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Report on Mr. Joel Goor• s 'l'hosia1 

Tho Halachio Adaptation ~ the "Te'8Z118¥ Jta-Mlkn•1 

to thu C ttntillation o.f the Torah Duri~ Cleonic Ti.Ma. 

Hr . Oour h4!l undurtuken t.o oxatllinG t houo pl."'.ltury sources, vbicb 
hav1l ooroe down to Ull1 con.earning tJ1e age end reapective irelaUonshtp ot 
aoriptural. cantulation and muoretic acou~uation. JU.a atudy bu, u 
it aiu:Jt, inevitably dr'awn him into that no-man• s land bcttlroen "1"Wl'i 
rhet orics , talmudic, h1atorioal, and muaicolO(Jical tronUere. This vrlteP 
ia pleased to SQ¥ that Mr . Cl oor baa bean ®lo to extr!oate himaelt 
ouccess!'ully ~"\"om his di..i'ficult enterprise, Md that be ha.s, abo:st lib 
a pioneer, ro~cMd 11<1portan~ and .tar-reaahina concluaiona. 

Tuldng no uecond-haOO or h GGl"Sl\Y tor w1denoe. Hr. 0001" set. 
out to search f or tolr.ludic .,widenoe or ta•8111a. D1spo!)aing ot all 
pcrtinont possaeaa, he deniea the exietenoe ot acaonts 1n the talmd.o 
l1torntW"e. On t ho othor band, 119 disc~ses tha otrang Md pos1Un 
evidence tor the anc1Bnt tradition of ncriptural oant1ll4t1on1 yet there 
iu no connecti on botweon the acconts and the pracUoe of cantillation. 
Ho find3 the fir:Jt. dot1ni ti ve docUllOnt of a l'abb1nl.c lfit~ 1.1nldn8 the 
aoc ·-nts uith cantillo.tion1 in a reaporunn ot !latronai aon. Th1e 
r ospons \R3 is r~st. ext onoi:veq and carefully anal111ed bT Ml". ooor, and 
llnkod l.dth tho internecine fi8hta over the Knraite issue. In the 
subr;0<1wmt chaptera nr. Ooor <t<aminea the respective theories concerning 
orif!.i n and ago of t ho m.aaoretic accents, ~ Redalc to LWlta and Bunort. 

A ~pcoial ohaptor on cheironollllo (jJre-acoentual) p?"aiCticea 
i ::: t1C?l l incerterl in the hiator:lc&l ~ t'l.lli.ea. 

Clocor i"ud.liarit;r vith musicological and etlmolog1oal •tboda 
would havo provided Nr. Ooor vith pavor.tul tool.!I tor a mrpbologl.oal 
approachJ y'1t atJ it s tandtJ b;r now, the tbosis repreftllte a mn ol'OCIS. table 
and f ruitf'ul ox.amnation ot a thDl'JV'1 yet 1rllporiant prob1-. 

Honce I am delig.h'ted to roco=ond the aooept.anco ot Mr. OOOI'• s 
thoo1s in partial tultlllaont ~ his acholaatlc obligation•• It 1t nN 
revised and extended, I should not heo1tate to reoowni.d it tor 
publ1cat1.on. 
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In the remnant of our language • • • • 

aro implanted subtle elements calculated to promote 

understanding •••• These are the accents with which 

t he holy text is read _o o. oon which subject books 

might be written. 

Kuzari II, Par. 72 
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INTRODUCTIOO 

It is well known t.'1at the Hebrew Sible text is f'lu

nished 1'1ith a system of }.fassoretic si gns that perfonn three 

functions: 

l) Determine the syntax of t he verse by providing the ele

m~nts of punctuati on. 

2) Indicate the musical cantillation of the various sacred 

texts, i.e. the 11 trop11 • 

3 ) Indicat e the syllable that is t o racsive the accent in 

pronouncing the 1"0rds. 

Many questi ons have been raised concerning the primary 

f·.ir.c t i on of t hese so-called accents or "te 'amim". For which of 

t he t hree purposes were they originally intended-a When, how and 

wher e di d they originate? In vh at manner were they adapted for 

use according to their/ other functions? When and under lllhat con

ditions was this accomplished? 

The question of the origins and interrelati6nsln:ps:'o£. this 

so-called Massoretic system of accentuation and the cantillation of 

Scripture has been subjected to much scholarly investigation yet 

suffers from much difference of opinion. The Danish scholar, 

Carsten Hoeg, Prof. P. Kahle, and previously, F. Praetorius, reviewed 

the results of earlier work in the field am conti:rmd the opinion 

of o. Fleischer that our system of Jlaasoretic signs constitutes a 

special case of the general categor;r of "ekphonetic accents• known 
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to the Alexandri an and Roman grammarians, a system spread over the 

entire Mediterranean area and used in the Byzantian, Syrian, Ar-

1 menian, Roman and Copti c churches • 

Hoeg systematically reviews and discusses the contributions 

of Idelsohn, Spanier, and Praetorias2• Idelsohn3 presented the view 

that the accents always possessed some musical value. Spanier, on 

the other ha.~d, held that they were originally syntactical and not 

musical in character. Hoeg then draws his conclusion above, pointing 

to the similarities between the various systems and rejecting, as 

does Dr. Eric Werner, the t heory of Praetorius "that the !lassorites 

borro~ed the ekphonetic system from Greek Evangeliars~•. This re-

pudi ation is !iecessary because of the discovery of manuscripts 

contai:tl.ng the pre-Tiberian or so-called Palestinian system of ac-

centuation which does not resemble the Greek system. Dr. Werner 

concludes, "It is probable that the Massoretic accentuation is a 

complex of signs taken both from the contemporaneous Syrian system 

and the older Hebrew 'cheironomic' tradition (the use of hand signs 

indicating the course of melody) ••• One thing is certain today. 

Musical cantillation itself is prior to all systems of accents, which 

************** 

1. Hoeg, Carsten, La Notation E1cphonet1que, Copenhague, 193$ 

2. ~' P• 139 

3. Idelsohn, A. z., Jewish Music, Its Historical Developnent, New 
York, 1929 

4. Werner, Eric, "Preliminaey Notes for a Comparative Study of 
Catholic and Jewish llusical Punctuation; Hebrew Union College 
Annual, 15 :338-40, 1940 
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were invented subsequently only to serve the purpose of fixing and 

stabilizing the oral tradition".S 

Having reached these general conclusions we now have to 

examine our own sources in the light of these new findings. First, 

what Rabbinic evidence is there for the existence of elcphonetic accents? 

CHAPI'ER I -----
Nedarim J7a discusses the question of the conditions under 

11hich one who has vowed not to receive benefit may perform duties. 

The Mishnah ~ys, "He may not teach 'mikra' (for compensation) but 

he rr.ay teach 1 midrash-Halachot and Agadot. 11 The reason he may not 

teach 1Mikra1 is because i n receiving benefit for so doing he would 

not be analagous to God and Moses who gave the Torah freely. 

The question i s raised as to the precise maaning of 111ikra', 

in t his case. Rabbi Jochanan, a first gensration Amora, C.199-279, 

said, -; :>(? is meant. Rab, who founded the 

academy at Sura in the year 219 arrl died 247, said it is //fl 'e 7.::Jf' • 

Du.ring the course of the debate the reason is given why Rab 

rejects the view that 'lti.kra' means/>• / J'°rC /?I 0 ';) . It is be

cause /e-1 )) ,/c,J) ' ' 11/-l j'HO "~ ? :>~ 1 "The 1Pesukim'are 

of biblical origin." 

We are concerned with the meaning of /' 'A' vC p I 0 '~ • 
' Jastrow was hasty in assuming that it should be read as punctuation 

6 signs or accentsn • This assumes the existence of written signs 

~** * ********** 

5. Ibid, P• 340 & 337 
6. Jastrow, Marcus, A Dictionaq of the Targumi.m, 'lhe Talmud Babli 

and Yerushalmi~ And the )(idrashic Literature, New York, 1926, p. SIU. 
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which cannot be deduced from our passage merely on the basis of its 

context; nor can it be assumed from simi1ar passages as we shall show 

below. 

What meaning may we safely attribute to the passage? r o~, 
from the Biblical p e_;) , means "dividing" or "separating"; in the 

course of time it became associated with the reading of Scripture 

and c~me to mean t he separations, divisions, pauses, interruptions 

i n the t ext. ,FJ 71C has as its basic meaning, "to taste", but during 

t he course of time it assumed the broader meaning of "giving the 

sense or wisdom of a thing". 

On t he basis of these meanings we may assu.me nothing more 

t han that /'•// -r-C />I 0 ~01 means "the division (of verses - Milera) 

accordi ng to their sense". How this was noted or transmitted - by 

means of written signs, accents, manual instruction - is not stated 

i n t his t ext.7 

The t ext bears out this reading further by equating the 

t eaching of "pesuk t'amim" with "the first teaching (reading) of a 

t ext - the first lesson", )> J-I> .J>? / ' 11-;' as distinguished 

from / l~~ i~ / '.J/e , "repeating it for the first time, ~r 

the second reading." In other words, the first lesson on a new text 

would concern itself with the most basic aspect of understaming the 

text, namely the logical pauses, the punctuation, the syntax,, the 

"pesuk t'amim". 

Rab8 supports his view for the Scriptural authority of 

************** 

7. Wickes, Wm., A Treatise on the Accentuation of The Twen 
So-called Prose Books of t e Old Testament, o , , 
loWilig his basic theory of the prior musical value of the accents 
speaks of the non-existence of signs during Talmudic times but 
saya we must understand it as meaning "the pausal melodies 11'bioh 
determine the meaningt'. p. 9. This conclusion likewise lacks 
textual basis, but approaches modem views. 

B. Ned. 37b 



-s-

"pesuk te'amim" by quoting Neh. B.8 and interpreting it according 

to the Talmudic practice of seeking additional meanings for any 

words that seem superfluous to the simple meaning of a text, such 

as the poetic repetition of words or the use of syno:rzyms to achieve 

added emphasi s . Any apparent redundancy must contain within it 

the 

The words of Neh. 8.8 therefore, give authority not only for the 

/c- '>? N -- the text itself, but also for the ,fJ I ,J 1 J1 -

the t r ansl ation in the known tongue, the / • j> I 0 'Q), and finally 

the f ' H.-r: ))(0 ·4;/) . As /'ii lO'~ mustrefertothedivi

sions into "hat we now call "verses," "!:he question arises as to the 

meaning of / ·~1.,,,,C f 10 • ~ in view of our atated Talmudic 

prac t ice of avoiding superfluous expressions. It cannot mean the 

divisions of the verses themselves -- this idea is conveyed amply 

by / l y) 0 ~ ;> • It must then be understood as ref erring to the 

further divisions of the verses, the internal pauses.9 

Another use of the expression "pesuk te 'amim" occurs in 

Chag. 6b where doubt. is expressed concerning the meaning of a 

specific verse of Seripture.10 In answer to the question, "In what -

case will it be of consequence?", llar Zutra (414) said, /?/O '~ J" 
/ •/I "¥' ( • Here again we are certain only of the meaning, 

************** 

9. er. lleg. )a and 8. Rabah Par. 36. 

