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DIGEST 

This Thesis examines the biblical traditions of the Yemenite J ews with 

special regard to the unusual accentuation of the Song of Songs in the 

Yemenite manuscript W. 6 . in a private collection. 

The first c hapte r is a general introduction to Tiberlan accentuation and 

examines ways in which the accentuation and musical treatment of the 

accents affect the interpretation of the text. 

The secona chapter examines the Yemenite interpretc;tion of the 

Tiberian accents; a system much simpler than the Tiberian system as 

we understand it today. suggest that by examining the uniq ue manner 

i"" which the Yemenites interpret Tiberian accentuation, we can learn 

something of the earliest traditions of chan ting the Bibie. Th is chapter 

con tains tables explaining the Yemenite system for c hanting the Tiberian 

accents 1n the Five Books and the Song of Songs. It is s upplemented 

by Appendix I, which gives the Yemeni· e names for the Tiberian accents 

and the accents' pausal properties as understood by that community. 

Finally , in this chapter I propose a detailed reconstruction of the o!dest 

form of char.ting the Bible based on an examination of the Yemen ite oral 

treatment of the Song of Songs. 

The third chapter traces the historical development of the Yemenites' 

biblical trc:ditions and examines the ti"ansition from the Babylonian to 

the Tiberian Masorah in Yemen. In th is chapter. I suggest that t1~ade 

contacts played an important role in determining the Yemenites' biblical 

traditions. 



The fourth chapter is an analysis of the unusual accentuation of 

the Song of Songs in manuscript W, 6. of the Weisberg coll ection. 

propose an explanation fo.- the manuscript •s accentuation based upon an 

understanding of the Yemenites• treatment of the Tiberian accents in the 

Song of Songs. Chapter Four also contains a discussion of a Ben Naftali 

reading that I found in the manuscript. Finally, this chapter compares 

the accentuation of MS W. 6, with that of the Leningrad manuscript 819a. 

The final chapter deals with fieldwork experiences I was privileged 

•o have had with the Yemenite community in Israel while conducting 

research for th i:; Thesis. This chapter is supplemented by a cassette 

tape of Yemenite music illustrating the experiences r e lated in Chapter Five 

(S ide 1) and concentrating on the Yemenite car.t illation of the Bible 

(Side 11) . A detailed catalogue of these recordings (Append ix 11) 

accompanies the tapes. 
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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 

Transliteration of Hebr ew in th is thesis follows t he table for narrow 

transliteration of the American National Standards Institute in the 

"Proposed Standard Romanizat ion of Hebrew." (C incinnati, Hebrew 

Union College, 1972). The names of the Yemenite accents follow 

Shelomo Moi-ag's transliteration of the pronouncation of Hebrew by 

the Jews of Sanaa , Yemen. ("Pronouncation," Encyclopedia Judaica , 

Jerusalem, 1972). I have adopted simpler spell ing for certa in names 

that I use frequently , su ch as Sanaa for ~an•a> and (Rav Yosef) Kafih 

for Qafet:i. 
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CHAPTER I 

TIBERIAN ACCENTUATION AND TEXTUAL INTERPRETATION 

This thesis began as an investigation of the unusual accentuation of 

the Song of Songs in the Yemenite manuscript W. 6. in a private collection . 

The examination of this manuscript generated an Interest in the development 

of the biblical traditions of the Yemenite Jews, in particular. their connections 

with Babylonia . and e\'entual transition to the Tiberian Masorah. This subject 

is examined in Chap te r I I I of my the sis. However , underlying my interest 

in the accentuation of manuscript \V. 6. were two q u estions: First, w~at is 

the purpose of the system of biblical accentuation developed by the Tiberian 

Masoretes? and second, in contrast to the highl y sophisticated Tiberian 

system. what was the ea 1·liest b iblical chant? In Chapter I, I attempt to 

answer the first question by illustrating various ways in which Tiberian 

accentuation and the musical treatment of the accents in practice determine 

the meaning of a bitlical verse . In Chapter II , I examine the Yemenite 

interpretation of the Tiberian accents; a system much simpler than the 

Tiberian system as we understand it today. I ask : Cou ld the Yemenite 

chant reflect a system of singing the Bible much older than the T iberian 

system? If so, how can we reconstruct that ea rly system of chanting the 

Bible from the living tradition of Yemen? 

The study of the earliest oral traditions of biblical recitative is 

problematic. Because we lack both notation 
1 

and of course . recordings of 

the earliest oral traditions. much of our wo1 k is speculative . There are two 

approaches tor investigating the oldest manner of biblical recitative ; first. 

listening lo the oral tradition in own day and second, studying the 

accentuation s igns, the shorthand represent at ion of the recitation of the 

Bible. There are problems with both of these methods. Oral musical t raditions 



have a tendency to change over the yers and a study of the accents and 

their functions, even as explained in the earliest grammar books, 2 does 

not necessarily tell us how a certain community understood the accentuation. 

Various comm unities interpret the accents different ly. 3 In practice, it 

is not the accents themselves that shape and interpret the text, but a 

community's understanding of what the accents ind icate. 

We know that in the Tiberian system, biblical accentuation serves 

several funct ions. 4 The placement of the accent signs, in most cases, 

indicates the stressed syllable of a word. So we use the English term 

"accent. 11 There is reason to believe that this is the most recent function 

of dccentuat ion , for in their earl iest stages of development, the accents 

d id not regularly indicate word stress. 5 A second function of the accents 

is to indicate the musical tune, the motif to which a word is suny in public 

recitation. The third function of the accents is to show the syntactica l 

relationship between the words in a verse. The accents indicate the degree 

of pause a word receives, and whether a wo1•d i:; connec ted to, or 

separated from the word following it , In this way the accents help determine 

6 the meaning of the text. Th ' Hebrew term for the accents, =" ~v o 

oro - sense), reflects this func tion of the accentuation. In the 

earliest treatise on the accents, Diqduge ha - Teamim 7 attributed to Aaron 

ben Asher, the author assumes that it is the purpose of the accentuation 

to ind icate meaning and concludes hi s first list of accents with Proverbs 

3 :13. blessing the man .vho "finds wisdom and produces u nderstanding. 118 

I believe that not only does the syntactical function of the accents 

determine a verse's interpretation but also in p ractice the musica l notation 

cf the accents affects the unders tanding of the text. 

2 



In most cases the syntactical division simply reflects the plain sense 

of the verse. So in Genesis 1 : 3 the etnat:ita, the major pause in the verse, 

fell ls where we would expect it : 

i 1 N - ~ ;i , 1 i 1 K , ;p Cl' ;i 'n' i ZllP 1 

" 
(And God said let there be light , and there was light.) 

"' 
At other times it is more difficult to determine the logical pause in a verse. 

This is of majo1· importance because in certain cases the interpretation 

of Scriptures determines religious practice. Miles Cohen 9 referring to 

Ex. 12 : 8, which concerns the laws of Passover, asks , How is the verse 

to be divided? 

1~?: N ' w' i1it:- ;y ~ 1 l~ 1 .x-•?s ~ ; ~ 17 ' 7 ~ 1- ~ ~- nk i?:K 1 

" 
(They shall eat the flE>sh that same n :ght; roasted over the fire, 
with unleavened bread and with bitter herbs they shall eat it.) 

, , ~~K , o ~ ,,~~-7r n1xc1 ~~-~ 7 ~ ~ i ~ ~,,, : ,~~--~~ , ~ ~K i 

" 
(They shall eat the flesh that same night, roasted ; and unleavened 
bread--with bitter he rbs they shall eat it . ) ""'-

Cohen notes that the first sen tence, which is the accepted intepretation. 

proscribes that a ll three foods bP. eaten together. In the second reading 

it is unclear how the foods shou ld be eaten. In this case the Tiberian Masor~tes 

chose the first reading ani e11ployed the accents to clarify and interpret 

this ambiguous verse. 

There are other examples where the Masoretes use the accents to 

impose a syntax on a verse in a way that reflects a certain theological or 

philosophical bias . Fred N. Reine.- 1 O presents an excellent example of this 

wi llful use of accents . He quotes the verse from 1 Samuel 3 :3, where the 

placement of the etnat:ita seems cont1 ary to the natural sense of the verse : 

~l .. t=~i ·::_ · :..._t: C 1 :-"'1:--l.\ ,:. , 

/\ 

(The lamp of Goel was not ye! gone out and Samuel lay 
down; in the Temple of the Lord. where the ark of God was.) 

/\ 
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The sense of the verse seems to in:::i icate that the etnal)ta belongs on the 

word i'! - ... , 
I - J • producing the translation : 

(The lamp of God hacJ not yet gone out; and Samuel lay down 
in the Terr.pie of the Lord where the "ark of God was.) 

Reiner suggests that the Masoretes cons idered Samuel 's sleeping in the Temple 

court scandalous. They were reflecting the Rabbinic view found in the 

Babylonian Ta lmud 
11 

th?t Samuel should not have been sitt ing in the Temple 

much less lyi ng down to sleep , Therefore the Masoret'?s fixed the 

accentuation to reflect the Rabbinic understanding of the verse. 

There is another way in which the accents indicate the interpretation 

of the text. They can clarify the meaning of a specific word by specifying 

its syntactical relationship to the other words in a given ph1·ase . This is the 

case with the accentuation of the phrase in the Song of Songs " , n ; i- • The 

first occurrence, in Song of Songs 2 :8 reads : 

" J 

Here the word is connected by the conjunctive accent. munat:_l to 

.. - , ; This helps us trans late the two words as a sing le phrase : 11 The 

voice of my beloved," as the Revised Standard Version does indeed translate 

•t 12 I . However , the second oc:currence of the phrase i.1 \he Song of Songs 

5:2 reads : 

This makes no sense if translated "The voice of my beloved knocks. " The 

Masoretes used a disjunctive accent, munat;i legarmeh. to separate 'nr from 

., , , , This accentuation indicates that the word .,H should be 

translated as an exclamation. 11 Hark ! My beloved is knocking !" We should 

note that the Masoretes are not always gran t ed the final word when it 

comes to biblical syntax. Though it does no t make sense to translate the 

Song of Songs 5 : 2 against the sense of the accent uation as ''The voice of 

4 
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my beloved knocks , 11 it makes perfect sense to translate the Song of 

Songs 2:8 against the accentuation as "Ha r k ! My Beloved! behold, he 

cometh " which is how the Jewi s h Pub lica t ion Society trans la t ion reads 

the Song of Songs 2:8. 

The mus ical line the accents indicate can also inn uence the interpretation 

of a verse. Some of the accents have a more elaborate and distinctive 

musical motif than other s , and by emphaz ing a spe:::ifi c word can innuence 

the sense of the verse. Note fo r exa mr le. Gen 37: 1 a:'ld 2. the beginning 

of Para5at Vayesev. the story of Joseph : 

~ 
••• ;"l l , , :/- 9 : ~- 1 : ~~, , 

"and Joseph dwel t in the land of his father's sojournings. 
in the land of Canaan. These are the generations of Jacob . 
Jo~eph. being seventeen years old ... 11 

In these two verses . the accent with the most distinctive melody. gersayim, 

is placed on the word ''Joseph." The melody of t his accent focu ses 

attention on the word Joseph,'' whose story is about to be told . It is 

interesting to note that the next occu rrence of lhe accent gersayim in 

this chapter. t wu "erses l1ter, is al so related to Joseph : 

I/ 
~ ~~ ~ ,,:, , ~ ~ · N~1 i nK 1KlT ', ,,~K-~~~ c; , :N ~ nK , ~K-·~ i• nK 1K, , , 

~ 

"And when his brethren saw tha t their fa ther loved him 
more than all h is brethren, they hated him, and could not 
speak peaceably unto him. 11 

It could be argued that the reintroduction of the gersayim mot if helps to 

clarify the antecedent of the pronoun , ;i K , "him ", to mean Joseph . But 

even if we believe that the placement of the gersayim serves to indicate 

5 



the protagonist in one r ase and clarify the antecedent in the other. we have 

no proof that this was the intention of the Masoretes in assigning this 

accent. Between these two occurrences of the gersayim, Joseph's name 

appears twice , in verses 37: 2 and 37 :3 without that accent. Furthermore, 

the next occurrence of gersayim in this chapter on t he word , :>? 

(Gen. 37: 27) is not directly related to Joseph . 

There is another way in which the actual singing of the verse functions 

as interpretation. Although the same accents are u sed throughout the entire 

Bible , they are sung differently depending on the book or special section 

where they appear. For example when the Torah is read, the accents are 

sung to tunes different from those used when reading the Haftarah . Books 

from the Writings that are reac1 in the synagogue on different holidays. as 

the Book of Esther on Purim and the Book of Lamentations on Tis ha b'Av 

are each chanted to a special tune ,though the s ame marks appear in the text. 

