a musician who 



entertained them than a sheliach tzibbur who represented 

them in prayer. Religious authorities have always found 

it difficult to impose change on popular conceptions, and 

the role of the hazzan that emerged during the Geonic 

period has been sustained to this day. 
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The emphasis on musical performance rather than reli

gious sincerity often led to abuses of the hazzan's posi

tion. Certainly, many Geonim continued to view the use of 

foreign melodies as an abuse. The public often regarded 

the hazzanim as religious authorities. But hazzanic train

ing was far from standardized, and often gullible hazzanim 

spread superstitious customs. Natronai and Hai both com

mented on the custom of one particular hazzan who thought 

the Kiddush wine had beneficial medicinal effects. After 

reciting Kiddush, he would pour the wine on congregants' 

hands who would then rub it in their eyes. 1 

By the end of the Geonic period, musical ability had 

become the principal qualification for the hiring of a haz

~; religious knowledge of hazzanim subsequently declined. 

Not all communities suspended the religious and personal 

standards outlined in chapters 1 and 2, but Geonic and later 

literature suggest that a substantial number of hazzanim 

did lack religious training. Yehuda Harisi, a Sephardic 

scholar and poet of the 13th century, visited the community 

of Mossul in Mesopotamia. He published a report of his 

visit to the local synagogue in his Sefer Tachkemoni, which 

included a satiric description of the "artistry" of the 



local hazzan. 

I counted in the Tefillah more than a hundred 
clear and evident mistakes •••• He begins with 
the hundred benedictions which trip glibly from 
his tongue in a memorized fashion •••. He covered 
his face with the tallit, but not out of humi
lity. He stood in haughtiness and increased 
his swaying movements. He began to recite piy
yutim and songs, all of them broken, halting 
and blind. They had neither rhyme nor meter. 
They were without structure or content. And he 
dragged out his piyyutim; some of the people 
remained seated and some slept and reclined. 
But some of them fled and did not return for 
the prayers. When he had finished his piyyut
im, he turned back to complete the Tefillah, 
and there was not a man in the synagogue because 
the whole cong~egation could be found in their 
homes, asleep. 
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In our own times we may note similar abuses by hazzan

im of their position. The hazzan who emerged primarily as 

sheliach tzibbur only retained that as his most important 

role until the rise of the piyyut. Since that time, that 

primary function of the hazzan has often taken a secondary 

position to his role as musician. 

Current disaffection with the hazzan is probably trace

able to two developments examined in this study. The vic

tory of the position that the hazzan could represent not 

only the unlettered, but the entire community in prayer, has 

allowed for a de facto transference of the responsibility 

to pray with kavana from the individual worshipper to the 

hazzan. This decision has permitted Jews to feel that the 

sheliach tzibbur can legally fulfill their personal obliga

tion to be present during the recital of all the prayers in 

the service. When Jews did pray, they did so as individu

als; rarely were prayers recited in unison as a group. 
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This also led to individuals entering and leaving the syna

gogue as they completed their persopal prayers. 

The change in the popular view of the hazzan from the 

original role of precentor to the later role of musician 

also bears responsibility for abuses that have lasted to 

our day. When the communal expectations emphasize one's 

musicianship more than one's Jewish knowledge and ability 

to represent the community in prayer before God, hazzanim 

simply live up to the demands placed upon them. Jews have 

made the hazzan into a performer, rather than a worshipper. 

Though we have no halachic records indicating that the ex

pectations of the hazzan were officially broadened to re

flect the dominant role of music in the hazzan's responsi

bilities, Jewish popular conviction clearly conveyed that 

implication to the generations of hazzanim. 

The current desire for unified congregational parti

cipation in the singing and reciting of prayers stands in 

direct contrast to the dominant trends of Jewish liturgical 

history, as evidenced by this history of the hazzan. While 

there is obviously a tradition of the hazzan as a performer 

whom Jews. flocked to listen to, there are few records of 

congregations singing in unison anything more than an occa

sional response to a piyyut or prayer. Unison group sing

ing or recitation seems alien to Jewish tradition. Similar

ly, the current desire for our religious professionals to 

become more group leaders than priests also stands in con

trast to the dominant trends in Jewish worship. The sheli-

i 
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ach tzibbur had been known as a prayer leader who prayed 

on the community's behalf. He did not have to inspire the 

community to pray; rather he had to be inspired ez the com

munity, so that he could represent them appropriately in 

his prayers. 

This study shows that the wishes for a more unified 

liturgical participation are not rooted in a hist6ry of 

Jewish communal worship, at least not in the period stretch

ing from the destruction of the Second Temple until the 

early 10th century. We must recognize this fact, and begin 

a search for contemporary or earlier justification for the 

value of such unified participation. The communal worship 

needs of 20th century Jews in secular America may be quite 

different from the communal needs that created the existing 

models. The sense of unified community was unquestioned 

in pre-Emancipation Judaism, and therefore was not a need 

that worship had to fulfill. However, though we find 

little sympathy for our desire for community in this history 

of Jewish prayer leadership, we should not .stop our search 

for new liturgical models of participation. The hazzan 

became a musician simply because the Jewish community de

manded that the synagogue provide them the enjoyment they 

could not find in their daily lives. They found that en

joyment in listening to the hazzan's singing. 

Today's Jews have a need to feel that they belong; 

they desire community. The role of the hazzan in the future 

will have to change to respond to these new demands. If it 
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does not, the position will become anachronistic, merely 

a fulfillment of needs that no longer exist. One would hope 

that hazzanim of vision will emerge to reclaim the past 

glory of the hazzan as a sheliach tzibbur who motivated 

Jews to attend the synagogue to share in an experience 

they could not find elsewhere. 
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Conclusions 

1. Otzar HaGeonim, ed. Lewin, Vol. 1, p. 97 
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