10. ~ also Yoma S2b 



"the divisions according to the sense." Since the textual 

problem in question arises out of the possible syntax of words in 

the middle of a verse, we have additional support for the trans

lation "the further divisions of the verses, the internal pauses"ll. 

Therefore, by the mid third century the Torah was rendered 

according to verse as well as further internal. divisions. Since 

the meaning and the teaching of the text is the subject of the dis-

cussions that frame the words "pesuk te 1a.mim", we may conclude that 

the divisions were made and used for syntactical and exegetical 

purposes. As of yet, though, no mention of written signs can be 

substantiated ; we are not told how these pauses were noted and 

taught. Also, there is no mention of music. 

The first mention of an actual written sign is in Exodus 

Rabah para. 2. 

l ~ '1.'e? Jc jw "...hie )J e;v 1' t>.N '?// t,' 
I? e• ?/7' ?j>~ ' ( p·~~ I? e• t 'f-HA= 

-'>'f'N yeN h t , /Oe> i? ~ · /i.i,N~ t?.twe 
i>O ~ I? j~c 

An anonymous author, in commenting on Exodus J.4, no-

ticed that whereas in other cases of the immediate repetition of a 

personal name, the names are divided by the "paseq", the "paseq" 

was absent in this case. Fixing a precise date for this passage 

presents difficulties, as it is, unfortunately, an anonymous midrash. 

************ 

ll. It is interesting to note that Hisda, C • .300, and Zutra, C.Ll.4, 
are not sure of the meaning whereas Isaac, C.200, is sure. This 
is in accordance with Kahle's theory that the Massorah is a uni
fication of divergent texts, or a reversing of a trend away from 
the original unified interpretation of the Bible. 
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Strackl-2 and Zunz13 divide Exodus Rabah into two parts, 

the first pa r t , into which our verse fall.s, being derived in part 

from early Midrashim is probably immediately post-Talmudic. Exodus 

Raba.h "R'as not redacted before the 11th or 12th Centuries but our 

passage is in the section that could have been written as early as 

the sixth century . 

Fortunately, we possess external. eTidenae ~hat he1p• 

date t his passage more precisely. Bauer and L.aander14 tell us 

that a si en correspondi ng in use to our "paseq" has been .found in 

the proto-Palestinian Massoraho I n the few verses that were in-

vestigat ed by !Uchs it was found as often as seven times, suggesting 

its use was somewhat developed by the t ime these manuscripts were 

':Yritten. 

Concerning the various Massoratic traditions, Kahlel5 

shows that the Ti~erian, the system finally accepted by all Jews 

and used to this day, was formulated during the period from the 

end of the ei ght h century to the time of the co~ex of Moshe b. 

****-~***** **** 
12. Strack, Herina.nn L., Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 

Philadelphia, 1931, P• 21 

13. Zunz, L.., Die Gottesdienstlichen Vortrage ~r Juden 
Historisch Entwickelt, Frankfurt, 1892, P• 268-9 

14. Bauer, Hans & Leander, Pontus, Historische Grammatik Der Heb
raischen SRracb!it .De.:t gt.en. testamegtis, Halle, 1922 p. 156=16o 

15. Kahle, Paul E., ~ Cairo Qeniza_, Lomon, 1947, P• 55 ff. 
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Asher in 895 and the subsequent completion of the work by his son 

Aaron during the first half of the tenth century. This period cor-

responds with the five generations of massorites of the ban Asher 

fanily preceeding Moshe.16 

The earlier Babylonian system, developsd in the heart of 

the Jewish world where interpretation of Biblical passages necessita.-

·~ed their precise renderings, had developed considerably by the end 

of the ninth century -when it gave way to the influence of the 

Ti berian system. That it \Vas quite complicated by this time is sug-

gestive of a long prior development which is supported by evidence 

of an Eastern Syrian system of accents that had taken definite form 

by the beginning of the eighth century. A relationship between 

the two systems is ~ost probable. 

The more recently discovered Palestinian Massorah is 

contemporaneous with the Western Syrian Ekphonetic notation which 

developed between t he seventh and ninth centuries. Only a few 

vowels and accents were used; According to~ (above), the 

11 paseq11 occurs quite frequently. Hoegl 7 also concludes that the 

stage of development of the notation in eighth and ninth century 

manuscripts points to a beginning no later than the end of the 

sixth century. 

** ************ 

16. See articl e on "Aaron .Ben Moses Ben Asher", by Levias, Casper, 
J • .E., Vol. 1, P• 18 

17. Hoeg, Carsten, .2E!_ cit. Chapter 9 
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In view or all evidence, external a.rxi interna1, we may 

reach certain conclusions concerning the date of this anonymous 

pas sage. Since Zunz places the authorship of this section ot 

Exodus Rabah in the period immediately following the close of the 

Tal mud, and since the existence of a Palestinian accentuation 

ori ginating at the end of the sixth century is well known for 

more than f orty years, we may safely date this passage as early 

as the seventh century. 

Though we have found evidence of a written accentuation, 

it has no bearing upon the age of cantillation, for the "paseq" 

i s a non- musical accent, according to Bauer-Leander18 and Wickes19 

being used f or a hiatus l'b en similar or identical words or 

letters follo~ one another as well as when two contiguous 

~ords require distingaishi.ng as to sense. 

*************** 

18. Bauer and Leander, Op. cit., P• 160. The "paseq" is 
used to separate 
a. similar letters 
b. identical words 
c. A repetition of the "Shem Ham'phorash" 
d. Two ""rds that require separation as an incorrect 

meaning might otherwise be derived 
e. Two disjunctive accents when the sense of the 

verse requires it. 

19. Wickes, William, 0p. cit. 
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CHAPTER II 

Vlhat does an investigation of the Biblical al'¥i Talmudic 

passages referring to music arx:l cantillation reveal as to their 

connection with signs, te'amim? 

The often accep~d hypothesis that Ezra. introduced. the 

cantillation of the Torah is li..thout any textual basis, (see below)j 

Neh. 8. 8, the verse usually cited to support this theory, is 

devoi d of any reference (or even a single word) remotely suggestive 

of music or chanting. Perhaps the generally accepted theory that 

Ezra introduced the regular Torah-lesson was too ready a target 

on which to pin the r elated practice of cantillation. The later 

interpretations of these passages offered fertile opportunities 

for anachronistic reasoning as we have shown above.20 The 

Talmudic interpre'tation of' Neh. 8.8 as meaning the correct 

pauses, "pesuk te'amim, 11 was later understood to mean "accents" 

and finally, the cantillation of Scripture, the major use of 

these accents. Dr. Vlerner points out that "The Bible makes 

no positive mention of any cantillation11 .21 

The locus classicus of the passages referring to can

t illation i s Meg. 32a. 22 

~ /l ' a..J 

?/I I/& 'PIJ>.J ,) 

I\ ?I c 

/,JI>/' 
,~ ?~J ;ch 

f ,, p fl 
J •d7f 

/'j)I/> /~er . '-J)J)..J '..Jb 

************ 
20. See the discussion of Ned J7b above. 

").H/C 

~ .Jlel 

,Pl/ 

21. Werner, Erle, The Sacred Bridge, New York, 1959, p. 110. Also 
see Ezra 3.11 which offers no possibility of a positive in
terpretation as cantillation. 
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Jochanan said, "all who read {the Torah) without melody 

{ cantillation) a.'ld repeat {learn) it without song bring upon them-

selves the verse (Ezek. 20.25), 'Wherefore I gave them also 

statutes that were not good' "• By the time of Jochanan, about 

250- 275, the tradition of chanting Scripture must have been well 

established in order to allow him the freedom to make this harsh 

and abusive statement concerning those 11who read Scripture without 

mel ody', 'iTithout chanting it - reciting it with musical intonation. 

Dr . Werner believes the chanting of Scripture was instituted well 

bef ore the Christian era.23 That this must have accuurred early, 

for important if not necessary reasons, is confirmed by other 

passages that gi ve us the Talmudic attitude concerning the power 

and funct ion of music. 

Ber. 6a gives a Baraitha which states that only prayers 

offered in the "Bes Hac 1 nesset" are heard because 

)) J • •. )c )) J} J>f? , "(Only) in a place of song is there 

(genuine) prayer", that is in the synagogue where the prayers were 

chanted. The synagogue was considered "the place of song." 

*** **-lf******* 
22 . Cf. Masechet Sophrim, 3.1 

23. Werner, Bri dge, p. 108 

2u. For articles on the philosophy of the powers of music, the 
"ethos" doctrine of music, see Werner, Eric, and Sonne, Isaiah, 
"The Philosophy and Theory of Music In Judeo-Arabic Literature" 
HUCA, Vol. 16, Cincinnati1 1941, P• 2$1-319. Also Werner, Eric, 
"The Origin of the Eight Modes of Music, "!!!!Q!", Vol. 21, 1948 
p. 211-2$5. Also see Saadia Gaon, The Book of Beliefs and 
Opiji1ons, translated by Samuel Rosenblatt, New Haven, 1948, 
p or.-
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The necessary qualifications for one who is privileged 

to lead the congregation in prayer are set forth in Ta'anit 16a. 

Not only must he be well accustomed to reading t.~e Scriptures in 

public , well versed in the Talmud and all the B'rachot, but "he 

must possess knowledge of the melodies and have a pleasant voice" ,.. ,.. 
1.11p 1 j)N' T -l Id e•1 

• 

There i s no doubt that this emphasis on the connection 

bet Y<een musi c and prayer has to do with the peculiar powers associ

ated with music24 that enable it to strengthen all prayers, giving 

added power and f orce to their utterance so that God will indeed hear 

them. It also must refer to the problem of repeating the prayers 

without error, especially by the loader. An error in prayer was a 

serious matter; it even might result in a blasphemy. The situation 

was made considerably difficult by the scarcity of prayer books; 

usually possession during public prayer was limited to the leader, 

the 11 ba' al t' filoh". The method by which proper retention of the 

prayers was heightenad was by means of a melody. Music served as 

a mnemonic device, assisting in the memorizing and retention 0£ 

prayers.25 

This mnemonic function of music applied al so to the 

learning, retention, teaching and public reading of Scripture. 

In San. 99b the rabbis are discussing the severe consequences o£ 

************** 

2S. See Mishnah Berochot, par. 5, for the problem of error in 
prayer. 
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f orgett ing what one has learned previously. Rabbi Akiba offers the 

sol ution for f orgetfulness, 26 ? '' I~~ 
11 Sing (chant ) it every day" -- t ba t is, constantly. As t he public 

readi ng from the Torah was and i s performed from scroll s that are 

Without punctuation and accent marks1 t he chant serves as t he aid tor 

proper preparati on and rendition. 

Exodus Rabah 47.S contains a di sput e about which of two 

procedures produces a bat ter t eacher. Should he study day and night 

or get a good ni ght ' s sleep so he can be al ert all day. Rabbi Jochanan 

pr efer s the latter method but he is f orced to admit, 11 / '/C P 
;) •,Ip f.Jk ~ ")/ . ./] o€ rlJ") 11 • "There i s no music of the 

Torah but during the night" . Thi s can be under stood only as a 

hyper bolic statement, emphasi zing the impor tance of s t udying Torah 

wit h the ai d of music. 