Even with in the Torah itself, different melodies are used to read the portions 

for the High Holidays, and in certain communi ties special sections of the 

Torah s uch as the Ter. Commandments, (Ex . 20 :2- 17 and Deut. 5 :6- 18) , or the 

Song of the Sea (Ex . 14 :30-31 and 15 :1-18) are highlighted by a special melody. 

The complexity of this sys .. ·m, that is, the number of different tu:ies employed 

in the yearly cycle of public readings, and indicated by the same signs of 

notation , varies from commun ity to community. But the custom of using 

different tunes fo r the same accents dependent upon the text or occasion, 

is universal among Jewish communities with a tradition of chanting biblical 

texts. 14 

Each rendition of the accents has a specia l character and becomes 

associated in peoples' minds with the emotions and story of a speci fic book. 

6 



Among Ashkenazic communities , the custom arose of chanting certain verses 

and phrases of the Book of Esther to the tune of the Book of Lamentations .15 

Lamentations is read on the holiday of Tisha b'Av in memory of the destruc t ion 

cf the first and second TemplPs in Jerusalem . One of the phrases from 

Esther that is chonted to the melody of Lamentations is 

("The vessels being diverse one from another") from Esther 1:7. This 

verse describes the vessels of gold used to serve wine at the lavish banquet 

given by King Ahasuerus. In Rabbinic tradition these vessels were 

supposedly stolen from the Holy Temple after its destruction .
16 

So the 

introduction of the melody of Lamentations into the chanting of the Book of 

Esther serves several functions . For the learned , it recalls the Rabbinic 

interpretation of the verse. For the common Jew familiar with the traditional 

liturgy the mournful , plaintive tune of lamentations evokes deep emotions 

associated with Ti sha b'Av. The plaintive melody se~s a tone for this 

otherwise innocent banquet. commenting on the character of Ahasueru s 

and his retinue , and foreshadowing the danger that will confront the Jews 

of Shushan. 

There also arose a custom among the Yemenites of emphasizing the verses 

in Esther that stress the them• of redemption ; Est.lie· 2:5; 7- 10 ; 8 :15, 16 ; 

9: 3. 17 When the reader chants these verses he uses a special melody. The 

entire congregation ther. repeats the verse using the ~me tune . All five 

redemption versP.;; are chanted in this way , so stressing the theme of 

redemption as a cent rai lesson of the book. 

As shown above, the oral recitation of the Bible in general. and the 

.nusical treatment of the Tiberian accents in particular , affect the interpretation 

of the t ext. But what was the nature of biblical chant before the Masoretes 

developed thi s complex and sophisticated system? This issue is examined 

in Chapte r 11. 



NOTES TO CHAPTER I 

The earliest known Western notation of the biblical cantilla tion signs is 
from the early sixteenth centu ry in J. Reuchin, De Accentibus et 
orthographia linguae hebraicae (Hagenau, 151 8), fol. 836-87a. For plates 
of this work see A. Herzog , "Masoretic Accents," Encyclopedia Judaica 
(Jerusalem, 1972). An ancient form of notation for biblical cantillation is 
cheironomy ; the indication of a melody or motif by hand or finger movements. 
Cheironomy is still practiced by some Jewish communlties including the 
Yemenites. to this day. For a full discussion of che ironomy see Johanna 
Spector, "A Comparative Study of Scriptu ral Cantillation and Accentuation 
(Pentateuch)." (Doctoral Thesis, Hebrew Union College . Cincinnati. 
1950), pp. 4-15. 

2 For infor mation on the earliest Hebrew grammar works see Aharon Dotan . 
"Masol"ah," Encyclopedia Judaica XVI (Jer'Jsalem, 1972) , pp. 1471- 77. 

3 Herzog. "Masoretic A~cents," lac. cit., (above.n.I). p . 1109. For a 
comparison and notation of various communit ies' biblical chants see 
A. Z. ldelsohn's charts in Jewish Music in it!; Historical Development 
(New York, H. Holt, 1929), pp 35-71. 

4 For a full discussion of the function of the Tiberian accents see William 
A. Wickes . Two Treatises on the Accentuation of the Old Testament, 
combined edition. Prolegomenon by Aron Dotan (New York , Ktav. 1970). 
Also see David Weisberg, "The Rare Accents of the Twenty-One Books, 11 

J ewish Quarterly Review LVl - LVll (Philadelphia , 1966-67) ; Miles B. Cohen, 
The System of Accentuation in the Hebrew Bible (Minneapol is , Milco 
Press , 1969) . 

5 In his article "Masorah," loc. cit.. (above, n. 2). p . 1445, Dotan catagorizes 
Babylonian accentuation as earlier or later depending on whether accents 
indicate word stress. 

6 For an examination of the term o~ o9t: as found in the Talmud , see 
Weisberg, "Rare Accents ," JQR LVI , loc . cit. .(abov e. n . 4), p . 328- 30. 
Though the term cP O;> c appears in the Talmud , the Tiberian <>ystem 
was not developed until several hundred years after the Talmud's 
completion. Wickes understood the Talmudic use of the term 
to refer to the pausal system of the accents which determines the sense 
of 3 verse. See Wickes, Accentuation, vol. I, loc. cit.. (above, n.10, p. 3. 

7 Aaron ben Mose s ben Asher, Sefer Diqduqe Ha Teamim, 3 vol ., edited 
and annotated by Aron Dotan (Jerusalem , Academy for the Hebrew 
Language. 1967), p p. 106- 8. 

e This might al so refe r to the rare accents' function of connecting certain 
biblical words with homiletic interpretations . See Weisberg . "Rare Accents." 
JQR. loc . cit. , (above. n. q). 

9 Cohen, Accentuation, loc . cit. , (above . n. 4). p. 2. 
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NOTES T O CHAPTER I 

10 Fred N. Reiner , "Masor etes, Rabbis and Kar aites : A Corr.parison of 
Biblical I nterpretations" Masoretic Studies I (1972- 3 Proceedings of 
The International Organization for Masoretic Studies, Missoula, 
Montana, Univ. of Mon t. , 1974), p. 138. 

II Kid. 78b. 

12 The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Revised Standard Version , edi ted 
by Her bert G . May and Bruce Metzger (New York. Oxford University 
Press, 1973) • 

13 The Holy Scriptures, (Philadelphia, Jewish Publ ication Society, 1963) . 

14 Herzog . "Masoretic Accents," loc. cit., (above, n. I) . 

15 Esther 1: 7, 2:6. 

16 Meg. llb . 

17 Uri Sharvit, "Yemenite Jewish Music in Israel ," in T he Jews of Yemen, 
An Exhib i t ion Or anized b t he Mau rice S ertu s Mu seum of Judaica, 
ed. Grace Cohen Crossman C icago, a llege of udaica Press, 
1976), p . 10. 

9 



CHAPl ER II 

YEMENITE ORAL TRADITIONS AND TIBERIAN ACCENTUATION 

The system of Tibel'ian accentuation as described in Chapter I is 

an extremely exac t system for reciting the biblical text. But in order to 

express the subtlety and complexity of the Tiberian Masoretes' system, 

one must s ing the accents so that a listener can distingu ish one from 

1 
another . In the Lithuanian sys tem , the system most familiar to American 

Jews of East European origin. the musical rendition of the accents is 

2 
that clear. Not only does each disjunctive accent have a distind melody , 

but some con junctive accents have as many as four different motifs depending 

on the disjunctive to which they are connected. 
3 

This complex system 

of chanting the Bible took centuries to develop ; but what was the earliest 

system of biblical recitative? 

\'le know from extant manuscripts that t he earliest methods for 

marking accentuation were much simpler than the Tiberian system. These 

early manuscrip!s s how spa . se use of accent signs; often only a verse's 

medial and final stops are marked. 
4 

However. we can not assume that 

the lack of a complex system for guiding the oral recitation necessarily 

mean s that the bibl ica l chant was simpler. The 01·a1 t radition might have 

been so strong, that only a sketchy notation was needed to guide the 

reader. The way Yemenites now sing Tiberian accents leads me to believe 

that their song indicates the r.ha racter of the earliest oral traditions of 

chanting the Bible. This cliapter will examine the Yemenites' careful 

10 



preservation of their oral biblical traditions and in opposition to this , raise 

some questions about the difficulty of maintaining an unchanged oral 

tradition through time. Finally by e.xamining the Yemenites' treatment 

of the T iberian accents, I proi:-ose a reconstruction of the earliest system 

of biblical chant. 

The Yemenites have always stressed careful transmission and 

preservation of their musical . religious .and biblical traditions. I. Z. 

ldelsohn. the pioneering Jewish ethnomusicologist, observed tha t the 

Yemenites put so much emphasis upon the proper pronunciation and 

recita tion of their prayers that pious men were afraid to se r ve as t;ia zanim, 

for it was believed t hat the t;iazan's fam ily would suffer if he did not 

fulfill his duty with precision. 
5 

When still in Yemen , the Jews considered 

the careful reading of the litury so important that they attributed their 

high infant mortality rate to the careless fulfillment of this obligation. 6 

The Y~merites have always stressed the study of the Bible and Mishna 

over the study of the Talmud . Both in private and public, the Yemenites 

study Bible by repeating the text. Men recite Scripture while pursuing 

their crafts and trades 1 and is not uncommon for even small Yemenite boys 

t o know large portions of Torah by heart. In the synagogue each man reads 

his own section of the weekly Torah Portion when he is called for an a liah . 8 

A Yemenite narrating a folk ta le to S.D . Goitein said, "Woe to (the 

Torah reader) if he p ut s a vowel or accent in the wrong place. 119 

The Yemenites themselves say that they are conservative when it comes 

to their religious c ustoms
10 

and Yehuda Ratzhabi and other scholars express 

the view that the Yemenites managed to preserve the t raditions of mus ic , 

dance, folk art and language of ancient Judea. 
11 

Considering the Yemenites extensive trade contacts and obvious 

changes in their liturgical and biblical traditions, (these issues are discussed 

11 



at length in Chapter Three) , I would urge caution in making a st atement 

like Ra tzhaby's. It is hard to gau ge what changes a community' s mus ic 

and traditions have undergone over a long period of time. Many different 

peoples passed through Yemen in the course of its h is tory: I find it 

hard to believe that these groups, both Jewish and non -Jewis h did not 

in some way influence the Jews' musical cu s tom over the cou rse of hundreds 

of years. Jews came to settle in Yemen from both Iraq and Persia
12 

and 

in the s ixteenth century Jews from Portugal and Spain c:;ettl ed in certa in 

13 
parts of Verner. . Yemenite Jewis h traders travelled to Pa lestine, Spain 

14 and Egypt. In lhe course of their t ravels they certainly attend ed 

synagogues. They must have eaten, drunk and sung with the local Jewish 

merchants. Surely , they hearo non- Jewish music from musicians in the 

marke t places whe re they bought and sold their goods. This contact 

certaj nly had some effect . even s ubconscious ly. upon their musical 

traditions. Furthermore. in Yemen it self the ruling powers changed 

and foreign influence must have been felt in the country . In hi s work 

on Yemen and world trade. Mor-dechai Abir observes that under Ottoman 

r-ule in the fifteenth and sixteenth centu r ies . the Yemenite Jews enjoyed 

prosperity and 1·elative fre~Jom. 15 
Surely, the J ews had contact with 

Turkis h music at tha t time . With evidence of so much cross cul tu ral 

influ~nce we can not assume that music in general , and the musical motifs 

used for- the biblical recitation in particular- . remained the same over 

16 
hundreds of years. 

There is another- point to b~ made here . A reader who possesses 

mus ical talent or an exceptiona l voice is bound to chant d ifferen tl y than 

a person who does not possess s uch a gift. Wh il e doing field work in 

Israel. I h eard Yemenites from the same town chant the Bible, embe llishing 

12 



or simplifying the standard motifs accordi ng to their personaliti es and musical 

ability. It is not inconceivable that an infl uential teacher might subtly 

change the tune of certain accents in tre course of a generation. 

However , even considering these a rgume nts s ta ted above, the nature 

of the Yemen ite chant itself argues for its antiquity and the way in which 

the Yemenites study the Bible is strong support for the carefu l t ransmission 

of their t radition s. The Yemenites, and other tradi tional Jewi sh communities 

that s tudy Torah constantly , v iew the scriptu ra l verse and the manner in 

which the verse is sung, as a n organic whole. From the first time a chi ld 

hears a verse of Torah, whether in the House of Study or the House of 

17 
Prayer , lie hea rs it chan ted . When Yemenites study as a group , a 

lea rned reade r will chant the ent ir e Torah portion verse by verse. the 

othe r s repeat ing the text after him, verse by verse. Though Scri pture 

is chanted to a simpler "learning" tune in the House of S tudy than it is 

in the House of Prayer. the bibl ical text is never recited publicly without 

its me lody. Yemen ites never study biblical accentuation as a scientific 

s~·stem unrelated to a specific biblical text. The melody etches the text 

on the minds of those who chant :md study it . The melody determines the 

mea ning of the verse. fixi ng the s tresses, pa uses and stops : The melody 

is the verse , When one has learned Scripture wi th its melody from firs t 

introduction, and has heard it sung in study ar.d in the synagogue. it 

certai nty must be difficult to even think of the words of a verse without 

h . th h . . d 18 
earing em c anted 1n your min . An oral tradit ion so strongly 

attached to a cons tantly present and recurring text is not easi ly changed . 

We see this c l..?arly in the way in which the Yemenites reinterpreted Tiberian 

accen tuation to reflect thei r o wn older o r al biblical traditions. By s tudying 



the Yemenites' Interpretation of the Tlberian system , we can learn 

something of the oldest oral traditions of biblical chant . 

The Yemenites Incorporated Tiberlan signs into their manuscripts 

while reinterpreting what the signs meant to conform to their own 

traditional reading of the text. We must ask : Did the Yemenites ever 

really accept the Tiberian system of accentuation? And we must answer : 

although the Yemenites use Tlberlan signs , they Interpreted the graphcmes 

without regard for the Masoretes• Intentions . 19 

As noted above, the fully developed Tlberian system is the most 

complex system of accentuation . Each conjunctive accent, for example, 

has a distinct melody. The Yemenites, though using Tlberian signs , sing 

all conjunctive accents to exactly the same tune. (See Appendix I, 

Table I) . In fact , words with conjunctive accents do not have a distinct 

melody among the Yemenites but are half chanted and half spoken. As 

wlll be discussed in Chapter Ill , Babylonian traditions had a great deal 

of Influence on the Yemenites , and the Yemenite singing of conjunctive 

accents may reflec t this influence : the Babylonian system did not even 
20 

have a sign for conjunctive accents. The way Yemenites chant the 

conjunctive accents may give us indication of the antiquity of Yemenite 

traditions . The comparative interpretation of the disjunctive accents is 

also significant. In the Tiberian system, each disjunctive accent has a 

21 dist inct melody and pausal value. But the Yemenites greatly simplify 

the interpretation of these same accents . They divide all the disjunctives 

into only two categories, primary disjunctive accents ( o,,, o in:> ) and 

22 secondary disjunctive accents, ( o " P" D!lo ) (See Appendix I, Tables 

11 and 111) whereas the Ashkenazim maintain four discriminations of pause. 23 



In the system for chanting the Torah, the Yemenites have ten melodies 

for twenty- seven signs, while the Ashkenazim have at least thirty-one 

melodies for the same number of signs. 24 This additional slmpllclty of 

the Yemenite oral tradition of biblical recitative argues for Its antiquity. 

From my studies with Yemenite Rabbis and teachers of accentuation, 

and from Rav Kafitl 's brief description of Yemenite accents , I have 

compiled a descriptive outline of how the Yemenite chant the Torah 

(Table 1) and the Song of Songs (Table 11). The Yemenites have many 

other systems of chant but here I summarize only the system which makes 

the most discriminations among the accent marks (Torah) and the 

system which makes the fewest (The Song of Songs) . The Yemenite system 

for chanting the Song of Songs is much simpler than the Torah system. 

This simple system does not assign a separate melody to etnat)ta but 

musically treats it the same as all other primary disjunctive accents . 

While the Ashkenazim uses more than twenty different melodies for the 

twenty accents in the Song of Songs , 25 the Yemenites use only five different 

melodies for the same number of accents. These descriptions are based 

upon t 1 e Yemenites' own explanation of their tradition and not u pon a 

musical analysis of a transcription of Yemenite cantillation . Such an analysis, 

though outside the scope of this thesis , would be essential to objectively 

confirm the YemenitP.s' understanding of their own system. 

15 



The Yemenite System for the Musical Ren~n of the Five Books 

I . Conjunctive accents all have the same tune. These accents are actually half 

sung and half spoken and have no real musical motif. 

2. Primary dhijunctive accents all have the same tune except for s0f pasug 
0 h' d e · atna . a an In some cases, t v1r. 

a. Sof pasuq has its own distinctive motif. 

b. Atnaha> has Its own melody except when It is sung as lslreh 

(see below) • 

c. Tevir is sung as the rest of the primary disjunctives by most 

people but the especially exact reader adds a slight connective 

trill to the end of the tevir motif. 

Any primary disjunctive accent before s0f pasyg is called "kisreh" and 

has a distinctive "abrupt" or"broken" melody . 

3. All the secondary disjunctive accents are sung to the same motif except 

for \lfha> I zir.ga' I and salsalal, 

a . Though t lft;1a> has the same pausal value as the other secondary 

disjunctive accents , it has three distinct melodies : 

I. Before atnat;.a> that is ~isreh 

2. Before an.ha> that is not Kisreh 

3. Before sof pasug 

b . Zirgi!l has a distinct melody with an added trill. 
v 

c. Salsalal_ as a distinct , notably fancy melody like a long version of 

ziraa> with a higher trill . 

TABLE I 
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The Yemenite System for the Mu5ical Rendition of the Song of Songs 

I. Conjunctive accents all have the same tune . 

2. All primary disjunctive accents , including atnaha> are sung to the 

same motif, except for s0f pasug_. 

3. All secondary disjunctive accents are sung to the same motif 

excluding zir@>. 

a. There is an old tradition , mos tly forgotten , that the one 

occurrence of zir@> in the Song of Songs S :I is sung with 

a slight trill . 

4. In the ' >ng of Songs , fsisreh is not on the primary disjunctive accent 

before sof ~ but rather on the secondary disjunctive accent before 

s0f pasug, that is , on tift:ia> . 

TABLE II 
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Consider also the Yemenite melody of "lsisreh". The term "lsisrih" 

is derived from the Y emenlte vernacular Arabic ~ "to break" . This Is 

a special "broken" or "abrupt" melody applied to the primary disjunctive 

accents preceding s0f pasug when the Torah is chanted and to the secondary 

disjunctive accents before sof p!sug In the Song of Songs. E. J. Revell, 

who has done much research In the early systems of blblical accentuation , 

notes that in early Tlberian, Babylonian and Palestinian manuscripts , 

sof pasug and etnat!ta are often not marked, while tipba, the accent that 

regularly preceeds them, Is Indicated. 26 This "fore-tone" accent , 

together with the reader's familiarity with the verse, would indicate the 

approaching final or medial pause. While the Ashkenazic tradition uses 

different melodies for each disjunctive accent preceding sof pasuq , t he 

Yemenites maintained the use of this older fore- tone melody , l\isre~ in 

their tradition of biblical chant. 

What can we leam about the earliest forms of biblical chant by 

examining the Yemenites• system for interpreting the Tiberian accents? 

When Tiberian accentuation was accepted in Yemen, the Writings was the 

last section of the Bible to be influenced by the Tiberian system. 

(See Chapter 11 "ee for a full discussion of this issue). It is possible 

that the oral treatment of the Song of Songs, as opposed to the F ive Books . 

is most representative of the older Yemenite t raditions . In examining the 

chanting of this book , we see a system that uses five major musical motifs : 

a) one motif for the final word of a verse; b) a "fore- tone" or leading 

tone on the major pause before the final word , which serves to introduce 

the end of the verse ; c) a third musica l motif applied to the last word of 

all phrases representing major syntactical pauses in the verse ; d) a fourth 

18 



musical motif applied to the last word of the phrase representing a 

secondary syntactical pause within a major syntactical division ; e) a half 

sung, half spoken cadence used for words connected to words sung as 

major or secondary pauses. Though scholars have suggested that the 

nature of primitive biblical chant can be Inferred from the present 

27 customs of Yemenite, as well as the Iranian and Bukaran Jews, they 

have not presented a detailed description of wh•t this system might have 

been. The Yemenites' living oral tradition provides a basis for this 

possible reconstruction of the details of the oldes t form of biblical 

recitative. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 11 

Wickes understood this aspect of the accentuation and comments, 
"The text was to be recited as to be understood. Above all things 
it was necessary to draw out Its meanln, and Impress It upon the 
minds of the hearers. The music ftsel was to be made subsidiary 
to this end •.. the music was made to mark not only the broad llnes , 
but the finest shades of distinction In the sense ••. " Wickes, 
Accentuation , loc. cit., (Notes to Chapter 1, n. 4), p. 3. 

2 For a detailed examination of the Lithuanian system see Solomon 
Rosowsky. The Cantlllatlon of the Bible, the Five Books of Moses 
(New York, Reconstructlonlst Press, 1957). 

3 J . N. Ne' eman gives transcription for four different melodies of the 
accent munat) In Qera Beta'am, A Textbook for Reading the Biblical 
Text Accordln to the Traditional Cantlllatlon, vol . 1: Torah 

nstitute or us1c , 1966) , p~46. 

4 Weisber g , "Rare Accents , " LVI, loc . cit., (Notes to Chapter 1, n . 4). 
p . 327, n . 27. 

5 A. Z. ldelsohn, Thesaurus of Oriental Hebrew Melodies, vol. 1, 
(Berlin, 1923), p. 16 . 

6 Ibid . 

7 S. D. 

8 S . D. Coltein, From the Land of Sheba , Tales of the Yemenite Jews . 
revised ed. ' New York, Schocken Books , 1972), p . 33. 

9 Ibid. 

10 Yehuda Ratzhabl , "Remnants of Babylonian Vocalization in a Yemenite 
'Keter Torah ,"' Textus 8 (Jerusalem, Magnes Press 1973), p. 181. 

II Yehuda Ratzhabi , "Yemen," Encyclopedia Judalca (Jerusalem, 1972). 

12 Coitein, From the land of Sheba, loc . cit., (above, n . 8), pp. 5, 6. 

13 Mordechal, Abir, "International Commerce' and Yemen's Jewry IS-19th 
Centuries , " Draft of Paper for the International Conference on Jewish 
Communities in Muslim Lands (Jerusalem, Ben- Zvi Institute , n .d . ), 
pp. 7- 11. 

I If Ibid. pp. I, 2. 

1 5 Ibid. p . 1 5 . 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 11 

16 It ls Interesting to note that the Yemenites probably Influenced other 
cultures as much as they were Influenced themselves. Ablr observes 
that this "spirih.al fertilization and cultural Influence brought to bear 
on Yemen's Jews was by no means one way traffic. In addition to the 
contributions of Yemeni scholars In the closing centuries of the Middle 
Ages , one hears echoes of the cultural-religious influences of merchants 
and rabbis from Yemen • • . on groups of Jews and non-Jews in the lands 
of the Indian Ocean, the Persian Gulf and The Horn of Africa." 

17 For a description and notation of Yemenite study chants see Sharvit, 
"Yemenite Jewish Muslc, 11 loc. cit., (Notes to Chapter 1. n. 17), p . 10. 

18 Wickes noted, "The musical form was of Itself a help to the memory . 
And what was learned In youth was retained, by a constant repetition, 
In after years. The melody thus became a valuable help for preserving 
the meaning of the text; and robabl not a verse was ever uoted 

'viva voce' without it. 11 (my emp asls • ickes. Accentuation, 
loc. cit., {Notes to Chapter 1, n. 4), p. 3, n . 8. 

19 Y. Kafit) , "Punctuation, Accentuation and Masorah in Yemen , 11 

Sinai 29 (Aug. - Sept . 1951), p. 263. 

20 Dotan , "Masorah, 11 loc . cit ., (Notes to Chapter 1, n. 2), p. 1445. 

21 Ne1eman, Qera Beta'am . loc . cit. , (above, n. 3). p . 13f. 

22 Kaflt:i, "Punctuation," Sinai, loc . cit.. (above, n. 19) . p. 263 . 

23 Weisberg , "Rare Accents," JQR, loc. cit., (Notes to Chapter 1, n . If), 
p . 319. ~ 

24 Ne'eman , Qera Beta'am, loc . cit., (above, n . 3) . 

25 J. N. Ne'eman , Tselile~ Hammiqra, The Cantlllation of the Bible, 
vol. 11 , (Jerusalem, f e Israel Institute for Sacred Music , 1971), 
p . 196. 

26 E. J. Revell, Biblical Texts with Palestinean Pointing and Their Accents , 
Society of Biblical Literature Masoretlc Studies, no. 4, edited by 
Harry Orlinsky (Missoula , Montana , Scholars Press, 1977), p . 174. 

27 A. Hertzog, "Music, 11 Encyclopedia Judaica (Jerusalem, 1972). 
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CHAPTER Ill 

THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF YEMENITE BIBLICAL TRADl.TIONS 

This chapter examines the development of the blbllc:al traditions of 

the Yemenite Jews with specific regard to accentuation. 

I have found it helpful to divide this development Into four periods. 