Erub. 60a, sharply points t his up when during a halachic 

discussion Abaya asks Joseph 19hether he holds a certain opinion 

because it is a , "a positive tradi -

tion or mer ely speculative inference." The final st atement is 

t S'J .)) fc. . .p i/J..J iJ~fl k, jj/~ , "learn a positive tradi-

t i on by heart, let it be like song, " a song, that is, which by 

i t s nature cannot be f orgott en or lost so easily. A person who 

learns words that are f itted t o a melody is not likely to forget 

t hem. The essence of this statement, coming as it does in the 

* * **** * ***** 

26. Tosefta Para 4. 71 I ? -,p >11 1 1.n I ? ?~..J 
er. Ohal. 16.a. 
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midst of a discussi on concerning the question of positive tradition 

and mere i nfer ence, is that tradition, which eventually assumes the 

authority of law, must be perpetuated; tt must be taught to genera-

tion after generat ion. What is the best means of teaching? By means 

of musi c , of course. We can easily understand why both Torah and 

Talmud27 were learned by means of a chant. 

An argUIJl~l'.ltW! ~X .§.ile..nt!,.o is found in Luke 4.16 which 

r el ates that during a Sabbath service in Nazareth, Jesus was called 

to the Torah and aft erward read f rom the prophet Isaiah. Yet the 

~1riter of t his gospel di d not feel compelled to make any mention of 

t he manner i n which it was done, by chanting or otherwise. Likewise, 

Ac t s 13.15 tells of Paul's visit t o the synogogue in Antioch and 

ment i ons the reading of the Torah and the Prophets without noting 

the me thod of rendi t i on which was used. 

The Chur ch Father Justin28 describes the service of the 

early church, t hat " the memoirs of the apostles or the writings 

of the Prophets are read". He too fails to mention the method of 

rendition. Clement of Alexarxiria (end of 2nd century) speaks of 

oantillation in clear terms.28a 

******** * *** 

27. See articl e on "Cantillati on" in the Jewish Encyclopegia, 
Vol. III, P• 548 

28. Writi?gs of Saint Justin Jl.artyr, The Second Apology, trans
la. ted by Falls, Thomas B., New Yoric11948. 

28a • .' . Qt:. Werner, Bridge, p. 112 f , 
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Music must have played a very important role in the early 

church. Paul in his epistle to the Ephesians admnishes them 

(5 .18-19) , "Be f illed with the Spirit, speaking to yourselves in 

psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody 

i n your heart to t he Lord. 11 Colossians J.16 connects music with 

teaching , a probable r eference to the chant of the Scripture 

lesson of the vreek vrhi ch was read during the service. "tet the 

word of Chri st dwell i n you richly in all wisdom; teachi ng and 

admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs 

singing vrith gr ace in your hearts to the Lord." 

In the l i ght of this very forceful emphasis on the 

power of music f or prayer and teaching, the "loud" silence men

t i oned above must be taken as evidence of the strength of the 

tradition of chant i ng the Scriptu_re by this time. Moreover, the 

etymology of t he term "trop", from the Greek "tropos", itxiicates 

quite clearl y the crystallization of the custom of chanting 

Scripture during the Hellenistic era, when Greek words were 

freely absorbed in the rabbinic vocabulary. 
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CHAPTER III 

Having shown that the tradition of chanting Scripture is 

very old, that i t was well establi shed by the early Christian cen-

tu~ies, the important question of bow this cantillation was trans-

w.itted r emains unanswered. We have pointed out that all Talmudic 

references t o cantillation and "te'amim" are distinctly separated, 

and that accants are not known before the late sixth century. This 

leaves a gap of at least six centuries, probably more, to explain. 

The gap is bridged by the p:Pactice of "cheironomy", the 

use of t he arm, hands and fineers to in:iicate the course of a 

melody. The ancient pictorial references to this practice are 

abundant . Many Egyptian bas reliefs and other early representations 

have been found that picture a group of musician3 facing a leader 

w:iose right arm i s raised in the characteristic posit.ion of "Chei

ronomy'129 . One of the most famous of these is "The Victory Banquet 

of Ashurbanipal:King of Assyria 699- 633 B.C.E~30 

Ser. 62a contains a discussion of the uses am abuses of 

the r i ght harrl. Rabbi Akiba (40-135 C.E.) says that the right ham 

nrust remain clean and unblemished ~ ') #./) . ',1-tG°I\ /c ')Ne 'J~N, 

* * * * * * * * * .* * n? 
29. Sachs, Curt, The Rise of Music In the Ancient East am West, 

New York, 1943, fig. 26 and p. 65. "The right arms are even 
more faecinating: the singers col1lDll.llicate with their accompan
ists by stretching out their right forearms am performing a few 
stereotyped gestures. ''p. 78 

JO. Finegan, J., Light From the Ancient Past, I.onion, 1946, 
fig. 81, p.180-181 
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"because he shows the sense of the Torah r.ith it. " This i s an 

allusion to the nethod of transmi1iting tho tr~ditional. cantillation 

and syntax of the Bibl e. It is done by neans of tJ:e right hand, 

cheironomy traditi onally being shown by the right arzn31 . 

The reader of Torah 'iToold render the portion b~r means 

of the cantillat i on which "gave the sense" o~ the r eading by pro-

vi ding the proper pauses . The punctuation was given orally by 

this means anct was accompanied visually by the gestures of the 

reader ' s r i ght hand indicating the specific trop he was using for 

given ~'iords . 

3xtretr.el y fancinating is the long history of ref-

erences t o cheironomy in Jewish literature. The Dikduke ha-te ' 

a.~1mJ2 of ~en Asher (950) gives a description of the hani and 

fingers being used to i!ldicate manually the location of various 

signs an1 t~eir accompanying melodieso 

********** 

31. A Co~en in his translation, The Babylonian Talmud, Tractate 
Berakot, Cambridge 1921, P• 409, gives the translation as, 
iraecause he points to the accents of the Torah ll'i t.ti it." This 
reading is incorrect for two reasons . First, in the time of 
Ra~bi Akiba thAt''} were no "accents" writ ten in texts. Then, 
had there been 1kccents11 they would not have been wri tten i n 
a Torah scroll for use by a publi~ reader. This has always been 
forbidden as we shall show below. Also see the t ranslati on con
tained in the Soncino edi tion of the Talmud. 

32. Ben Asher, Aaron ben Moses, Dikduke ha-Te-aroim)edited by r.. 
Baer and H. L. Strack, Leipsic, 1879, P• ra:--



-18-

? 3 J p /41 " .3 OJ J '<? .3 /I:. I 1 , ;> 

J> ·e ·I e? f? CJ ~ /J-r 1f''!-9t.? 
1'..9~~' ~!<:'? •••• AC~· 

"With th'e hand and the finger the music was led. (It is 

indi~atect) by the hand being raisad arrl shaking the third ard fourth 

f i!"lgers •• v:ith the first and middle fingers. 11 

~~shi , (d.1105) commenting on Ber. 52a, says 

. . )) J ,, ·~h) p-Y (' • ~ I I 3 • 1 ·Ii~ 
ft· )(!,' f>, /(.,/./ ./'. :,e ? J) ./''Jc') J j''j '? :.;.. 'A:' 

11 He for :11s (f igures b t he air) r.i th his hand in orde r to (indicate) 

the fl o.._,. c f the melody. I h!tva s13en this (practiced) by readers 

-vi-to cri ire f rom Israel ." 

Somewhat astonishing is a modern discovery of cheironomy. 

Jacob Saphir.i.in his t.ravels throughout the Near East during the mid-

n~~eteenth century observed cheironomy being practiced in Yemen, 

by the Jewish ?Opulation which long had been devoid of active inter-

course wit h tr.e cnanging centers of Judaism. In the log of his 

travels, Ebben Sappir,33 he writes , I' 

'.l"O J>lj> t.J \J> » /' 3,.-/,e .:> j'' 3/1 ~A~1 
! ~ rf I ' Jc ?/I 1i.; 'f J_P _ P..JJ ~e,N >)? /'·.n-rc,, 
..... :;, '' h /c. J: I~ r) '.J "OJ/" >'Cl~ J'i> r?.J;Ot 

·'(# ~ • le,/ J N /;» dt]' I l)...J~ . J,P'J? )' '-1'?~1 

************ 

33. Saphir, Jacob, Ebben Sappir, Lyck, 1866, P• 56b. Also see 
the comments on this passage in Derenbourg, J. Manuol du 
Lecteur, Paris, 1921, P• 204. For the connection between the 
motions of cheironomy and the early written signs see p. 416. 
Also see Werner, "Preliminary Notes", P• 337-340. 
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"Vlhcn the teachers taught the children the signs of the 

'te-amim' while leading them in the singing, they showed 

them by use of the hand and fingers stretched out in 

f ront or behind • • • • They instructed them with these 

hints ( visual) and the voice of the instructor was not 

hear d . 11 
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CHAPTER IV 

The eventual union of the ancient cantil lat ion and 

thn wore recently developed system of rnassoretic accents came 

about curLl'lg the perioci of the Geonim. The f irst vrrttten 

r efer ence t hat gives evidence of thi s having taken place is 

an "igeret, " 11 written responsum by the Gaon Natronai II of 

Sura ( 853-856) which is found in Mahzor Vitry.34 

The Mahzor Vit~-y is a compilation by Simha b . 

Samuel (C. 1105) of Vi try, France, a disciple of nashi, of 

the tc :r~~ and rel.a t ed halachic decisions of the Talmud am 

Geonim concerning the prayers and r ituals of the annual 

cycl e. Many earlie r piyyuti m are incl~'<ied an:i this .Mahzor 

eventual l y became the basi s of the Ashkenazic ritual . It 

vras discover ed by Samuel David tuzzatto35 an:i published 

by the Mekit ze lti.rdamim36. 

********''1-** 

JL. Mnchsor Vit:ry Nach Der Oxforder Handschrift, edited by 
A. Berliner, Berlin, 1889, P• 91 

35. See his letter in Ke~~ Chemed, Vol. III P• 200. 

J6. "Mahzor Vi~", article in Universal JS!wiSh En~clopeslia, 
Vol. 7, P• 289. 
Idelsohn, A. z., Jewish Liturgy Am Its Developnent, 
New York, 1932, p. 601 
Elbogen, Ismar , Der Judische Gottesdienst in Seiner 
Geschichtlic!len ~mcklung, Leipsig, 1913, P• 362-3 
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Natronai 1 s text is as :'ollo~'lS: 

? fl 

, )niJJ J<W ? tp.Jf' 110Jc fie p.J)£eei 
J JQ;~ e t:f' 1 .J'o ? )Je ;vr JJ)'_je )))JJ) J~o 

~. '.) '.1' 0 ? 31/.J JJ.J' .J J::!i . 11;)'.J /? 