The first period comprises the earliest Yemenite tradltlons dating from their 

settlement In Yemen to approximately the seventh century, C. E. No 

manuscripts are exant from this period and as the period up to the seventh 

century precedes the development of blbllcal accentuation and vocalization, 

we must turn to secondary sources for Information of the Yemenites' 

biblical traditions during that time. The second period exhibits the influence 

of Babylonian traditions . In particular, suprallnear vocalization upon Yemenite 

traditions. This time period would span the time from approximately 

the seventh century C.E. to the twelfth century. The third period reflects 

the Influence of the system of the Tiberlan Masoretes upon the Yemenite

Babylonian Influenced traditions. This period.reflecting the transition 

from the Babylonian to Tlberian Masorah, would begin in the twelfth 

century , possib1y somewhat earlier, and cont inue until the fifteenth century. 

The fourth period, from the fifteenth centur y to the present, represents 

the establishment of the Tiberian Masorah in Yemen. 

A prevailing view concerning Yemenite Jewry has been that their 

isolation has greatly determined their biblical as well as musical, artist ic 

and dance traditions. 1 In examining the recent literature on the history of 

Yemenite Jewry , especially dealing with Yemen's role in world trade2 

a different picture emerges. This portrays the Yemenite merchant Jew as 

having extensive contacts with Jewish centers and the developmentsln 
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3 Jewish learning throughout their history. I would suggest that this 

contact and subsequent cognizance of developments In Jewish scholarship 

had an Important influence upon the biblical traditions t-e Yemenites adopted.~ 

Yemen, 5 located in the Southern tip of the Arabian Peninsula, Is of 

a very different character than the arid, sandy regions of Northern Arabia. 

For good reason, the Romans called the area Arabia Felix, "Arabia the 
6 

Blessed. " Travelers' descriptions of Yemen's lush vegetation and fruitful 

plains 1 contrast markedly with stereotypic Images of Arabia as a land of sand 

storms and desert wastes . Thousands of years ago, before oil was the 

desert's black gold , Arabia was the source for the most valuable commodities 

of the ancient world : frankincense 8 and myrrh. 9 The major trade routes 

10 that connected the Mediterranean and Babylonia with India ran through Yemen. 

The ~bllcal account of the Queen of Sheba's visit to King Solomon, though 

overlaid with amorous Intent , In all probability was an economic mission to 

ensure safe passage for the lucrative caravan trade f»Ssing through Yerren . 11 

Myth and legend tell of the first Jewish settlements in Yemen. One 

legend recounts that Vemrnlte Jews were descended from a group of Jews who 

broke off from the Israelites wandering In the desert and headed south before 

ever reaching The Promised Land. 12 Another legend says that the Quet!n of 

Sheba, impressed by Solomon's wisdom , brought back some of his advisors 

to Yemen who became the ancestors of the Yemenite Jews. 13 A third tradition 

states that the Yemenite Jews fled Jerusalem before the destruction of the 

first Temple by the Assyrlans . 14 Scholarship has confirmed the existence 

of Jewish communities in the Arabian Peninsula from the days of the second 

commonwealth. 15 We have evidence that these communities were in contact 

with Palestine and that these contacts were not limited to trade relations. 

23 
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ltzhak Ben-Zvi, the former President of Israel and noted scholar of Oriental 

Jewry, states that after the Bar Kokhba revolt , many Jews fled Palestine 

and settled in Yemen, which was both known from trade and military contacts. 16 

Ben- Zvi relates that King Herod sent a battalion of five hundred Jews led 

by Caius Callus In a march on Yemen and suggec;ts that although this 

campaign had no military or political consequences, it did serve to spread 

information about Southern Arabla. 17 Arabic historians refer to Jews' 

settlement in Arabia after the destruction of the Second Temple In seventy C . E. 

and after Hadrian's persecutions in 132 C .E •18 Ben- Zvi also suggests that 

early settlement In Yemen from Palestine was augmented by Jews from the 

19 Persian empire , the home of the great Jewish centers of Babylonia. There 

is evidence of contacts between the Jewish community in Yemen and Palestine 

as early as Third Century C.E . when the Yemenites sent some of their more 

n otable dead to be buried in Palestine. 20 The Yemenite origin of the coffins 

is confirmed by insc ·1ptions in the cemetery of Beth Shearim. The earliest 

evidence of Jewish presence itself is a synagogue inscription dating from 

the fourth ce ntury C.E . 21 Further evidence of a powerful Jewish community 

in Yemen is found in records of Church historians who record militant Jewish 

resistance to Church activity in Yemen. 12 This resistance w~.s especially 

strong on the part of the Arab-Jewish proselytes and reached its apex in 

the sixth century in the battres between the converted ruler Yusuf Dhu Nuas 

and the Christians of Najran. 23 There is much information on Judaized Arab 

tribes In Arabia before lslam
24 

and these converts are bound to have increased 

Jewish power and Influence in Arabia. Yet , scholars believe that many of 

these tribes were only partly Jewish, accepting Jewish belief and practice 

to various degrees . 25 S.D . Coiteln , whose schOlarshlp in geni-za materia l has 
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brought to life the world of the Mediterranean and Middle East, suggests 

that there was not really a Jewish Kingdom In Hlmyar, as Yemen was fonnerly 

known, but rather Yemen was temporarily and only pertly ruled by a J '-dalzlng 

Arab religion. This religion was not really Juda ism as It was stlll connected 

to a lo~al temple and called after • pegan god . 26 After Dhu Nuas was defeated 

by the Christian Abysslnlans backed by Byzantium In 522 C .E., Jewish 

Influence was greatly reduced. 27 There is evidence of persecution and 

harressment of the Jewish community at that t ime . 28 The coming of Islam 

heralded worse times for the once powerful and Independent Jews of Arabia . 

The Jews of Yemen, who according to their tradition were in possession of a 

29 letter of protection from Mohammed, were forced only to pay the poll tax 

and follow the rules of protected minorities under Islam. They fared much 

better than the Jews of Northern Arabia who were subject to brutal massacre, 

forced conversion and expulsion. 30 Some scholars suggest that after the advent 

of Islam, the Judalzed Arab tribes abandoned what Jewish customs they had 

adopted and accepted Islam, 31 leaving the original Jews to bear the burden 

of living under a Moslem society as second class citizens. Though the advent 

of Islam stopped Jewish immigration to Yemen, the Jewish population remained 

substantial, for a lar ge Jewish community was already livil"lg In Yemen at that 

time. Goltein suggests that one reason the Jews were not expelled from Yemen 

was because they were so spread out that it was too difficult to round them 

up. 32 The Christians, who were centered in Sanaa and Najran. were easily 

locatable and expelled from the country. Furthermore, the Christians 

were traders and far more expendable than craftsmen, the predominant 

occupation of the Jews. The Arabs would have been eager to take over the 

Christians' lucrative trade operations but would have found it much more 
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difficult to replace their country's skilled craftsmen. 33 

At the beginning of the seventh century, the Middle East was divided 

between two empires. The West , Include Palestine, WH under thft rule of 

The Craeco-Roman empire of By11ntlum. The EHt, Including Babylonia, 

was ruled by Persia. Arabia, situated to the south of both powers, had 

Important trade mntracts with the two empires. 311 Besides being the 

sourse for valuable Incense and spices, Arabia was the medium for much of 

the Indian trade~ 35 {See Map, Plate I) . Once the secret of navigating the 

monsoons in the Indian Ocean was discovered by Hlppalus In 115 C.E., an 

active trade was maintained between the Craeco- Roman world and India 

up to the Sixth century C. E. 36 To avoid navigating the Red Sea, most 

37 ships were unloaded In Aden or on the Yemen coast. Their merchandise 

was then carried by camel caravans through Yenll'l to Alia , the modern town 

of Aquba . From Alla the goods were d istributed to various parts of the 

Mediterranean world. 38 Though the Persian empire had access both to overlcmd 

routes and the Persian Gulf sea route to Indian, there Is evidence of overland 

caravan routes branching off from Mecca to Babylonia. 39 

What can we Infer of the Yemenites' early Biblical traditions from this 

hlstorlcal informal.on? By the seventh century, the two main centers of 

Jewish scholarship had developed two different religious - literary traditions. 

From the common Misha text grew distinct Babylonian and Palestinian 

Talmuds. We find evidence in the Babylonian Talmud that a slightly d ifferent 

recension of the Blble developed in each of the centPrs. Though the 

differences between these two recenslons of the Bible were not great , already 

in the third century, the Talmud mentions differences between the Easterners 

or Babylonians and Westerners or Palestlneans wh ich effect the Bible's 

orthography. consonantal text and verse division. 40 Though there is 
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evidence of cont&ct between Bllbylonla and Palestine, '11 we know that contact 

was limited by the conflict between Byzantium and Persia. However, Yemen 

had trade contacts with both Jewish centers. 42 Whether as traders themselves, 

or as artlslans living along the main trade routes, 43 Yemenite Jews had the 

opportunity to be acquainted with both the Eastern and Western recenslons 

of the Blble. Furthermore, Jews who settled In Yemen from both Palestine 

and Babylonia , as mentioned above, surely brought with them copies of the 

Bible. It is possible that this convergence of Eastern and Western traditions 

In Yemen could have produced a mixed text that exhibited both Babylonian 

and Palestinian readings. This possibility should be considered by scholars 

who search for 11pure11 Western or Eastem texts of the Bible. Aharon Dotan 

raises this issue In his article "Masorah" when he states , "It would stand 

to reason that texts vocalized In the Babylonian system should correspond 

to the Eastern versions of the Masorah .... However , there are many manuscripts 

vocalized In the Babylonian system which contain many readings which 

correspond to the Western versions. 1144 Many of the surviving texts 

representing Babylonian vocalization come from Yemen. An early convergence 

of traditions In Yemen might explain thP. later existence of mixed readings. 

After the Mo. lem conquests , the Yemenites looked to Babylonia for 

spiritual guidance. Golteln suggests that since overland travel to Palestine 

through North Arabia was forbidden to non-Muslims , the Yemenites• connections 

with Babylonia were of necessity , strengthened. 45 Early In the history of 

the development of Masorah , the Yemenites came under the Influence of 

Babylonian biblical t raditions. Paul Kahle , who reconstructed the first 

Babylonian text of the Bible from the Yemenite manuscript or qu 680, notes 

that at an (unspecified) early date , Babylonian manuscripts were introduced 

to Yemen and accustomed the Yemenites to the supralinear method of punctuation 

that had developed in Babylonia. 46 
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When was Babylon ian suprallnear punctuation Introduced Into Yemen? 

Ootan notes that Babylonian punctuation could not have been developed before 

the beginning of the sixth century. 47 This terminus a quo Is established by 

the fact that the Babylonian Talmud, which was completed at the end of the 

fifth century , makes no mention of the vowel or accentuation signs. llB Ootan 

determines the terminus ad quem by proving that the Tiberian Masorete, Asher 

the Elder, dealt with matters of punctuation In the eighth century. It Is 

assumed that the simpler Babylonian system originated before the Tlberlan 

system . Therefore, the latest possil::te time for the development of the 

Babylonian system would be the seventh century. 

There are certain historical factors that would cause us to think 

Babylonian punctuation was Introduced into Yemen as early as It was developed; 

that Is, no later than the seventh century. Ra.rYosef Kaflh, the chief . 
Yemenite Rabbi of Israel, whose scholarship Saul Lieberman praises highly , 49 

suggests that Yemenite Jews had close ties with all centers of Jewish learn ing 

and were au courant in all fields of Jewish scholarship. SO In that case, 

It Is very possible that the Yemenites would have adopted Babylonian 

punctuation SO<>n after Its development. We k11ow that by the tenth century , 

Yemenites, as well as many other communities were using Babylonian vocalization . 

Jacob al Kirkisani .who wrote in the first half of the tenth century. reports . . 
that "Babylonian reading was used in a great part of the world from ar- Rakka 

on the Euphrates to the Chinese frontiers, 51 by most people living in Mesopotamia , 

Khurasan , Far is, Klrman , Isfahan , Yamama, Bahrain, al- Yen1en and other . 
countries . 1152 

G>itein notes that the lmans, who ruled Yemen for a thousand years, 

emigrated to Yemen from Iraq in the tenth century. In all likelihood, there 

were Jews in their service because the Zaidi lawbooks contained much material 
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about "protected people~• 52 In that case, these Jews surely would have brought 

their Bibles with them and have bolstered Babylonian traditions In Yemen. The 

Influence of Babylonian traditions upon the Yemenites Is well documented. 