' ' 0 I} r I;/, [' ')I 0 ti r./' 0 d I )l tJ Ky . !' # .J /J ;) 
. f• o 1.J.> rfi? 11?-0_1 p , J .J'JJ 03,/'i 

I , )) ~/J) f ~ ~ c /'3 7)1 ..J I 't ?..) 'd d 
f /l[[(J f tO g /.JJ~ l E' ·~ Ji f,1:1 

J ) ') /() ;V ? );','QJV )) /I J} )1 J )/J'/ _}/ 
') IV I,£ I :Ye jJ' e I c~ /J_I) ? :,/J.:J 9 J 

'1 ·) <:J ? )) 3 'j1-1 \ J ;1 ;o? p/i I 'J/l,k.J )) ~ ~ 



Translation: 

" Regaroing the qt:.estion of wh~trer it is for

bidden t o poi nta a Torah scroll.b 

We have not heardc that the Torah scroll which 

was gi ven to ~!.os es on Sinai had points marked in 1 t. 

(?he reason we knO'.V that) the vowelsd were 

not gi ven on Sinai is because the sagese marked the 

pointing (gave the vowels authority) and it is forbidden 

f or us to exceed our authority lest we transgress (The 

Bi bl i cal injunct i on) "Thou shalt not add" .f Therefore 

a Torah scroll may not be pointed (with vowels). 

Although the (:uassoretic) accentsg and the 

tropesh of ~~e Torah were given from Sinaii in the 

tradi t ion, j as it is written in Neh. 8.8 ( J;~ fl °ti
the fo rmer are the divisions into sentences, k"J j'>.1'!1? IJ'?'t

t he latt er are the Massoretic accents)k they were given 

o::-ally, therefore we ·are not permitted to mark them1 i n 

a scroll (for public reading. )" 
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Exp].. ana ti on and interpretation of text: 

a. "To mark with points or punctuate." According 

to the ansv:er that follows it is evident that two 

possibilities of marking the text are implied: 

One is m. th the vowels of Hebrew, the "nikud". 

The other is with the Massoretic accents that 

indicate the cantillation and punctuation. 

bo A scroll for public reading is meant. The scroll 

used for the Scriptural reading during the service 

is, till this day, consonantal, without vowels 

and accents. Most probabl:;r the reader from the 

very earli est times had his own marked tsxt to 

aid i n his preparation. When the accents and 

vowels came into being they were written into 

these private pericopes. 

c. According to tradition, the Law given to Moses 

on Mt. Sir.ai consisted of the "Torah Shebich 1tav" 1 

the written Law, ani the "Torah Sheb'aleph", the 

oral Law. Both are authorative and binding. One 

way of recognizing the latter is by means of tra

dition. A rubric often used to irxlicate sue h a 

tradition is "Kach shamati, so I have heard (from 

so an:i so) 11 • When Hillel could not convince the 
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" Bsne Bathyra11 of a point of law he finally said 

that he had heard it (learned it) from Shamaya and 

Abtalion. Upon hearing this they not only accepted 

t he law but appointed Hillel to the post of Nasi 

(Yer. Pes. VI JJa)37 

Natronai denies the existence of an authorative 

t radi t i on concerning the written vowels. More will 

be sa.id concerning this point below (see e.} 

d. We have shown in (a) above the two possible readings 

fo r the word "nikud11 ; the final determination in 

any given case must be according to the context. 

After careful investigation arxi many attempts at 

other possibilities, the only clear reading of the 

11p ' shat" of the text requires a division into two 

paragraphs, the first dealing with the question of 

marking vowels in a scroll, the second dealing with 

the question of marking the Ma.ssoretic accents in a 

scroll. Though the answer ia the same in both cases -

it is forbidden - the reasons given are di.fforent 

and the first precludes the second. 

********** 

37. Lauterbach, Jacob, "Oral Law", Jewish Encyclopedia, 
Vol. IX, p. 423-26 
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The statement 

near the beginning of the responswn. Farther along 

this statement- f''N~C • jHOQ l.J.jl'.Je ""'fJ:/ 
'.JON k. '')flt ..fllJ «µ1 

Since any particular law cannot at the same time be 

given at Sinai arr.t not be given at Sinai, 8lXi since 

the expression "nikud" has two possible meanings, 

11 vo-vrels" or 11accents11 a.l'ld we are explicitly told 

that accents were given at Sinai, the former state-

ment must refer to vowels. 

In other words, the vowels may not be written, as 

they were not inrt of the original revelation am 

so doing would constitute an "addition". The 

-?.c~cnts may not be written because they are "Torah 

sheb ' aleph", oral law. 

e. Accardi~ to the responsum the reason we know that 

the vowels were not given on Mt. Sinai is because 

it is lmown that the "chachamim" were the ones re-

sponsible. (See i. below.) Who are these "chachamim" 

who appointed the proper vowels? 

According to Graetz38 the "chachamim" here must be 

understood in contradistinction to "sophrim" or 

"rabbotenu" 1fho are men with religious authority. 

************ 

JB. Graetz, H. 1 Divre Yelll9 Yisroel, Warsaw, 1913, Vol. 3, 
p. 487, translated .from the German by Rabinowitz, s. P. 
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The "chachamim" on the other hand are men pl• p J) 3S> /> :> J'/c. e 

"who do not possess religious aut}lority". He goes even 

f urther and suggests that because 9f this, "The Geonim" 

considered the vowels to be something trivial that have 

not even an ounce of holiness about tram." 

1· .J '""I» '31t: J>t 31J Ji'> t ;> e /c. !l;AIJ 
vei11 P~ i?J /'e 1P. / '~ e, ·•3 -a.J /'""' 

It must be stated, though, that misled by the forgeries of 

Firkowitsch,39 Graetz mistakenly connected .the determination 

of the written vowels with the Karaites and therefore, 

came to these extreme conclusions concerning the attitude of 

the Gaonim toward the authority of the written vowels. 

Expecti ng a rcbbinnic reaction to the Karaite invention he 

hi mself had postulated, he tends towards too harsh an in-

terpretation of this paragraph. Most likely the "chachamim" 

referred to are the Massorites who were contemporaries of 

Natronai, thereby automatically ma.king impossible a Sinai 

origin for their work. (See k. below) 

*********** 

39. In his notes to the Hebrew edition of Graetz, .Harkavy 
gives repeated wa~ of this fact. See his footnote 
Graetz, Ibid, p. h85. Also see Poznanski, Samuel,"Karaites," 
Encrclo~ fl! IJ§li~ion a.w1 EU>ic~, edited by Hastings,J., 
New York, 1928, Vol. 7, p. 671. It is surprising that Graetz 
should thus inte~t "chachamim'' in view of all evidence 
to the contrary. Natronai himself uses the word contrary to 
Graetz' s interpretation in a well known responswn. See p. 48 below. 
Also see Zeitlin, Solomon, the Masora am the Dead Sea Scrolls•, 
Jewish 9'18rterly Revie"!,.New Series, Vol. 49, Oct. 58, pp. 161-3 
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IT Kahle is correct in his assumptions concerning the 

state of pronunciation of Hebrew at the time the 

Ma.ssorctes began their work, then there would have 

been good reason for the Geonim to reflect a some-

what severe attitude towards the vowels. According 

to Kahle, the Massoretes regarded the pronunciation 

of Hebrew as "lax and inaccurate". 40 Early Massoretic 

manuscripts show a variety of pronunciations whereas 

later manuscripts evidence the unifying result of 

the Massoretes.41 Natronai, living while this unifi-

cation was still in process, would then be expected 

to be somewhat cautious concerning the authority of 

a multiplicity of vowels, resulting in many variae 

lectiones. 

Because of this disunity of V<l"'els the accents may 

have enjoyed a position of greater authority; Kahle 

tells us of Biblical manuscripts provided nth 

Palestinian punctuation that contain the markings of 

an accent, yet some palimpsests containing fragments 

of "Pesikta de Rab Kahana" are provided with these 

vowel -points but lack the accent marks.la This 

suggests that the accents were reserved for use in 

the Bible exclusively at that time. 

*********** 
40. Kahle, Geniza, PP• 86 am 108-UO 
41. Ibid, p. S4 
42. ~' P• 51 and footnote J. 
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Dr. Samuel Atlas most kindly offered another inter-

pretation of this problem. In examining the text 

of Natronai he does not favor the sharp cleavage 

between 11vowels11 and 11 accents"; I n his opinion, this 

di sti nction i s not necessary for a clear translation 

of the text. According to his view "nikud" ( d. above) 

should be read as "points", that is, any marks in 

t he scroll other than the consonants. The sentence 

woul d then read, 11( The reason we know that) the points 

(vowel s and accents) were not given (in writing) on 

Sinai • • • II • • 

In other words, the vowels and accents were not 

written in the scroll that was given on Sinai but 

both have equal authority having been given orally. 

The vowels are a most necessary part of the tradition, 

neither may be written into the Torah scroll for it 

must remain as it was given in the written form. 

Additional proof of the attitude of the Geonim 

towards the intrusion of extraneous points into the 

text is fowrl in a responsum of Hai Gaon. 43 

* * ******** 

43. Hurrlts, Chaim lleir Joseph Halevi, Turtan Shel Rishonilll, 
Frankfurt, 1881., p. 40 

I ;;tn I 

• 
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Is it permissible to read in public from a Torah 
Scroll that is pointed? ••• And if a Cohen, Levi 
am Yisroel had read from it (be.fore they discovered 
that the Scroll was marked) • • • are they to be 
counted i n the seven ( called to the reading of the 
Torah) ? And if it is forbidden to do so what is 
t he reason? 

A Baraita of the SophrimL.4 answers the question 
as f oll071s : "A Torah Scroll that is pointed may 
not be read in public even though the marks have 
been erased" • And if some have already read from 
i t then w·e must begin the reading anew with other s. 

The r eason for this is that the Torah Scroll Moses 
vrrote fo r I srael did not have points in it. (Also) 
take especial note of the fact that (sometimes) l'lhat 
is read is different from Wl.at is written ••••• 
Not hing is to be wri tten but the "Massorot" (the 
t raditional text); the Mikra (the correct reading) 
is not written. 

Dr. Atlas concurred on the change of two consonants 

in the responsum of Hai and the Baraita. In order 

to produce a sensible r eading "gor er" must be read 

"gored", "erase" (see above). The Aruch Completum 

of Jechiel offer s ample support for this substitution. 

*********** 

44. Ma.sachet Sofrim, edited by Higger, Michael, New York 
19) 7, P• 37.,,-
Cf. M'asechet Safer Torah in Sheva Masechtot K1tanot 
Yerushalame •ot, edited by Raphael Kirchheim, Perek J, 
Semon 4. 
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11Echod" must be read "acher'' which agrees with the 

usage of the same word in a succeeding sentence. A 

scribe must have had a propensity for confusing 

"resh11 and "daled". 

Thi s is an allusion to the system of "K're-k'tiv" 

incorporated in the Massoretic text of the Torah. 