Scholars, particularly Professor Shelomo Morag of the Hebrew University, 

have looked to Yemenite literary and retlgiou1 sources to trace Babylonian 

language traditions. Professor Morag has proven that the Yemenite Jews' 

pronounclatlon of Hebrew Is that of Babylonia. 511 Morag has also shown that 

the Yemenites preserve valuable traditions of Babylonian Aramaic. 55 

Babylonia also shaped the Yemenites' liturgy. Before Maimonides, 

Rav Sa'adya Gaon, the head of the Talmudic academy in Sura, Babylonia, 

was the most Influential force upon the liturgy of the Yemenite Jews and 

the Yemenites accepted and followed his siddur. 56 Babylonian biblical 

t.-adltlons were so firmly entrenched in Yemen that manuscripts written as 

late as the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries still exhibit significant Babylonian 

Masorah variants and pronounciation. 57 

It is unclear if the Yemenites accepted Babylonian accentuation 

together with Babylonian punctuation. Rav Kafih comments that originally 

the Yemenites employed no accentuation signs, however. he does not refer 

to any specific manuscripts of th is type. 58 An example of such a manuscript 

is a manuscript of the Book of Daniel in Rav Kafih's own collection published . 
in facsimile by Shelomo Morag. 59 The manuscript consists of old and new 

sections. Morag dates the old part from approx imately the fourteenth century, 

C. E. He says the manuscript exhibits many variants in the consonantal 

text as well as the vocalization and though probably written in Yemen, reflects 

the work of a Babylonian school of Masoretes. 60 The manuscript is vocalized 

with Babylonian supralinear vocalization and has no accent marks. Morag 
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says that tho new part of the manuscript was written in Sanaa approximately 

seventy years ago. These portions have Tlberlan vocalization and accentuation. 

Though Morag says that these new portions have no special Interest , In a 

cursory examination of the manuscript's Tlberlan accentuation. I found 

diver gences from the Tiberlan accentuation in 8191. 61 

Diez Macho, the Spanish biblical scholar who has done much important 

work on The Jewish Theological Seminary's collection of Babylonian manuscripts, 

states that Yemenite (Babylonian) manuscripts rarely exhibit accentuation . 62 

Diez Macho describes another manuscript of this type, Eb 76, which is also 

In the p:>ssession of Rav Kafit;l 62 This manuscript of 194 pages was written 

in Yemen in 1433 and preserves large portions of the early prophets in Hebrew 

with Aramaic Targum. According to Diez Macho's description , the manuscript 

is vocalized with Babylonian supralinear vocalization , frequently reflects. 

Babylonian traditions and has neither Masorah nor accents . Diez Macho suggests 

that the Yemenites probably did not understand the Babylonian system of 

accentual ion , especially after the introduction of the T iberlan Masorah Into 

Yemen. 64 

Though the Yemenite treatment of the conjunctive accents might reflect 

the influence 0 1 Babylonian accentuation upon the Yemenite biblical recitative , 
65 

it is unclear to me if in practice. the Yemenites ever adopted the Babylonian 

system of accentuation. Even if we can prove the Yemenite origin of a 

manuscript exhibiting Babylonian accentuation , this does not prove that the 

Yemenites followed the system of accentuation developed in Babylonia rather 

than maintaining their own oral traditions of biblical recitative. A Yemenite 

scribe could have copied a Babyloniil'l manuscript , faithfully transcribing its 

vocalization and accentuation, without being practically concerned with the 

accentuation system. We know this was the case in Yemen centuries later 
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when the Yemenites adopted the Tlberlan accentuation as a matter of bookh!itrnlng 

without really ever paying attention to the system as It was understood by Its 

Tlberlan creators. (See Chapter II for a full discussion of this rssue.) 

A further problem In determining If the Yemenites used Babylonian 

• 66 67 accentuation Is the difficulty in dating, Identifying and cfasslfylng 

Yemenite manuscripts . Many manuscripts have been erased •nd 11correctedl 11 

to represent later traditions. This Is the case with MS or qu 680 mentioned 

above. This Yemenite manuscript exhibits quite extensive use of Babylonl;an 

accentuation 68 together with what Kahle describes as a simple form of Tlberian 

punctuation using Babylonian vowel signs. 69 That is to say, though the 

scribe used the graphemes of the Babylonian suprallnear system, he use!d 

them in such a way to reflect the Tlberian Masor-ah that had already influenced 

Yemenite traditions . A cursory classification of this manuscript based on the 

suprallnear vocalization might have placed It In a period before the lnfluenc:e 

of the Tiberlan Masorah in Yemen. In fact, Kahle discerned that the manuscript 

was much older, for under the Tlberianized Babylonian punctuation hr: fou1nd 

traces of an older vocalization that reflected the original Babylonian Masorah. 
70 

Adding more complexity to this puzzle , the scholar interested In the 

manuscript's accentuation must carefully examine the ink and the scribe's 

hand to try oo determine at which point In this process of 11correction 11 and 

revision the accentuation was added to the manuscript. 71 I bring this example 

only to show the complexity of the field and suggest that the whole area of early 

Yemenite accentuation demands further study. 

It is problematic when to date the beginning of Tiberian Influence in 

Yemen. Though both Shelomo Morag and Rav Kaflh 72 date tht! introductio11 

of Tiberian Masorah to the second half of the twelfth century, Morag questfons 

if the date might actually be earlier. 73 We know that the system of the Tlberian 
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Masoretes was fully developed by the end of the ninth century, et the latest . 

In the Cairo Codex of the Prophets, we see the fully developed Tlberlen system. 

This Is the earliest manuscript expressly attributed to the Ben Asher Tradition . 74 

Its colophon 75 says it was written in Tlberlas In the year 895 by Moshe Ben Asher, 

the father of Aaron Ben Asher. Morag notes that by the end of the ninth 

century, even in Babytonla, the Babylonian traditions were giving way to the 

Tlberian system. 76 Similarly , Paul Kahle Infers from The Cairo Codex of the 

Prophets In St . Petersburg that by "about A. O. 900 the influence of the 

Tiberlan Masoretes was so overwhelming that the Babylonian Biblical 

77 manuscripts had to be adapted to them. This seems early to me as a date 

for Tlberlan Influence , especially In that Morag himself notes that Sa'adya 

Caon, the head of the Babylonian Academy in Sura In the tenth century , 

did not view the Tiberian Masorah as the only valid Masorah. 78 In any case, 

even If Tlberian t raditions were affecting Babylonian traditions In Babylonia 

at this time, this Is no proof of thei r effect upon Yemenite-Babylonian 

traditions . The situation in Yemen seemed to be considerably more elastic. 

We see from manuscript Eb 76 mentioned above, that as late as the fifteenth 

~entury , manuscripts were written in Yemen with Rabytonlan punctuation 

that reflecl~d Babylonian Masorah. We should note, however, that du ring 

this time the India trade united merchant Jews from Moslem countries. Coiteln 

says that the Jews served as intermediaries between the Orient, Europe, 

and Palestine and that the merchants would all assemble In Aden , the main 

port of exchange. 79 There Is reason to believe that through these trade 

contacts , Tiberian manuscripts were introduced into Yemen as early as the 

ninth and tenth centuries. However , we do not know if these manuscripts 

began to affect the Babylonian- Yemenite Masorah at such an early date. 

We do know that by the eleventh century the prestige of the Tlber ian 
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schools was great, \'lhlle the Influence of the Babylonian schools was on th•! 

decline. 80 Lazar LlpschU tz quotes an unidentified Karalte author, probably of 

the eleventh century, who states that Jews everywhere adopted the Bible 

codices of Ben Asher and Ben Naftali and that Masoretlc scholars went 

from Tiberlas to Babylon and other countries where they produced many c.c>ples 

of the Bible which they circulated among the people. 81 Though this statement 

supports the growing Influence of the T iberlan system , It seems that 

Lipschiitz has difficulty dating this author and we should therefore not 

take this statement as an indication of the dominance of the Tlberlan Masorah 

In Yemen by the eleventh century. 

The problem of fixing a date for this influence Is complicated by the 

difficulty of dating "corrected" Babylonian-Yemenite manuscripts . Even If 

the manuscript's date Is listed In a colophon , this , of course, will tell us 

nothing about when the manuscript was actually "corrected" or "adjusted" 

to th'- T Iberian system. We need a careful study of all manuscripts whose 

dates can be determined to give a clearer picture of the earliest beginning 

of the Tlberlan Masorah in Yemen. 

Fortunately, there is much material , especially in the Jewish Theolo9ical 

Seminary collection, to be examined. In "A 1-.eel Gulde to Biblical Manusc.-ipts 

1- 76 from the Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America .. ' 

Moshe Goshen-Gottsteln writes , "The J. T .S. c:cllection is probably one of 

the two leading collections in the world In the field of Yemenite manuscripts . 1182 

He notes that , "all types (of manuscripts) are amply represented in the 

collection , " and mentions manuscripts exhibiting Tiberian , Yemenlte-Tlberian , 

Yemenite suprallnear and Babylonian traditions. This material is all 

available on mkrofllm. Further study of these manuscripts is needed and 

would add greatly to an understand ing of the transition to the Tlberian 

Masorah in Yemen. 
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Rav Kaflh dates the time of the transition to the Tlberlan Masorah . 
preciseJy after the year 11811 C.E. 83 Unfortunately , he gives no Information 

about the manuscripts by which he establishes this date. These manuscripts 

would be most valuable for the study of Babylonian and Yemenite Masorah. 

He says, "According to many tens of manuscripts that have passed through 

my hands , It Is possible to fix almost exactly that every Bible written in thE~ 

centers of Yemen before the year 11811 C. E. was still written according to thie 

Yemenite tradition and after this year they already had begun to change, 

writing according to the traditions of Ben Asher . 11811 Rav Kaflh credits 

this change to the Influence of Maimonides in his Mlshna Torah,11 Hllk~ot Sef4!r 

Torah 118 : 4, where Maimonides expresses h is reliance upon a Ben Asher 

manusc ript for marking the open and closed sections of the Bible. 85 The 

importance of Maimonides' relationship with Yemenite Jewry Is well known . Sf> 

Maimonides was elected as head of the Egyptian Jews In 11 71. At this time 

Yemenite Jewry was beset wit ' internal problems. Fanatic Moslems in t he 

Prov inces were forcing Jews to convert to Islam and this trouble fostered 

Messianic expectation within the Jewish community. The leader of the Yem1mitc 

Jews , Jacob ben Fayyuml wrote to Maimonides for spiritual guidance and 

direction. Maimonides responded in his now well known lggeret Tern' '.1 87 

Letter to the Yemenites , in which he attacked Islam and Christianity and 

proclaimed Judaism the one true religion. Maimonides was acknowledged as 

a leading authority by Yemenite Jewry and the Yemenites Included a reference 

to him In their Kaddish prayer. an honor usually reserved for their Exilarchs . 

Gotteii reports that as soon as Maimonides finished his fourteen volume 

Ml h T h h . d d b . y •t •t • 188 s na ora , t ree copies were or ere y various emen1 e comm uni 1es. 

Professor Morag states that although Maimonides' statement in regard to the 
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Ben Asher manuscript which he mentions in his Mlshna Torah Is written 

specifically in reference to the open and closed sections of the Bible, the 

Yemenites accepted his support for Ben Asher as binding In relation to the 

acceptance of the Tiberian Masorah in general. 89 Rav Kaflh also speclflcaUly 

credits this change from the Babylonian to the Tiberian Masorah to 

Maimonides' influence. 90 

l would like to examine the assumption that Maimonides' influence brought 

about the change in biblical traditions In Yemen. Could the influence of 

this one man , even a scholar and leader as great as Maimonides , provide thie 

impetus for an entire community to change the manner in which it wrote thE! 

Holy Scriptures 1 

Z. Madmoni provides information about the influence of Maimonides on 

the prayer rite of the Yemenite Jews which tends to support the accepted 

view that the Yemenites' biblical traditions changed under Maimonides' 

influence. 91 Madmonl states that before Maimonides, Rav Sa'adya Gaon was; 

the most influential figure in the Yemenite prayer r ite . The Yemenites accepted 

Sa'adya's siddur as the basis for their liturgy . Madmoni shows that after 

the Mishna Torah arrived in Yemen, the Jews began to change their 

traditions and accept Maimonides• prayer rite . While Maimonides' text 

never completely eliminated the older, local prayer ritual, it d id have a 

significant effect upon the Yemenites' traditions. Today, scholars use the 

tiklal, the Yemenite prayerbook , to determine the precise text of Maimonides' 

prayer rite. I believe this is strong support for the traditional view that 

Maimonides influenced the transition from the Babylonian to the Tiberian 

Masorah in Yemen. 92 

Maimonides• .s tatement could have provided z si~ntficant push for tho 
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acceptance of the Tiberlan system, just as It provided a push for the 

93 dominance of the school of Ben Asher over Ben Naftali, but there must hive 

been other historical conditions that made the Yemenites ready and receptive 

for such a change. In the first place, Maimonides' statement could not have 

come as a surprise to the Yemenite Jews. As shown above, they were In 

contact with all centers of Jewish learning and they certainly knew that 

different biblical traditions existed. They would have expected Maimonides, 

a native of Spain and a Jewish leader In Egypt , to follow the traditions of 

the West . I think we should consider Maimonides' statement against the social , 

political and economic bi!d<gnx.nd of the High Middle Ages. As mentioned 

above , a central consideration In this transition Is that by the eleventh century, 

the Babylonian academies were declining while the prestige and activity of 

the Tlberian schools was increasing . In addition to this , there were 

important economic conditions that turned Yemen's eyes towards the West. 

Professor Goitein notes that by the end of the eleventh century the 

focus of Y emenlte trade shifted toward the West and important business 

contacts were developed between the Mediterranean and Yemen. 94 Yemen's 

importarce in the Indian trade was limited when Iraq and Iran were the main 

economic centers of the Islamic world . However, Professor Goitein notes , 

that when these centers declined and the Med lt~rranean centers of Spain, 

North Africa and Egypt increased in importance, the Red Sea once again 

became a major trade route, and the port of Aden a center for International 

commerce. 95 We know from Genlza letters that there was contact between 

Aden and the Interior of ~men .96 Goitelnmys that not only goods, but also 

spouses and books.. were exchanged between Aden and the Mediterranean. 97 

I believe this contact could have been an important factor in introducing 
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the Yemenites to Tlberlan traditions and paving the way for their adoption 

in Yemen. 

Much of this speculation that trade affected the Yemenites' biblical 

traditions Is based on the assumption that , among the merchants, were learned 

men who would have been concerned with current biblical scholarship, 

maintained contact with scholars in foreign ports, and possibly bought and 

carried back Bibles with them to and from Yemen. Professor S.D. Goitein, 

In his book, A Mediterranean Society, 98 presents evidence from Genlza 

letters and documents from the loth to 13th centuries that supports these 

assumptions . Colteln states that "During the Genlza period, (In Yemen) ... 

learning was mainly the domain of the mercantile middle class. 1199 There 

was no professional scholar class in Yemen since the Yemenites viewed \'lltth 

distaste Rabbis who earned their living from their studies. 10° Coitein reports 

that the Ceniza letters mention merchants whG were also scholars 1 Ol and among 
102 

the Yemenite merchants living In Cairo, were men of learning. In 

establishing the influence of Tlberian t raditions on the Yemenites from these 

trade contacts , It is important to note that we have evidence of scholars 

from Palestlre who were employed throughout Egypt as teachers and cantors. 103 

This is just one concrete example of the contact between Yemenites and 

Tiber Ian traditions . Certainly , in the highly mobile world of Mediterranean 

commerce at that time , there were many more such examples. Goitein also 

sup piles evidence of a lively book trade in the Mediterranean during the 

High Middle Ages. 104 For example, we see a merchant in the 11th Century 

active in the trade between Arabia and the Mediterranean who sold Bible Cod ices 

and Talmuds, together with a wide range of other merchandise. 105 The 

Yemenites provided a receptive and eager market for books on Jewish law 

as well as philosophy and poetry •106 
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Yemenite trade contacts with the Mediterranean also developed political 

ties between the Yemenites and the Pales tin Ian gaonate. The Yemenites 

had always maintained a strong connection to the Babylonian academies but 

as the lndla trade Increased and closer bonds were formed with the Mediterranean. 

they extended their political alleglence to Include the Jerusalem gaonate . 

Genlza documents report an Interesting political struggle In Yemen concerning 

102 this dual loyalty. In 1127 the head of the Jerusalem Yestilva. Gaon M~llat:' 

moved to Cairo and gained the allegl.ence of the large Yemenite merchant 

community llvlng there . Furthermore. at this time the Fatmld callf recognized 

Gaon Maslla~ as the greatest Jewish authority In his empire . Considering these 

developments , the head of the Yemenite merchants in Aden decreed that all 

Y emenlte communities should mention the name of the Palestlnean Gaonate 

in their Public Prayers , after the name of the Head of the Diaspora , whose seat 

was in Baghdad. Goltein reports that in 1134, a representative of the Head 

of the Diaspora arrived In Aden , was recognized as the highest religious 

authority in the country and abolished the prayer for the Palestlnean Gaon. 

This so infuiiiated the Influential Cairo based Yemenite me rchants that they 

threatened to take the matter before the civil authorities. The issue was 

only settled after Aden's merchants sent presents and contributions to the 

Palestinean Gaon In Cairo and the academies in Palestine. So In the early 

1130s, we see there was a wealthy , influential element of the Yemenite population 

that was very loyal to the Palestinian Gaon and supportive of the religious 

institutions in Palestine. I would argue that these important business. social, 

religious and political contacts with the West made the Yemenite; receptive 

to accepting Tiberian traditions. Though Maimonides could very well have been 

an important impetus, historically the ground was ~epared for the introduction 
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of the Tiberlan Masorah before his Mlshna Torah arrived In Yemen In the 

early 1180s. 

We see the influence of Tlberian traditions upon Yemenite manuscripts 

in two ways : the 11correctlon'' of Yemenite- Babylonian manuscripts and the 

gradual acceptance of Tlberlan punctuation and accentuation. Under the 

influence of the Tiberian Masorah, Yemenite scribes began to "correct" their 

Yemenite-Babylonian manuscripts. retaining the suprallnear punctuation. but 

changing It to reflect Tlberian Masorah and punctuation. The Berlin manuscript 

or qu 680 mentioned above (p. 31) Is an example of such a "corrected" 

Yemenite-Babylonian manuscript. By carefully examining the traces of an 

older system of suprallnear vocalization discernible in the manuscript and 

comparing It to Sa'adya's comments on Babylonian pronounciation in his 

Commentary on Sepher Yesira, Kahle proved that this Yemenite manuscript 

108 was an example of real Babylonian Masorah . 

Rav Kafih says that the switch from Babylonian suprallnear punctuation 

to Tiberian punctuation did not occur quickly or easily . 109 Tiberlan traditions 

first took hold in the large cities. Though Rav Kafl~ does not Identify or 

describe the manuscripts to which he is referring , he says that Bibles written 

in Sanaa and its surroundi11gs more than 700 years ago exhibit Tiberian 

accentuation and punctuation. The Tiberlan system was accepted in the large 

cities hundreds of years before it was accepted in the smaller villages and 

outlying areas. Up to 500 years ago, the people in the outlying areas 

preserved the original, traditional Yemenite texts not marked with any 

accent signs. 11° Furthermore . Rav Kaflh states that Tiberian punctuation 

and accentuation were not accepted in the entire Bible at once . They were 

first accepted in the Torah, then gradually spread to the Prophets and 

Writlngs . 111 The acceptance of the accents was also a gradual process. 
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The etnabta ·#as accepted first, followed by the !!qef and finally the rest of 

the accentuation signs. 112 Rav Kaflh notes that even after the Tiberlan . 
accentuation was accepted and the Mabberet Ha-Tljan; the masoretic compendium 

that explained the function of the Tlberian accents, was distributed widely 

throughout Yemen, the Yemenites did not change theirancient oral traditions. 

As was discussed In Chapter II, p. 14, they accepted the written signs, but 

rendered them according to their traditional reading without considering the 

function of the accents as intended by the Tiberian Masoretes . 113 

Both Rav Kafih and Shefomo Morag represent the transition from 

the Babylonian to the Tlberlan Masorah as being slow and gradual. Though 

Rav Kafl~ says that by the fifteenth century , the switch was for the most 

part complete. 114 there Is evidence that In isolated areas the transition 

took longer. Y. Ratzhabi describes the manuscript Bodleian 2333 of four 

of the five Megilloth (Ruth being omitted) that seems to catch this transition 

In the mlddle. 115 Ratzhabi conjecturally assigns this manuscript to the 

fifteenth or sixteenth century. Two scrolls , the Song of Songs and 

Ecclesiastes, are vocalized with Babylonian punctuation without accents or 

Massoretic notes, while Lamentations and Esther have Tiberian pointing 

with accents ano marginal Massoretic notes. Ratzhabi says the manuscript is 

the work of one scribe and gives evidence to support that the scribe probably 

did the copying under isolated or difficult conditions. He lists many examples 

of Babylonian Masorah found in the scrolls with suprallnear vocaflzatlon and 

gives examples of obviously corrected Babylonian Masorah to conform with 

Tlberian traditions. This manuscript seems to be like time-stop photography , 

catching the transition from one tradition to the other at a time when both 

traditions were familiar and in use. 

We can assume that Tiberian traditions were strengthened as more 
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Tiberlan manuscripts arrived in Yemen. Colteln states that traffic In books 

116 to Yemen Increased In the thirteenth century and we have evidence that 

Tiberlan manuscripts were brought to Yemen from Egypt in the fourteenth 

century. as some Egyptian Jews Immigrated to Yemen •117 The Tlberlan 

tradition was further reinforced by the Mabberet ha-TIJan referred to above. 

This was a Masoretlc compendium from a Yemenite Pentateuch dated 1391. 

This work Includes Mishael ben Uzzlel's lists of differences between Ben Asher 

and B~n Naphtali. tt also explains Tlberlan accentuation and the complexities 

of Tiberian vocalization. 

In the eighteenth century. printed Sephardic prayerbooks and Bibles 

arrived in Yemen, 11 9 In all probability further strengthening the hold of 

the Tiber Ian trad ltions that were by that time well established. Furthermore, 

in the second half of the eighteenth century, Yahya ben Joseph Salih wrote . . 
his tjeleq ha- Oiqduq, 120 in which he comments upon matters of vocalization, 

accentuation and Masorah in general. In giving decisions on disputed matters 

of accentuation and vocalization, Sali~ follows the Western readings and the 

tradition of Ben Asher 121 and his book is considered authoritative in Yemen 

in matters of Masorah. 122 We see, at least officially in Yemen . the transition 

to the Tiberi an Mas, ·ah was Ct>fTVllete by the eighteenth century. 

There Is a tendency to speak of Yemenite manuscripts as one homogeneous 

group, although there are at feast five major different localities in Yemen , 

(Se Map, Plate II) , each exhibiting distinct traditions of speech, music, 

dance and dress. 123 It is very possible that these areas could also reflect 

distinct biblical traditions . I have only made reference to this issue in 

Rav Kafih 's d istinction between Sanaa, the capital and outlying areas . 
in Yemen. A comparison of manuscripts from different areas of Yemen would 

be most Interesting. 

Though I have tried to impose a general time frame upon the different 
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periods of biblical traditions in Yemen, in actuality these time periods should 

be considered as fairly elastic. This Is Important in considering relatively 

recent manuscripts that exhibit Babylonian traditions like Bodlelan 2333 

described by Ratzhabi and mentioned above ( p.40) . Though thP. 16th 

century date might seem late for the appearance of Babylonian traditions , 

there were certain factors that could have aided in the preservation of 

older traditions in Yemen . Though I have stressed that the Yemenites did 

have extensive contacts with other Jewish centers and traditions, there were 

still certain isolated locations in Yemen that preserved older traditions even 

after the large cities adopted Tlberian traditions. 124 In that the Yemenites 

maintained a working understanding of Babylonian suprallnear punctuation 

up to modern times, 125 possibly there was less of a tendency to level these 

traditions by recopying or correcting older manuscripts . Perhaps because 

these manuscripts were understandable in some locations, they were kept in 

use and the ressure to correct these older traditions was not as strong. 

The generally accepted view is that Tlberlan traditions were firmly 

established In Yemen by modern times. However , there is one area where I 

question If the Tlberian system ever completely took hold. This Is the area 

of T Iberian accentuation in The Writings. I conduct .... i a cursory study of 

126 the accentuation of the Song of Songs In four Vemenlte-Tlberlan manuscripts 

In the microfilm collection of the Hebrew University Libra ry . Each one of 

these manuscripts exhibited many divergences from the accentuation of 

the Song of Songs In Bl9a. One of the manuscripts, MS 31939 #22 of Rav Kaflh's 

collection was written by learned RabbiS in Sanaa127 and yet exhibited some 

fundamental differences In accentuation that never would have been acceptable 

to the Tlberian Masoretes. 128 Though all of these manuscripts differ somewhat 

from the accentuation in Bl9a , none differs to such a great extent as MS 6 of 

the Weisberg collection. The accentuation of this manuscript is examined in detail 

In the following chapter. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER Ill 

For a typical statement of the Yemenites' supposed isolation see 
Salo Wlttmayer Baron, A Social and Rell ious Hlstor of the Jews , 
vol . 1. (New York, Colum la nlversity ress, 937 , p . 1 o. 
"The (Yemenite) Jews themselves , although apparently famlllar 
with Scripture and the Midrashlc literature, had little contact with 
the centers of Jewish life in Babylonia and Palestine." 

3 See Y. Kafll) , "The Ties of Yemenite Jews with the Jewish Centers," 
In The Jews of Yemen, Studies and Research , eds. Yosef Tubl and 
Yisrael Yesha1yahu (Jerusalem, Yad lzhak Ben- Zvi , 1975) , pp. 29- 46. 

4 We have early evidence from the excavations at Hazor that religious 
and scientific material , In this case clay liver models used for divination, 
was transported from Marl , (Babylonia) to Palestine. See B. Landsberger 
and H. Tadmor, "Fragments of Clay Liver Models from Hazor ," 
Israel Exploration Journal 14, No. 4 (1964), pp. 2ot-218. 