There a re instances when something other than what is 

written (the K 1 ti v) is read (the K' re) • 45 !£, says 

Hai, we do not change the text even in those cases 

where what we read is entirely different from what 

is written (he gives as an example c/-n~ , ,,,fJ ~J/,it'1 
)) ? /~ J1 ' ..:)/ ) , certainly we do n~t dare 

to write the vowels into the consonantal text. Nothing, 

he concludes, is to be written but the traditional 

text. 

f. 11 Thou shalt not add to it nor diminish from it (the 

Torah) 11 , D. 13.l Since the vowels were not given on 

Sinai as part of the Torah, they cannot be written in 

************ 

45. Ginsburg, Christian D. , Introduction To The Massoretico
Critical Edition of the Hebrew Bible, London, 1897, PP• 182-6, 
309-18. 
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nOlf or it would constitute a transgression of the 

Bi blical injunction "Bt al Tosif". 46 

g. In t his case, contrary to the interpret ations of 

"p' suke t'amim" given above for all its occurences 

in Talmudic passages , it means " the Jlassoretie 

accents" because t extually it i s directly contiguous 

>7ith am t her eby connected 'Ml t h the r eference to 

musi cal chant, t he trop, which it indicates . From 

external evidence we know of the existence of both 

an Easter n and Western Massorah at t his time . 

h. The specifi c trop or melody of cantillation indicated 

by each accent. 47 

i . According t o Lauterbach4B and lliel ziner49 the term 

11 misinai" indi cates traditions that were clearl y 

* * * * * * * , ~ • • 

460 See articl e on "B'al Tosif" in the Enetyclopedia 
talmygjJf, Jerusal em, 1951, Vol. 3, p. 626 ~ 

47. See Rosowsky, Solomon, The cantillation of the Bible, 
The Five Books of Moses, New York, 1957. 
Idelsohn, Ao z., Jewish Music in Its Historical DeTelop
ment, New York, 1929, PP• 35-71; al so A. Ackermann, Die 
Herma.neutische Bedentl.lllg In Biblishen Akzente und du-rirt
tielation, Berlin 1896. 

48. Lauterbach, Jacob "Sinaitie Commandments", Jewish Encyclo
pedia, Vol. 11, p. J83 

49. Ueilziner, M. Introduction To The Talmud, Secom Revised 
F.dition, New York, 190), p. 12). •There are some legal tra
ditions of an ancient date mostly concerning the ritual law, 
for which the Rabbis ..ere unable to find a Biblical support 
or even a mere hint. They were termed 'halacha l 1Moshe 
mesinai 1 , traditional laws handed down from Moses on Sinai'1• 
That this phrase is not to be taken literally, but often 
as merely intended to designate a very old tradition the 
origin of which cannot be traced, is evident trom Mishna 
F.duyoth 6.7." 
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established and recogni2ed and whose origins were 

somel'lbere in the indefinite past. They were given 

t he status of "oral law11 , believed to have been given 

orall y to Moses on Sinai but not being rediscovered 

and put i nto practice until a later time. This is why 

Natronai can say that the cantillation and accents are 

11 f rom Sinai" yet he can attribute the introduction of 

cant illat ion t o Ezra and Nehemia as did al.l those who 

wrot e on the subject before the time of Elias Levita.50 

Natronai specifically mentions that they were given 

orally; t herefore , though they possess the greatest 

of aut hority, they must not be written into the Torah 

Scroll. They must rem.in oral. (See c. above) 

j . Massorah51 the traditional text of the Bible with the 

aids f or its proper reading and preservation: the 

vowels, accents and external notes. In this case the 

tradition is meant (See k. below) 

k. Natronai was interpreting Neh. 8.8 according to Ned. 

37b and reading "p' suke t 1amim" as "llassoretic accents" 

because in his time he could not conceive of an alternative 

interpretation as then the llassoretic accents52 

already in existence. 

*********** 

50. Elijah Ben Asher The Levite - Elias Levita, Masoret 
Hamasoret, Basel, 1509· 

51. Ginsburg, c • .2.£! cit. 
Harris, I., The Rise a!rl DeveloTont of the Jlassorah, 
Jewish Quarterly Review, Vol. 1 Old Series), 1889. 

52. See Above p. 8. 

were 

The 
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1. Here "nikud" must ?:Jean accents as its antecedent is 

"pt suke t 'amim" (g) above. 

Conclusions: 

We may conclude that this is the .first preserved 

ref erence linking the cantillation of the Torah with the 

Massoretic accents , and which unders tands these accents as 

tools used to indicat e the ancient cantillation, preserved 

and t ransmit t ed orally and visually for so many centuries. 

Though both were gi ven the same "halachic" status of being 

" misinai 11 , the accents were not to be written into the Scroll 

f or public readi ng ; they must remain "Torah sheb'aleph." 

This consolidation of separate entities, a 

weaving of diver se strands, raises the question, "under 

what ~istorical circumstances did t his f usion take place?• 

A br ief look at the relevant aspects of the fascinati.'lg 

history of the Geonic times will provide a preliminary 

answer. 
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CHAPI'ER V --
The Jewish conmunity in Babylonia was lead 

politicall y by t he Exilarch and in the religious-legal 

sp!'lere by t he Geonim, the "roshe yeshibab" of the schools 

at Sura arrl Pwnbeditha53. The Exi.larch represented the 

Babylonian Jewi sh community at the court of the Caliph 

and was responsi ble for the collection of truces from his 

constituent s. He shared the judicial power with the con-

t emporary Gaon. Hi s mode of life was royal and in all 

respects he was treated as a prince in exile. The office 

of Exi lar ch was hereditary until the Gaonim succeeded in 

preventing Anan, the Karaite, from assuming the title (762). 

Havi ng accomplished this they retained control over the 

appo~ntment to the position of Exilarch and managed on 

several occasions to depose and even banish the Exilarch. 

The Geonim were elected by the schools am had 

as their prima.ry function the determination of the admin-

istrative and religious policy of the academies. Their 

task was to interpret the Talmud, completed by the Amoraim 

and edited by the Saboraim, arxi to render religio-legal 

decisions as a result of their interpretations. The 

academies were organized along the traditional lines of a 

"great and small sanhedrin," the Gaon serving as supreme 

judge. Therefore, he was responsible for evolving new 

*********** 
.53. Natan Ha-Babli, Medieval Jewish Chronicles And Chronolo~ical 

Notes, edited by Neubauer, Oii'oi'd, 1895, Vol. 2, P• 78- 8 
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laws and regulations from the Talmud, appl ying them to 

curr ent cases, administ ering the decisions, and meting 

out punishment to transgressors. 

During the t wo "kallah1r months, Adar and Elul, 

t he students in r esi den:::e were joined by others to dis-

cuss the Talmudi c t ractate as sic,oned by the Gaon for the 

preceedi ng months. Every day during Adar the Gaon dis-

cus sed with those assembled the various questions that 

had been received f rom all parts of the Di aspora; these 

di scus si ons resul t ed in the Gaon directing responsa to 

these commu.ttiti es i n t he form of a writte~ message. 

Quest ions brought f rom nearby communities were answered 

orally by the Gaon, the local scholars attending the Kallah 

bearing t he decision 1li. th them on their r eturn home. 

The greatest part of the scanty knowledge con

cerning t his period is derived from these written responsa. 

The "guide" t hrough the 450 years between the time of the 

first Gaon, Mar Rab Hanan (S89), and the last, Hai (d.1038), 

is t he "Letter of Sherira" which gives the histoiy of the 

academies.54 

The extent and scope of the area covered by 

Geonic responsa gives us a clear picture of the dependence 

********* 

54. Eckstein, A., and Bacher, w., "Gaon", Jewish Encyclope<iia, 
Vol. S, P• 567-71. 
Graetz, H., History of the Jews, Philadelphia, 1894, 
Vol. 3, P• Bo:265. 



for r eligious leadership of Diaspora Jewry on the academies 

of Babylonia. This relationship between each JeWish com-

muni ty of the Diaspora and the two academies of Babylonia 

had the effect of uniting the scattered Jewish people around 

a co!lllllon center of leadership. "There converged on Sura and 

Pumbedita, as it were, connecting links from all the various 

communiti es, rmich transmitted on the one hand instruction 

and spiritual guidance from both these centers of Jewish 

l earning, and recording, on the other hand, the conditions 

of Je;7ry ir. the countries of its disp~rsion11 • 55 The analogy 

is of a wheel , with Babylonia being the hub, the distant 

communities making up the rim, the connecting spokes, -

the !"esponsa. 

There is no doubt but that this union was made 

possible by the spread of Islam across North Africa during 

the 7th century and into Spain, 711. The far flung Jewish 

communities found themselves in a great empire across which 

travel, trade and conmunication between brethren was only 

natural. 

The solidarity of the Jewish community throughout 

the empire was in no small measure a result of the expan-

sion of trade among the communities of the Muslim Empire, 

a trade carried on to a great extent by Jews. It was 

********** 

55. Mann, Jacob, "The Responsa of the Babylonian Geonim As 
a Source of Jewish History,• "The Jewish Quarterl.y Review, 
New Series, Vols. 7-10, 1917-19 
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possible for caravans to travel from India to Spain ltt;hout 

leaving the one great empire. Moreover, the greater part 

of the coastline of the Southern Mediterranean was in Arab 

hands. Trade was facilitated further by the prohibition 

against imposing ~ustoms on goods passing between the provinces. 

Many responsa deal with problems of trade and travel, especially 

between North Africa and Spain, a route of brisk commerce 

entered i nto by Jews. 

The vecy existence of many Jewish cormnunities 

throughout t he Musl i m Empire during Gaonic times would not 

be known to us except for their being mentioned in the re-

sponsa , of the GEonim whose influence stretched from Baby

lonia, south around the Mediterranean, through Spain and 

even to France and Germany. 

The main center of Jewish life was' Irak (Babylon}, 

wi th large numbers of Jews living in the areas of the schools, 

the capital and other cities. The Jews in PalestineS6 were 

subordinated to those in Babylonia, sending to the Babylo-

nian academies requests for advice ldli ch often were ac-

companied by monetary contr ibutions, a key means of 

support for these institutions. The most frequent intei

course was with the North African community (as well as 

with Spain) which had centers in Fustat, cairo, Fayum -

home of Saadia -- Alexandria and othe~ cities in :Egypt ; in 

the part of Africa now called Tunisia, Algeria am Korocoo, 

******** 
56. I n responsa. to comunit i es in Palestine, the Oeonim address 

the people as though t hey were the ones in di aspora. 



the important Jewish communities were at Kairowan, cabes, 

Fez, and Nefusa. 

With the landing of the Arabs in Spain and their 

ensuing victory at the battle of Xeres the Jews of that area 

were f r eed from their lowly position under the Goths an:i 

~ere enabl ed to establish a close relationship with Babylonia, 

a t ie that existed until Spain achieved a measure of religious 

independence about the mid tenth century. Concerning cor

respondence bet,veen Babylonia and communities of other 

countries such as France , Italy and Germany, little is known 

al t hough a C-enizah fragment shows that Sherira and Hai cor

responded with Rabbi Meshullam b. Kalonymos of Lucca, Italy. 

Th3 internal Jewish life of this period was 

marked by the acceptance throughout the Jewish world of 

t he Talmud as the basis for religio-legal decisions; 

The GQ~nim, through t heir exposition, in addition to as

suring thi s acceptance fo~ many centuries to follow,provided 

the basic aid for compr ahending and interpreting the 

Talmudic text. This feat was not accomplished without 

overcoming many turbulent counter-:-forces, the most notable 

being the Karaite movement. 