5 James A Montgomery gives information about the name Yemen ii" 
Arabia and the Bible, prolegomenon by Gus W. Van B~ek (New York , 
Ktav, 1969). p . 114, n.I. "(Yemen) i.e., 'The righ t hand ,' that is 
South, even as Syria and Its metropolis Damascus are indifferently 
called Esh- Sham, the 'left hand,' i.e . , North . Dougherty , Sealand 
of Ancient Arabia, pp. 115 f., finds the land Yemen referred to by 
name in an inscription of Nebuchadnezzar's and he would identify 
the Javan (rightly Yawan) of Eze. 27:19 with Yemen , while the same 
word in v . 13 would mean Ionia. The Greeks translated the word in 
its o ther nuance of eudaimon , Latin felix (hence Milton's 'Araby the Blest') , . .. " 

6 Ibid ., p . Ill.I. 

7 Ibid. , p. 117. Montgomery cites from Harri s ' A Journey Through Yemen 
(1893) , "The track •.. looked straight down into a great valley thousands 
of feet below . What a wonderful valley it was , full of coffee-groves, 
and luxuriating in all the glories of gorgeous vegetation , amongst 
which bananE: leaves could be plainly distlnqulshed .. . " 

8 Incense was used not only In the rituals of various religions but 
also in funeral ceremonies and embalming the dead . See the section 
"Egyptian Use of Incense, 11 In De Lacy O'leary , Arabia Before 
Muhammad. '"(New York , AMS Press , 1973) , pp. 38- 9. 
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collection 64, New York ; MS 6999 Yemen, the Song of Songs , Ruth , 
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127 This manuscript was written by Rav Kafil;l's uncle and grandfather 
in Sanaa. 

128 Though there are many divergences in accentuation from Bl9a, the 
most notable is the use of two etnahtes in one verse, Song of 
Songs I : 7. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE SONG OF SONGS IN MS W.6 . - ANALYSIS OF ACCENTUATION 

The accentuation in MS W. 6. represents a stage in the gradual acceptance 

of Tlberlan accentuation In Yemen. The manuscript's accentuation, for the 

most part, reflects Tiberlan traditions. Though throughout the manuscript 

many words are marked with different Tiberian accents that appear In Bl9a, 

large portions of the manuscript's accentuation correspond exactly to the 

Masoretic text. All the signs used in the manuscript are Tiberian signs. 

Certain "less common" accents that appear in the Song of Songs in Bl9a 

do not appear at all in the manuscript . These are ger5aylm , telllah q etannah , 

dargal. zarqa. ~ and revifi . Revifl Is consistently represented in 

manuscript W. 6. as zaqet gaton. 

All differences in accentuation in MS W. 6. represent changes from one 

type of disjunctive to another type of d isjunctive accent and one type of 

conjunctive accent to another conjunctive accent. That Is to say , the 

accentuation in MS W. 6. , oes not represent a different syntactical reading of 

the Masoretic text of the Song of Songs . A common substitution is where MS W. 6. 

will show a zaqef qaton on a word that is marked with an etnal:tta in Bl9a . 

The reverse, an etnat,ta in place of a zagef qaton is also common in the 

manuscript. Another frequent substitution Is the manuscript 's use of a 

zaqef qaton where Bl9a shows a tevir and vice versa. There are also similar 

examples of switches between tevir and etnat;lta. 

Changes In secondary disjunctive accents are generally dependent upon 

the primary accent to which they are connected . This is a genera l principle 
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of the changes in the manuscript's accentuation = When one primary disjunctive 

accent Is changed to another, corresponding changes In that accent'• secondary 

disjunctive accent and it's preceding conjunctive accent are automatic and 

follow the rules of Tlberian accentuation . For example, when the zaqef qaton 

. ' In the phrase i:i nnowli ""•>.>(Song of Songs I : II) In Bl9a Is changed to an 
< 

" etnat)ta In MS W. 6 • • the pas~a) on nno111 n Is changed to a ~while the 

m.-pa!s, on n'P1 l is changed to a merkha> . This rule generally holds 

true except In places where the "less common" accents In Bl9a are changed In 

MS W. 6. The manuscript's accentuation in these phrases tends not to follow 

the rules of Tiberlan accentuation. The sof ~ clause In MS W. 6. is 

consistently the same as that In 819a. 

The manuscript's use of conjunctive accents, in general Is haphazard . 

MS W. 6. will often place a maqqef after a word marked with a conjunctive 

accent In Bl 9a. Conversely , a conjunctive accent often appears in MS W. 6. 

on a word connected by a maqqef in Bl9a. Often the accentuator simply left 

out conjunctive accents on small words in the manuscript. There a ·e no 

occurrences of two accents, a conjunctive and disjunctive , on one word in 

MS W. 6. as there aru several tlr.ies in the text of the Song of Songs in 819a. 

The use ?f accent placement to indicate word stress in MS W. 6. is al so 

inconsistent. Accents that normally indicate stress are sometimes placed on 

the accented syllable and sometimes not. Occasi?nally, MS W. 6. uses a 

double pa~ia> to indicate stress. Just as frequently, the manuscript shows 

v ) v only one pasta on a word's final syllable where Bl9a uses a double pas\al 

to indicate penultimate stress . Several times MS W. 6. uses a double pa~\al 
v 

to indicate stress on a word where the accent has been changed to pasta'. 

Unlike Bl9a., MS W. 6. occasionally indicates stress by the double placement 

of zaqef qaton. 
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It is difficult to determine how familiar the accentuator was with the rules 

of Tlberhm accentuation. The most obvious vlolatlon of the Masoretes'rules is 

the appearance of the two etnabtas in one verse (Song of Songs I : 7, 8). On 

the other hand, there are times the accentuator displays a sophisticated 

understanding of Tlberian accentuation. In the Song of Songs I : 3 when the 

etnat?ta on the word i~w In 8198 Is changed to a zaq-ef qaton In 

MS W. 6., the rules of Tlberlan accentuation require l Dw , as a word with 

penultimate stress befofe a munab zagef gaton , to be accented with a yetiv . 1 

This indeed Is the case : MS W. 6. shows a yetiv on the word l DIV • The 

accentuator seemed to be familiar with this Tiberlan rule; It Is applied again 

In the Song of Songs 2 : 7 and 2 :9. 

In writing MS W. 6. , the scribe exhibits a certain carelessness . Many 

words have no accents at all . As mentioned above, the placement of accents 

to Indicate stress is inconsistent. On several occasions , two disjunctive 

accents are placed on the same word (such as :i 'in :i in the Song of Songs 5 :12) ,... 

as if the accentuator could not decide which accent to use. There is one 

example that Indicates the manuscript could have been written quickly, by 

memory.or without careful reference to a second manuscript. One verse 

of the Song of S11ngs ( ... ) occurs twice in the text ; 

3 : 5 and 2 : 7. After verse 3 : 5, the scribe wrote half of the verse that follows 

2 : 7 before realizing his mistake. He put parentheses around the misplaced 

half of a verse and then continued correctly. Furthermore, In verse 2 : 6, 

the scribe misspelled the word i ?KDw (as i?KDo ). The word Is 

corrected both in the text and in the margin . One ¥<Ould presume that if the 

scribe was carefully copying his manuscript from another text, he would not 

have made these mistakes . 
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What explanation can we offer for the unusual accentuation In MS W. 6.? 

believe the key to understanding the manuscript's accentuation lies In an 

understanding of the Yemenite rrethod of Interpreting and singing the Tlberlan 

accents In the Song of Songs (refer to Chapter 11, Table II) . But first 

it is important to note that MS W. 6. was in all probability written for a 

reader's personal use in synagogue. 

I believe that the contents of the manuscript (haftarah readings following 

the annual cycle, haftarah readings for special Sabbaths and festivals, and 

the three Megilld read In the Synagogue on the pilgrimage festivals) offers 

strong evidence that the manuscript was intended for Synagogue use. 

Eric Sliver supports this assumption in his thesis written on MS W. 6. He 

notes that the lack of Masorah as well as the haphazard placement of vowels 

and accents show that the manuscript was intended for use by a synagogue 

2 reader rather than a scholar. 

I believe that the accents were added to the manuscript by memory by 

a scribe who knew the oral cantillation of the Song of Songs by heart. This 

would not be unusual, as the Song of Songs is chanted in its entirety every 

Friday before Kabbalat Shabbat. I think that the scribe, living In the small 

village of •pn ?N in 18863 had partial knowledge of the Tiberian system. 

He knew certain disjunctive accents and the basic rules governing their 

appropriate conjunctives. He forgot other accents or simply never learned 

them . Perhaps they were not yet accepted in that area of Yemen or in 

the Song of Songs at that time. Possibly at one time he had studied In 

Sanaa from a Yemenite-Tiberian manuscript like Rav Kaflh's MS 31939 . 
(discussed above In Chapter I 11) or in one of the printed B lbles that had 

come to Yemen by the nineteenth century and at that time, had learned the 
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Yemenite understanding of the Tlberlan accents. Sometime later, when he 

added accentuation to his own manuscript, the scribe wrote In the disjunctive 

accents in accordance with the musical motifs he remembered and supplled 

their appropriate conjunctives as best he could recall. In this way, It would 

have been possible for him to confuse an etnahta with . a zaqef qaton ; as shown 

ir Chapter 11 , Table I I these are both primary disjunctive accents and are 

sung to exactly the same tune. As shown In Table II there are five different 

motifs used In the chanting of the Song of Songs. For this explanation to 

work, all substitution of accents In MS W. 6. would have to be for accents 

with the same pausal value and musical motif. An analysis of the manuscript 

shows that this is. In fact, the case. Only primary disjuflctive accents 

are substituted for primary disjunctives and secondary disjunctive accents 

for secondary disjunctives. Similarly, It is only conjunctive accents that 

substitute for other conjunctives. The scribe's treatment of the sof pasuq 

clause offers further support for this theory ; not once in the manuscript does 

the scribe change the accentuation of this clause. I believe this is due t•> 

the use of !slsreh , the fore- tone "broken" melody to which the Yemenites 

sing the tiptta> preceding sof pasuq in the Song of Songs. If the scribe 

remembered this distinct melody. it would have been difficult for him to mark 

the tlpt;ia> inco1 rectly in the sof pasuq phrase. This In fact was the case 

and this final clause in MS W.6. Is consistently identical with Bl9a . While 

the accentuation of the Song of Songs in MS W. 6. seems very strange, a 

reader could have used the manuscript in synagogue, chanted the text 

and given just as correct a musical rendition of the Song of Songs In 

the Yemenite tradition as if he were chanting from Bl 9a. 

I would like to raise one final point in this chapter, dealing with a 

Ben Naphtali reading I found In MS W. 6., the Song of Songs, 8 :6. 
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We receive the impression that the transition In Yemen represents a conflict 

between the Eastern or Babylonian traditions and the Western or Tlberian 

traditions . I suggest that under th is conflict we can detect a level of 

Ben Asher-Ben Naphtali controversy. As stated In Chapter 111, p. 41 

above , In his l:feleq Ha- Oiqdug, Yat;iya ben Joseph Salli, comments upon 

matters of Maso rah and gives the "correct" readings according to the 

Ben Asher tradition. It appears that in Yemen as late as the eighteenth century, 

there was a need to clarify the T Iberian , I.e. , Ben Asher reading in 

Yemen. From this we might assume that there were locations in Yemen that 

were still influenced by the Babylonian Maso rah. We have indications that 

there was a time when Babylonia might have favored readings of Ben 

Naphtali. In the tenth century there was a rivalry between Babylonia and 

Pal es tine on the issue of fixing the calendar. 4 This conflict Involved 

Rav Sa'adya Gaon of Babylonia and BenMeir of Palestine. Pales tine adopted 

the text of Ben Asher . At this time Sa'adya polemized against Ben Asher 

In his poem •essil meshaff. 5 Dr . Lehman comments, "It seems likely t hdt there 

was a time in Babylonia when they favored the readings of Ben Naphtali . 116 

As shown above , the Yemenites were very influenced by Sa'adya Gaon. 

Following this reasoning, it is possible that Yemenite manuscripts under the 

influence of Babylonian traditions could have preserved Ben Naphtali readings. 