Upon the death of the Erll.arch Solomon { 761-2) 

the G·aonim succeeded in preventing Anan ben David, the 

rightful heir, from assuming the office because they sus

pected him of harboring anti-Talmudic tendencies. Having 
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many loyal followers he was proclaimed counter-Exilarch 

but had to flee to Jerusalem, indeed being fortunate to 

escape with his lifel 

His movement was called Karaism, "The Religion 

of the Text11 , because of its major premise -- that the 

interpr~tations of the Bible in the Talmud were corrupt 

and a return to Scr ipture as the sole source of religio

legal guidance was necessary. This brought about an in

creased devot i on to the study of the t ext of the Bible. 

I t should be obvious, though, that a mere search

ing of the many passages of the Bible \Yould not su.ffice to 

render cl ear decisions for the pressing religio-legal 

cases of the day. In other words, the interpretation of 

Xaraism as bei:ig nothing more than a return to the unembel

l i shed purity of the Bible is rather naive. Vfhat Anan and 

his f olloners desired to do was to substitute their inter

pretation of the text for the Talmudic. Interpretation is a 

necessity whether it be Talmudic, Karaitic, Christological 

and Gnostic, etc. A principle dogma of Karaism was in

dividual freedom of exegesis of the Bible. (Parenthetically 

speaking, some parallels of tha Ka.raite stand ~ be seen 

in the attitude of the early Reform with its insistence 

"Ad f ontes"l) 

The particular interpretation of the text, then, 

became the crucial issue arvi therefore it is not strange 
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to find during this period of great controversy the final 

codification of the Massorah by Aaron b. Moses Ben Asher, 

the descendant of six generations of Tiberian M.assorites. 

His rendition of the text has since become standard for 

the P.ebraw Bibl e. 57 

It must be understood clearly that inherent in 

the 1!13.ssorah i tself is interpretation of the meaning of 

the text (as in any translation)58 as well as the detez-

1nination of what interpretations would or would not be 

admissible in the future on the basis of this rendering 

of the text. As the Talmud must deal with its religio-

legal problems on the basis of the text of Scripture, the 

Mas sorah deals vri th this text itself. In this light the 

~assorah can be understood as legitimately succeeding the 

11ork of the Tanaim in the monumental attempt at refurbishing 

the t otality of Jevrish tradition. It stands side by side 

with the ~rk of the Geoni.m. The basic model for both ~ 

the Bi bl e. 

This trend to fix the tradition on the scholarly 

level of textual interpretation was only part of a more 

general trend to fix the tradition at all levels. The 

"party lines" had to be drawn clearly; there could be 

******* 

57. Levi.as, Casper, "Aaron ben Moses Ben Asher", J . E., Vol. 
I, P• 18. 
Cf. Kahle, Geniza, p. SSf. 

$8. During the installation of the Exilarch, the Gci.on, himself 
remered the "targum". See "Nat.an Ha-Babli", Op.Cit. p. 78 
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no room for doubt as to the af'fi]ation of a Jew with 

either the Rabba.nites or the Karaites. Thus vre find 

Natronai gi ving a brief arrangement of the daily 01.essings 

in answer to a request from Lucena, Spain. Amram, his 

successor, co:npile d the first complete order of prayers 

f or use by the comnrJ.ni.ties of Spain. 

The most notable proponent of this trend was 

Jehudai , t he blind Gaon of Sura, 760-64. His "Halachot 

Pesukot 11 f ormed t he basis for many succeeding compilations 

of hal ac:hot, notably the " Halachot Gedolot" compiled from 

hi s responsa by his disciples . As many of his responsa 

deal t with questi ons of the order of prayer, it was only 

natur al for Amram to borrow largely from these halachot 

f or hi s "Siddur". J:?hudai's attempt to order the various 

lans and make ~hem r eadily accessible did not meet with 

ap~~oval from all quarters. Paltoi, Gaon of P1mbedita 

(842- 58) cens:1red his work because of its extreme nature.'9 

.!Juring these decisive times the onl7 whip 

avail~bl e f or use by the Set- Din to force adherence to 

the Rabbinic tradition was the ban, " cherem". The Geonim 

t ried to make it as effective as possible• 

*"~** ** *** ** * 
59. Schloessinger, Yax, 11Yehudai Gaon", Jewish Encyclopedia 

Vol. 10, PP• 590-1. 
Cf. Ginzberg, Louis, Geonica, New York, 1909 Vol. I, P• 47. 
Also see pp. 95-108 regarding the question of the author
ship of "Halachot Gedolet" . 
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The ohe»em, t~e most severe form of ban, not 

only forbade other Jews from keeping company with the 

banned, but vi rtually cut him off from the Jewish com-

munity, declari ng his food to be as that of the non-Je'7 

.:md. denying religious instruction for his children. No one 

was allowed to circumcise his son or assist in the burial 

of any r.iember of his family. 

The high incidence of use of the ban by the 

Ge~ni~ i s mut e testimony to the heat of the st!"Uggle being 

'"'agsd by the opposi ng forces. In a humane apology, lfann 

tri es to defend the excessive use of this harsh punishment 

by the Geonim. " I t must be admitted that the ban was a 

l i ttl e too freely made use of, especially in the case of 

small transgressi ons in religious matters (to a great 

extent due to the opposition against the Karaites)". 60 

T~.i.s state of internecine struggle was inten-

sifi ed by the conflicts centering around the appointments 

to the ~ajor offices of Gaon and Exilarch that followed 

the successfUl dispossession of Ana.n. Soon thereafter 

the Exilarch Natronai was removed an::! banished by the 

Gaonim Malka bar Acha end Cohaninai bar Acha. Nathan 

the Babylonian61 describes the plight of the Eld.larch 

******"**** 
60. Mann, "Responsa of the Gaonim", Vol. 10, p. 336. 

His parenthesis. 

61. "Natan", .QE• cit., p. 78 
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1.far-Ulcba who was banished through the efforts of Kohen-

Zedek, Gaon of Pumbedita; his attempts to elevate the office 

of the Gaon of Pwnbedi ta at the expense of the Gaon of Sura 

and the Exilarch most certainly '"eakened the structure of the 

3abylonian Jewish leadership. The other side of the coin 

i s vi s i bl e i n the removal of Saadiah by the Exil arch David 

ben Zaccai. 

t'.'eakened internally, the Jewish community suffered 

a los s of political esteem by the absence of Jewish rep-

r esentati on at the ~ohametan court. The Gaon Sherira and 

hi s son and the future Gaon, Hai , were deprived of their 

freedon by the Cali ph though the decision was later rescinded. 

\t'ith the demise of Hai in 10)8 the last remaining school 

i n Babylonia had suffered i ts death stroke despite the fact 

that t he Exilarch, Hezakiah, a descendant of David ban 

Zaccai, assumed t~e post of Gaon al.so. Within two years 

he was thrown into prison by the Sultan, roboed of his 

property and finally executect. 62 

It might be considered characteristic of 

Jewish history that before one center collapses its 

successor had already stretched its wings in preparation 

for ascent. The migrations away from the Eastern center 

********** 

62 . Graetzts remark on p. 253, Vol. 3, is very poignant. 
11 • • • who acted at once as Gaon an:i Exilarch, it 
seems only in order to have the two offices buried 
together in the same grave with his person." 



-44-

of Babylonia beginning during the eighth century had 

long since brought about the establishment of strong 

Je,vish communiti es elsewhere. Sa.mu.el Ibn-Nagreli already 

was flourishing in Granada and Solomon Ibn-Gibirol had 

reached the age of thirteen years. The golden age of Spain 

was i n its inception. 

It was not so much the existence of Jewish com-

muniti es elsevrhere vthich Wldermined the supremacy of the 

Gaonate, for this was also the case during the very height 

of t he Gaonate . Rather it. was due to the rise of nevr 

school s that gradually moved from a state of dependence 

upon tl:e Babylonian academies to i .ndependence. Long before 

the Babyl oni an schools were closed the fixed gifts from 

Spain, North Africa arrl Egypt had ceased to flow to Sura 

arrl Pum'bedi ta. 

The credibility of Ibn Daud's account about the 

four scholars not withstanding, 63 the last half of the tenth 

century saw schools in Diaspora communities achieving status 

of their own because of that of their heads. Shemaria at 

Cairo, Chusiel at Kairwan, Nathan b. Isaac Kohen at Narbonne 

and Moses in Cordova. In comparison with Natronai's prolific 

correspondence with Spain, Sherira's am Ha.i's quantity of 

letters appears to be small for they received few requests. 

**-~******* 

63. See Mann, "Responsa of the Babylonian Gaonim", J . Q. R. , 
IX, 1 & 2, 1918, 16$ ff. 
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Though there i s disagreement concerning who brought the 

Kalonymus family to Gerrnany,64 they certainly had built 

their school s on German soil before the end of the tenth 

cent u ry. 

No l onger need the far flung communities tuni 

t o Sabylonia for religious leadership. The conunon bom 

was broken -- the hub removed from the center of the 

wheel -- the spokes were disconnected. Unity was no 

more . 

64. Berlin, I srael, "Kalonymus", Jel'ri.sh Encyclopedia, 
Vol. VII, P• 424-6. 
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CHAPI'ER VI 

On the basis of this general historical an-

alysis we may conclude that the period of the GQonim 

marks the affi .rmation of the Talmud as the basis for 

practical decisions in questions of religious law. 

The literary and legal activity of the leaders of the 

Jeviish community, the Geonim, consisted mainly in the 

giYing of responsa to religio- legal questions. These 

responsa, specific ansvrers to these questions, were 

based on the interpretations of the Talmud as evolved 

by the Geonim. As Louis Ginzberg expressed it, "They 

transformed a textbook into a code. 1165 

In reali ty these responsa 'vere the beginnings 

of the later codes and their compilation as the "Halachot 

Gedolot" of Jehudai, was in fact the first book of 

Jewish code. "Rabbi Jehudai ••• was the first to 

put ~alakic matter down i.n writing for general use, 

and it is from this point of view that he may and 

should be regarded as a pioneer. 1166 

*•;!-*-~******* 

65. Ginzberg, Louis, Geonica I, the Geonim and Their 
Halakic Writings, New York, 1909, P• 73. 

66. IQ.id., P• 97 
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The importarx:e of this trend was emphasized by the 

unity of the Jewish communities throughout the lloslem 

empi re, all being dependent on the academies of Ba.by-

lonia for guidance in these matters. 

On the other hand, al though, "The internal 

history of the Jews of that period is characterized 

by the spread am the general acceptance of Rabbinic 

Judai sm as embodied in the Babylonian Talmud," it 

also i~ marked, according to Jacob Mann, "by the op-

posi tion it was subjected to on the part of the sec

tari ans in Israel, especially the Karaites. 1167 Louis 

Ginzberg speaks of the opposition to the establishment 

of t hi s authority am calls it a period of "great re

ligi ous and intellectual upheavai. 1168 

It may be fit to investigate bri~fly the 

tenor and basis of t his Karaite opposition. 

Ginzberg cautions "that the opposition to 

authority often means only desire for change of authority. 11 69 

As stated above, on the surface it assumed the form or 

*********** 
67. Yann, Jacob, "Responsa," Vol. 1, No. 4, P• 4$8. 

68. Ginzber g, Louis, Genizah Studies in Memory of Doctor 
Solomon Schechter, II Geonic and Earl.y Karaitic 
Uterature, New York, 1929, Preface yy. 

69 . Ibid Pref ace XIV 
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denying the oral t radition and demanding a return to 

the "pure" basis of all Judaism, t he Bible. Yet the 

~7riters on the Karaites and Ka.raism agree unanimously 

t hat "In point of fact, however, Anan adopted all the 

methods of the Talmudists, who were likewise at pains to 

base their oral teachings, i.e., tradition, upon the 

l'Tritten word ( Bible), and he made ext ensive use of the 

thirteen canons of Rabbi Ishm.ael.n70 Under the guise 

of abrogati ng the authority of anything but the \'fritten 

Law, meaning the oral law, t hey substi t uted their own 

oral tradi tion. 

The cl assi c passage expressing the antagonism 

of bot h s i des is by Natronai i n Siddur Rab Amram. 71 

70. 

"All who do so (i. e . modify the Passo11er liturgy) 
are hereti cs and scoffe rs for they deny t he words 
of the sages and show disdain for t he words of 
the Mishnah and Talmud • • • And the di sciples 
of Anan, may his memory decay, the grandf ather 
of Danie172 who sa id to all who went astray 

-!~***** *** ** * 

Pozonanski, Samuel, "Karaites", Encyelor;dia of 
Reli g ion and Ethics, New York, 192'8, Vo~ VII, pp. 662-
72, specif. P• 66J. 
Harkavy, Abraham de, "Karaites and Karaism", Jewish 
Encyclopedia, Vol. VII, PP• 438-46. 
Nemoy, Leon, "Karaites", ~ Universal Jewish Encyclo
pedia, New York, 1928, Vol. VI, PP• 314-19 
Karaite Anthol~, Edited arrl Translated by Nemoy, Leon, 
New Haven, 1952, PP• 8-9. 

71. Siddur Rab Amram, F,dited by Frumkin, Jerusalem, 1912 
II, PP• 206=7 

72. For a discussion on the identity of Daniel see Mann, 
Jacob Text am Studies on Jewish History and 
Liter~ture II Karaitica, Philadelphia, 1935, 

' J -
PP• 129 ff. 
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\ because they were seduced to foll.ow him, forsake 
the words of the Mishna.h am Talmud am I will. 
make f or you a Talmud of my own: 

And they per sist in their error am have sepa
rat ed their people am established an evil and 
wicked Talmud of their own. My master Rabbi 
Eleazar PJ.l uf has seen his 'Book of Abominations' 
whi ch they call " Book of Precepts" that contains 
so many sinfUl statements . They have brought 
about their own separation in as much as they 
are not allowed to be with the household of Israel 
in the synagogue and they must remain set apart 
until they return to favor and acknowledge the 
t raditi ons expounded by the two Yeshivot. (Until 
then) they are not fulfilling their religious 
obli gati ons." (We may observe here the same 
i ntransigence toward Jews about which we have 
so frequentl y complained - Usually as a Christian 
faul tl) 

This vehement language of Natronai reflects 

the attitude of the C~onian as a result of the bitter 

struggle in Yrhich the opposing schools were locked. 73 

It is wel l known that the Rabbanites emerged victorious 

but the effects of the struggle on the structure of 

Judaism that eventually emerged are too often overlooked. 

Yet Jacob Mann r efers to these effects in the very first 

page of his masterly Preface to Karaitica,74 thereby 

emphasi zing their importance. 

* * ****** ** 

73. In view of this vehement attacK by Natronai encased 
as it is in such invectives, we cannot accept the 
opinion of Poznanski, Op. Cit., p. 663 that Natronai's 
need to rely on "hearsay" concerning Anan 1 s book is 
i ndicative of the negligable effect of Karaism on 
the Babylonian community. 

74. Mann, Jacob, Op. cit.:, Preface V-VI, Quoted also by 
Kahle in The Cairo Geniza, P• 56. 
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"Suffice it to say that this movement had a leaven
ing influence on the development of Judaism in the 
Middle Ages, especially in the countries of Islam. 
Karaism cannot forsooth be regarded as a real1y 
liberal movement because, owing to certain of its 
doctrinaire aspects, it had a tendency towards 
legalistic stringency. Arxl yet, by its very nature 
as a rebellion against the established form of 
Rabbinism, it allowed a good deal of freedom of 
thought and investigation. \Veil-known is the say
ing of the founder Anan: 'Search ye well in the 
Torah and do not rely on my opinion'. The contro
versial issues raised by this movement compelled 
the spokesmen of P.abbinic Judaism to pay more 
attention to the literal interpretation of the 
Bible as against the prevalent Hal.achic and Aggadic 
exegesis. The attach on the validity of the Oral 
~avr necessitated a thorough examination of the 
accumula ted mass of Rabbinic dicta and pronounce
ments ••• In brief, the sectarian movement of 
Karaism, coupled '1'7ith the influence of the philo
sophies current in the larger Arabic environment, 
5reatly stimulated the process of clarification 
of Judaism in the classical period of the Jewish 
?Uddle Ages. From the heat of controversy Rabbinic 
Judaism emerged purified and more acceptable to the 
educated i:itelligentsia. 11 

That this struggle caused a return to investiga-

ting the very text of the Bible is evident; Kahle goes 

so far as to suggest that this heightened interest in 

the text of tba Bible caused by the Karaites produced 

yet another result, the work of the Massorites.75 

The retuni to the text enforced the unification 

of diverse readings . The "house-cleaning" demanded of 

the Rabbinites in order to establish the author! ty of 

their interpretations had to begin by a "setting in order'' 

********** 

7$. Kahle, Oenizah, P• 56 
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of the text upon which these interpretations were based. 

The Massorites attempted to safeguard the "correct" 

reading of the text and did so by the addition of the 

external notes , the vowel points and the accents. In so 

doing "they tried to £ix every detail o.f pronunciation 

arrl cantilla tion of the holy text". 76 

Given a uniform consonantal and voweled text, 

the imposing problem next to be tackled was punctuation, 

the syntax of the text. Here the Massorites naturally 

turned to the long existing tradition of the cantillation. 

As we have shown above, the cantillation was the ancient 

~eans of indicating, at least roughly, the proper pauses, 

the punctuation of Scripture. Its authority was not 

questioned owing to the antiquity of its origins. Yet 

the preciseness of rendition of something which by its 

very nature is oral and subject therefore to the readily 

apparent difficulties of uniform transmission, could no 

longer be entrusted to the method of cheironom:y. A 

more exact form was required. 

Just as the Massorites had provided the text 

with written vowel points representing the "vocalization", 

so they found it expedient to match the ancient cantilla

tion with the more recent written accents. This proved 

to be a stroke struck with a double-edged sword, for 

****** **** 

76. Ibid, P• 84 
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the dual goal of fixing the Wri'\ten Law ard eabblish

ing the authority of the Oral Law was accomplished in 

this case by connecting t he cantillation wi. th the accents 

and deriving the authority of both "fr om Sinai". 

This is the full meaning of the "igeret" of 

Natronai Gaon. With it he showed the strength an<l 

~ct~rrnination77 of the Geonim to control both the well-

spring, the source, and the stream of t radi tion t ha t 

flows from it -- the Written Law and the Oral Law as 

interpreted by the rabbis -- in short; the stability 

no less than the continuous development of tradition. 

* * * * * 

77. That this determination was not limited in expression 
to mere words is evidenced by the free use of the 
"cherem" during the Gaonic period as shown by Mann, 
p. 42 above. 
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CHAPI'ER VII 

Having shovm that the separate entities of the 

Massoretic accents and the cantil.lation of the Torah 

were officially joined by Natronai we turn now to the 

subsequent development of these devices united_ to pre-

serve both the text and its rendition intact and free 

from error. 

Rashi recognizes the authority of the accents 

in cases of questionable syntax. The difficulties of D.11.JO 

are resolved quickly: p•.:>/P f 1 j>~' fTCI, 0 the 

aiblical accents prove it (i.e., his interpretation)". 

Comroenting on Ezek, 1.11 he admits, "if I didn't have the 

accent (to guide me) ••• I wouldn't know how to interpret 

{this verse) but (fortunately) the accent mark guides me •• n78 

In the section on cheironoll\Y-, Chapter III above, 

we pointed out that Rash.i understands "te 'am.ey Torah" in 

Ber. 62a to mean "the cantillation (ir:dicated) by the 

Biblical accents," ~'>j"lt '111"'fC J)/ J'J.J = ,'), IJ> ·~~; 

Further proof of his belief that they are one and the same 

is foun::I. in two separate Talmudic passages. Meg. 32a 

contains the word i' ~'f-1 in connection 1li. th the reading 

********** 

78. Cf. Rashi on Chag. 66 
Also Ibn Ezra's famous statement, Moznayin, 4b "all 
interpretations that are not according to the interpreta
tion of the accents have no authority an1 must not be 
followed" 
On the other hand, we find Radak in his conment on Hosea 
12.12, "In interpreting Scripture we are not always 
bound by the accents." 



-54-

of the Torah. To Rashi this means, "Gantillation according 

to the Biblical accents," ~/~? ?#~ '#JC /'~"' >">N' "t J , 

Conversely, Ned. 37a speaks of teaching "pesuk te 'amim" 

which to Rashi rooans, "That he taught vowels and accents". 

It is evident that the Rabbis of the Middle Ages 

v1er e unaware of the independent origins of the accents 

and vowels on one hand azrl the cantillation on the other, 

for their beliefs concezning the supposed joint creation 

of both are amazing. In general they were entirely ignorant 

of t he relatively recent development of Massoretio accents. 

The Massorite Aaron Ben Moses Ben Asher, living in the 

early part of the 10th century, displays alJr,ost total 

i gnorance of the 6th century introduction of Massoretic 

accents in an attempt to place their creation in an earli er 

period of much greater authority. After describing the 

existing accents in detail he writes glowingly of their 

invention by "the elders of the Sanhedrin, the prophets 

and princes of the exil e to whom the interpretation of 

every word (of Scripture) was revealed." 79 

********** 

79. Ben Asher, Aaron ben Moses, Dikduke ha-Te-amim, 
edited by L. Ba.er and H. Str ack, Leipsic, 1679, 
par. 16 
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Who are these prophets and princes of the exile? 

His vagueness reflects the varied and confused views of 

Jews of his time concerning the origin of the accents. 

Believing that Hebrew was the original language of the 

worl d80, it was not unnatural to postulate the giving of 

the accents and vowels to the time of creation or on Sinai 

but certainly no later than the time of Ezra (the prevalent 

theory j of the mdievil Jews). 

A classical presentation of the latter position 

i s given by Profiat Duran, 1406, a philosopher, grammarian 

and writer of polemics, in his critical Hebrew gramnar, 

"Ma 1aseh Efod".81 

11When Ezr a the scribe became aware of the weakness 
and laxity of the men of his time in the matter 
of devotion to the Holy books, he thought that 
perhaps the basis for this condition lay in the 
difficulties involved in the mere reading of the 
books. Therefore he contrived to introduce the 
vowel points so that by their use the reading of 
these books should be easy for all men. Then he 
produced the accents in order to give sweetness 
to the reading so that the love for the reading 
would be placed in the hearts of the men as a 
result of the sweetness of song which the accents 
bestow." 

The function of the accents is strictly musical. 

in this conception of Profiat Duran; he connects them so 

********* 

80. The Kuzari of Judah Halevi, IT 68 

81. Isaac ben Moses ha-Levi- - - Profiat Duran, Ma•aseh 
Efod, Catalonia, 14o6, edited by Friedlander and 
Kohn, Vienna, 1865, p. 40. 
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strongly 'Wi. th the cantillation that he fails to give even 

a hint of their use for purposes of indicating the punctu-

ation, at least in so far as their origins are concerned. 

This belief, that they were introduced by Ezra 

and the men of the "Great Sanhedrin," is shared by Rabbi 

David Ki.mchi; he concurs as well with the speculation con-

earning the raison d'etre of this invention - th~ poor 

state of general Hebrew knowledge after the first exile. 

In t he introduction to his cormnentary on the book of 

Joshua82 he states: 

11 It appears that these words (K're and K'tiv) are 
found. this way because in the first exile some of 
the sacred books were lost, the sages were dispersed, 
and many experts in the Law died. Then the "Men of 
t he Great Synagogue" who returned the Torah to its 
former state found discrepancies in the texts so 
they followed the majority according to their Ul¥ier
standing but in the cases where there was no clear 
compr ehension (of lh ich variant to follow) they 
wrote one word but did not vocalize it or they 
wrote it in the margin." 

Not breaking wi. th this classical view of Ezra 

as the originator of the accents but presenting a unique 

interpretation of the accents was also Johann Reuchlin. 

In the third book of his De Accentibus Linguae Hebraicae 

(Hagenau, 1518), which he entitled Negina (chant, melody), 

presenting therein the Torah cantillation in musical 

notation, he gives the classification of "tonoi" he had 

************* 
82. In the Rabbinic Bible, Venetia, 1617 
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learned from his teacher Flavius llithi-idates Romanus. 

Strangely, this systemization follows that of the Byzan-

t ine musi c theorists, even in regard to the terms. "As 

the "tonoi", chronoi, pneumata pathema.ta of the Greeks 

were used, so were they employed also in the mode of the 

Hebr ews. For the Hebrews, too, classified the tonoi, 

i .e., the accents11 83 

The break Vii.th the traditional theory finally 

was made by Elias Levita, the grammarian in 1538. In 

t he third preface to his M~soret Hamasoret84 he devotes 

fourteen pages to an extraordinary review and refutation 

of this theory, all of his arguments derived from the 
~ 

traditi onal texts t hemselves. He begins by stating that 

t he majority of men has always believed that Massorah, 

vo,vel. s and accents, were the mrk of the Men of the 

Great Synagogue, particularly of Ezra, their leader. 

This erroneous belief was based on a mistaken interpre

tation of Ned. 37b8S. Then, in no uncertain terms, he 

************ 

8J. Q. by Werner, Eric, "Two Obscure Sources of Reuchlin's 
De Accefilibijs ~e liehraici§ 11 , Historlca Judayi_ca 
vol. 16, 1934, p. 42 
In a footnote Dr. Werner says, "This completely 
misunderstood theory of Hebrew accentuation was blil'Kil.y 
taken over by Sebastian Munster and others • • This old 
interpretation was, to my great amazement, reprinted and 
seriously presented by A.Z. Idelsohn, Jewish Music in its 
Historical Development (New York, 1929), p. 69-76, Who 
paraphrased Reuchlin and Mithridates without mentioning 
either of them.• 

84. Elijah Ben Asher the Levite - Elias Levita, Masoret 
Hamosore!c, Basel, 15.39, edition Sulzbach, 1771. 

8$. Ibid, P• 6b 
liiO see p. 4 above 
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gives a preview of what is to follow. "They did not possess 

the accents that we have today because they were not yet 

created as I shall prove below."86 He proceeds, in his own 

words , to wage war against this theory. 

The first casualty is the belief that though 

Ezra reinstituted them, the vowels and accents were given on 

Sinai. "Thereis no doubt that the Torah Scroll which Moses 

pl aced before the chil'.iren of Israel was a simple text, 

vrithout vowel points and without acoents.1187 

As a matter of fact, "after applying myself to the 

question it became evident that the vowels and accents did 

not antedate Ezra nor were they of his time nor immediately 

aft er hi s time until after the redaction of the Talmud • • • 

for i n all of the writings of our sages of bl essed nemory 

in the Talmud, the Aggadot and in the Midrashim there is 

not found even a hint concerning the vowel s and accents • • • 

for if the vowels were given on Sinai and the texts were 

furnished with them, God forbid that they should have to 

say, 'don't read it thusly but thusly.• 1188 

His substitute for the historical theory of his 

predecessors, that t he knowledge of Hebre,,. waned during the 

********** 

86. ~' P• 7a 

87. Ibid, P• lOa 

88. Ibid, p. lOb 



first exile , is his own theory that this decline did not 

begin until after the Secom Exile, for before then even the 

chil dren knew Hebrew f luently as the spoken tongue. "But 

from the time of the destruction of the second Temple on-

wards, the "lashon kodesh" steadily grew weaker until the 

time of the Massorites of Tiberias. 11 89 

He concludes, "It was from the Massorites of 

Tiberias that we received all the punctua.tion. 1190 The 

accents and vowels are post Talmudic in origin. 

Levita's heretical attitude di d not escape ref-

utation from those who by temperment and out of deeply 

ingrained religious feelings viewed this thesis as an 

attack on the very foundations of their religious beliefs, 

the Bibl e and r evelati on. Levita's book was translated 

into Latin by his pupil, S. Munster, within a year of its 

publication and coming as it did in the midst of the numerous 

controversies of the Reformation it became a bone of conten-

tion to the warring parties. The most famous of the debates 

was that entered into by Gappelus and the Buxtorfs. Strangely, 

another Jewish 11 maskil11 , Azariah dei Rossi, took up the 

battle against Levita•s thesis in his own heretical and later 

********* 

89. Ibid, P• lla 

90. Ibid, P• llO 

91. Levias, Casper, "Vocalization", Jewish Encycl~pedia, Vol. 12, 
PP• L46-8 



banned book, Me 1or En~ It remained for s. D. Luzzato to 

take up Levita's defence 1n 1852.91. 

Johannes Buxtorf presents some interesting argu-

ments for the ancient origins of the accents and vocaliza-

tion in his answer to Cappellus. He has no trouble deriving 

authority for this from many earlier writers, none of whom 

recognized the late composition. One of his "silB nt" sup-

porters is "Radak" whose passage from Joshua, given above, 

is quoted as well as the phrase from W.chl.ol 11/JS\ 

t\ and they instituted the vocalization". The plural verb is 

not t o be understood, says Buxtorf, as supporting the author-

ship of the !Lassorites and rejecting that of Ezra as Levita 

would have it. Rather it refers to the Great Synagogue, 

whose leadership was in the hands of Ezra. 11 Certainly no 

Hebrew scholar would understand the words of Kimchi otherwise, 

except Elijah • • • Give ear, oh Elijah, you revealer, and 

hear what Kimchi felt about the punctua~ion • • • the men 

of the Great Synagogue ••• 1192 

Testimony likewise is produced from Abraham ibn 

Ezra's Tsach S1fatayim: 

"We possess lmowledge to the effect that the vocaliza
tion was given on Sinai though the tablets were not 
pointed; for when God spoke the holy tongue conveyed 
to the listeners all the (proper) vowels ard their 
intricacies." 

********** 

92 . Buxtorf, Johannis, Tracta tus De Punctorum Vocalium, Et 
Accentuumt In Libris Veteris Testament; Hebraicis, 
Basil, 16 7, P• 34f 
The Latin of Buxtorf was translated by Dr. E. Wemer. 
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Here again Levita is accused of gross misinterpre-

tation. "This passage does not support the champions of the 

"modernity' of punctuation. The upshot of it is: This author 

Levita says 'the tablets were not punctuated, hence the Hebrew 

text of the Old Testament has been punctuated about or after 

the fifth century C.E' Who does not see here the •anacoluthia' n79B. 

Levita's argument to the effect that the mysteries 

of the accentuation, the unknown reasons that dictated the 

precise placement of the accents, prove that only men of great 

knowledge, in the Torah, such as the Tiberian Massorites, 

could have accomplished the task (Tov Ta'am 2) is turned 

against him. "But, oh, how the revealer is again deserted by 

his own support! If the Massorites might have had good and 

just reasons in this matter, how much more so Ezra, whose 

scholarship by far surpassed that of the Tiberian Massorites . n94 

Following the practice of interpreting the Talmudic 

terms "te 1amim" and "n' ginot" as synonymous designations he 

accuses Levita of denying that the accents indicate the sacred 

music because he interprets these terms in their Talmudic 

usage as different, i f cognate entities (as we also have done 

in chapters one to three above) . Buxtorf then stresses the 

********* 

93 . Ibid. P• 36-7 
Cf. Kuzari, III, 29-32 

94. Ibid, P• 242 
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importance of the musical accents for punctuation and rhetorical 

purposes . The "entire Bible" is chanted by the Jews using 

this cantillation, he states. 

When all is said and done, he concludes, "Ben 

Naphtali and Ben Asher contriouted nothing original. They 

were but correctors. 119~ In summary, the accents are a creation 

of the men of the Great Synagogue -- am so the wheel of re-

search revolves. 

It was only during the nineteenth century that the 

great Protestant scholars, especially Ewald) Hupfeld, P. de 

Lagarde, Wellhausen, brought def~nite clarity: only then did 

the Je\rl.Sh scholars follow suit, (tirst W. Heidenheim, Zunz, 

Rappaport and Pinsker), and discovered the three strata of 

Massor etic school s; the Proto-Palestinian, the .Babylonian, 

and the Tiberian. 

********** 

~· Ibid, P• 243-4 
Cf. Kuzari II, 64-8, 72. 

I 
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Swmnary and Conclusions: 

a . All Talmudic evidence indicat es a sharp division be

tween 11 neginah11 
-- cantillation, and "pesuke te'amim" --

syntactical pauses. 

b. The confluence of the post-Talmudic written accents 

and the ancient cantillation took place under t he auspices 

of the Geonim as part of a general reaction to the Karaite 

movement. The joint function was given the authority of a 

"me-Sinai" tradition as indicated by Natronai. 

c. The generally accepted view that the accents were 

the creation of Ezra and the men of the Great Synagogue 

was refuted by Elias Levi.ta on the basis of a clear evalu

ation of textual evidence. 

d . Levi.ta rs view that t he Massoretic accents are post

Talmudic has been vindicated by the discovery of the earlier 

Massorah which was still in a developmental stage. 

***********•ll-** 