Though the trend in Yemen, from Maimonides to Yat)ya Salit;i has been 

in favor of Ben Asher , traces of Ben Naphtali still survive. I have 

found a Ben Naphtali reading,"" n:in?w, in the Song of Songs 8 :6 in 

manuscript W. 6. The Ben Naphtali nature of t h is reading is substantiated 

in Mishael ben Uzziet's book Kltab al Khilaf where he lists the one 

word " " n:in?w as the Ben Asher reading as opposed to the two word Ben 

Naphtali reading. 7 The Ben Asher reading, n " n :in?o , is also found in Leningrad 
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Manuscript B19a, generally attributed to the school of Ben Asher. 8 This 

difference Is among the most exciting Ben Asher/Ben Naphtali differences 

possible. Not only is It one of the eight BA /BN differences that deal with 

the Bible's consonantal text, 9 It Is also a difference of reading with theological 

and philosophical lmplications.
10 

It is very Interesting that this Ben Naphtali 

reading managed to !ill"Vlve in Yemen until the nineteenth century especially 

in that Sallt;\ rules for the Ben Asher one word reading In his note to the 

Song of Songs 8 : 6 In his l;feleq Ha Dlqduq •11 

"Know that it is necessary to say salhevetya as one 
word for thus is [the tradition] of the Westerners . " 

The existence of this reading should caution us against making quick judgmerts 

about the lack of worth of recent manuscripts and encourage us to be careful 

In making general statements about the complete dominance of the Ben Asher 

tradition In Yemen. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER IV 

Wickes , Accentuation, vol. 2., loc. cit., (Notes to Chapter I. n. If) , 
p . 106. 

2 Sliver , "The Biblical Text , " loc. cit. . (Notes to Chapter 111, n . 48}. 
p. 37. 

3 Ibid. p. 35. Sliver ident ifies the manuscript's date following the 
colophon of the Song of Sorgsas 2197 of the Selucld era, or 1886. 
Some traditions of chanting the Blble vary slightly from place to place 
in Yemen. I was interested to locate the exact place where the 
manuscript was written. The same colophon says the manuscript was 
written •pn 7 K iln zi:i • Rav Kafit;l helped me Identify this as "In the 
place" ( ilnZ> ) • 11 'l,n'n< , " and said he had heard of the town 
and though he thought It was not too far from Sanaa, he was not sure. 
During my year of field work I always asked Yemenites If they knew 
of that town , yet no one was familiar with It. For further discussion 
of the Issue see Chapter V, p . 99) . 

4 Baron, History . loc. cit ., (Notes to Chapter 111 , n . I). p . 332 . 

s The poem )essa> meshatl is published by M. Lewin (Jerusalem, 1943) . 

6 I. 0 . Lehman , "The Oldest Preserved Codex of the Babylonian 
Triidition , "Asian Studies Research Institute , Or iental Series, no . 3. 
(1969), p . 185. Lehman supports E . Lev ita's opinion CMassoreth 
Ha Massoreth, ed . C . D . Ginsburg , p . II 3f.) that the Easterners 
followed the text of Ben Naftali . 

7 L. Lipschuetz , "Mishael ben Uzziel's Treatise on the Differences Between 
Ben Asher and Ben Naphalti , 11 Textus 2, p . 53. 

8 Breuer cons iders Bl9a to be "the most error filled of all the ancient 
manuscripts "that rep ·esent the Ben Asher t radition. The Aleppo Codex , 
loc . cit .. (Notes to Ct.apter Ill, n. 85), Intro. p . XII . Unfortunately 
the section of the Aleppo Codex containing this reading has been 
destroyed. 

9 Lipshutz , "Kitab al- Khilaf;· Textus, loc . cit. , (Notes to Chapter 111 , 
n. 74). p . 16. 

I 0 C . D. G lnsburg suggests that the Western School was not only 
reluctant to exhibit the shorter name of God ( il' ) In the text, but 
also did not wish to place God in parallelism with Hades( i1KlP 7 i 1ew:> i1 t1p ) 
in the firs t part of verse 8 :6. So they combined the two words 
to read i1" n :i i17 t1 , which Ginsberg says is explained 
to mean , "intense flame . 11 Ben Asher supported this one word reading, 
while the Eastern recension , as well as Ben Naphtali, supported 
the two word reading . Introduction to the Massoretico-Critlcal 
Edition of the Hebrew Bible CNew York , Ktav , 1966). p . 386. 

II Kafll:l . The Five Megilloth , loc . cit .. (Notes to Chapter Ill , n. 120) . 
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A COMPARISON OF THE ACCENTUATION OF Bl9a and MS W.6. 

All accents are marked In the upper line of the text, representing 

Bl9a. Only accents that d iffer from the text of Bl9a are marked in the 

lower line , which represents MS W. 6. Words in MS W. 6. that exhibit 

no accent are marked with an asterisk ( • ) . Words in MS W. 6. that 

are unclear because of water damage or whose accents were una ble to lbe 

determined, are marked with a circle ( o). 
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CHAPTER V 

FIELDWORK EXPERIENCES WITHIN THE 

YEMENITE COMMUNITY IN ISRAEL 

The strange accentuation of MS W. 6. deeply puzzled me and recovering 

the solution to that puzzle was, I thought, what would make my year in 

Israel successful. But I found much more in Yemenite culture that 

fascinated me equally. 

My intrdouction to the Yemenite community in Jerusalem came through 

a unique woman, Bracha Seri. We all need a guide into different cultures 

and B racha initially served as my guide and interpreter. B racha related 

to the Yemenite community both as an insider and an outsider. She 

had been born in Sanaa, Yemen and had lived there as a young girl until 

she was brought to Israel on Operation Magic Carpet in 1950. 1 She grew 

up well acquainted with the customs of her people and fluent in Tgmanlt,, 

Yemenite Arabic. In Israel she had married, and subsequently divorced, 

an American student of sociology. After this introduction to the academic 

world, she entered Hebrew University and at the time I met her, was 

working on a degree in linguistics, studying the social uses of Temanlt 

among Yemenite women in Israel. She was a poet and wrote about the 

problems of her Yemenite/Israeli identity in her poetry. 

I would visit her in her small flat in an older Yemenite section of 

Jerusalem where I would drink coffee, listen to her poems, and sympathize 

with the difficulty of breaking into the tight literary circles in Jerusalem. 

73 



She wanted me to compose music for a play she was writing and was 

happy to share her contacts and feelings about the Yemenite community 

in exchange for my help. She spoke of the conflicting stereotypes that 

trouble many Yemenites. On one hand, the Yemenites, like most Middle 

Eastern Jews,. are seen by the Ashkenazic Israelis as lower class, 

inferior, and best suited for manual labor. On the other hand, Yemenites 

are noted by the same Ashkenazim as being exotic, dark, and beautiful, 

constantly singing; and dancing in native costume. Bracha was also 

bothered by the fact that traditional Yemenite society was extremely 

patriarchal, showing off its women but at the same time allowing them 

I ittle personal freedom. She expressed great bitterness in her poetry 

which was reflected in titles like 11>isah Bu~ah"J Woman of Scorn. 112 

Bracha stressed the fact that for all the beauty of the Yemenite wedding,, 

the bride was still a young, inexperienced.I frightened girl,, imprisoned 

into her role. She said that outsiders see only the pagentry and ceremony 

of the Yemenite wedding and are totally unaware of the darker#~ more 

problematic, emotional reality. B racha related that in Yemen., women 

were not suppose<;.! to express their feelings or emotions in pub1ic. Music, 

instead, served as an outlet for a woman's feelings, In Yemen, Bracha's 

mother would sing out all the troubles and frustrations she was unable 

to discuss directly. There were special songs for each household 

activity - 3 a song for grinding wheat, a song for making l;lilbe (a fluff 

made of clover soaked in water, finely ground and mixed with sharp 

spices). The melodies and structures of these songs were set but 

the words were flexible; her mother would adapt her own words to the 

melodies. Now removed from that traditional Yemenite milieu,. B racha 

used her poetry as her mother had used music; to express the frustration 

of her situation. 
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The first night I visited her she ta1ked about the role of the 

v_ ~ • 4 
sed1m,, or demons_, m Yemen. Yemenite Jews were very learned in 

Torah but they still held many superstitioos beliefs, Their I iv es were 

surrounded by an active, complex and very real world of spirits. A 

, Yemenite Jew might typically leave food out for the demons and know 

them by name. He or she would not venture into the kitchen late 

at night - the mother demon might be feeding the children in her 

family. The demon's presence was constantly felt and quietly 

acknowledged. Bracha's father was one of the Rabbis who led the 

Darda'im or progressive Jewish movement in Yemen. 5 The reformers 

encouraged rationalism and viewed these ancient practices as backward 

and harmful. They, de-emphasized the study of Kabbalah and other 

., myst!ical texts. The split between the reformers and the more traditional 

elements in Yemen was sharp, emotional,and intense. To this day in 

Israel it is not uncommon for Yemenite families to break into a fist 'fight 

at a wedding over whether the food should be completely removed from 

the table before one may say B irkat ha Mazon. Though people will not 

admit it openly, the question at stake is whether one leaves something on 

the table for the demons. This_, at least, was Bracha's interpretation. 

received a call from B racha on the first night of Hanukah. She 

said that a wonderful Yemenite party was in progress at such and such 

an address on Rebob ~afanyah in a predominantly Hasidic section of 

Jerusalem, north of Meah Sharim and I should come over as quickly as 

possible. I asked on the phone how I would be able to find the house 

on the dark_, narrow street. Bracha told me, "Don't worry about finding 

the house; just find the street; the music will lead you to the house." 

75 

111 

'I I ,', fl' 

,, ,, ! I 111, 

''I· "I ' ' )1 I I! 
I, , :;:' , 

. I, ··'I i 

, I ,, i:I', 
' '. ,,I., , 



She was right. It was impossible to miss the pounding rhythm of the 

drum, the clang of spoons and finger thimbels on the copper tray, 

as it was struck in time to the shrill voices of women [tape #I]. Since 

i.t was the first night of l:lanukah, I assumed that the party would be 

a Yemenite l:Janukah party of sorts. The gathering, however, had 

' nothing to do with l:Janukah. It was a Yoledet party, given after 

6 
the birth of a child, in honor of the mother. The house was crowded 

with people, and one of the roorrs had been specifically decorated for the 

occasion. This celebration is expressly·· for the women and only women 

were allowed in the Yoledetls Room. All kinds of Yemenite women - ancient 

looking grandmothers wearing bright scarves and embroidered trousers, 

and da rkl-"eyed young beauties in blue jeans ,were crowded into this room. 

They sat on low chairs and benches, rising occasionally to free a place 

so that another woman could enter. The rest of the house was filled 

with; men and women and smoke. Large trays of nuts and seeds, stewed 

meat and fried bread were passed around. All attention was focused_on 

the room where the Yoledet sat. There is a special art to decorating 

the room in which ~the women sit, sing, dance and entertain the Yoledet. 

A cousin of Bracha's from Ramat Gan was a Mesaderet, an expert in 

the traditional art of arranging the Yoledet's room. Tapestries are 

traditionally hung on the walls and green glass bottles are arranged on 

a ledge circling the room, close to the ceiling. I do not know what 

type of bottles they use in Yemen, but in Israel they use Gold Star 

Beer Bottles. The Y6ledet sits on a pile of cushions arranged like a 

throne in the far corner of the room opposite the door. She sits and 

hardly moves, as friends and relatives bring her food and mint tea, or 

coffee mixed with hewaj, a special Yemenite blend of spices. It is in fact, 
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very difficult for the Yoledet to move since she is dressed in traditional 

garments; gold and silver brocaded robes, and the heavy _g~~qQs, a large 1 

pointed hood encrusted with gold and silver embroidery, set with rows 

of coral and semiprecious stones and overlaid with gold Maria Theresas, 

a coin highly valued in Yemen. 
7 

If a family is poor, it rents both 
· AV 

the traditional garments and the services of a Malbisah, a woman learned 

in the ways of traditional dress. Since the Zadok family, whose daughter 

was being honored, is a family of wealthy goldsmiths and silversmiths, 

having for years owned the jewelry shop next to the King David Hotel, 

it owns its own traditional costumes. Not only was the YoJedet fully 

outfitted, but four or five of her younger sisters and cousins were in 

complete Yemenite dress. I noticed that one of the sisters stepped out 

of the room in her jewels and brocade complaining of the heat and then 

reappeared wearing tight jeans and a tee-shirt. Her grandmother laughed 

and said, "One minute Yemenite and the next minute she's Israeli!" 

Although only women were allowed in the room, men stood in the doorway 

and watched the wom:en musicians. The performers sat to one side, playing 

and singing. The .other women in the room would sometimes sing 

with them, arid occasionally rise and dance to the music in groups of two 

or three. The room was so crowded that it was impossible for more 

than several people to dance at one time. One older aunt walked through 

the house sprinkling the guests with rosewater. Though she told me 

the rosewater was for good luck, Bracha said she sprinkled it to keep 

the demons from the celebration. 

Since it was the first time I was visiting the Zadok family, I did not 

bring a tape recorder 1 but members of the family themselves had brought 
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. equipment. Two younger brothers of the Yoledet were permitted to enter 

the room reserved for women with cameras and a cassette tape recorder. 

Though the Zadoks were a very traditional family, they allowed this 

impropriety for the purpose of recording the event. Obviously, the young 

Israeli Yemenites were enjoying the rediscovery of their traditional 

culture. 

Since I was the only non-Yemenite at the party, my curiosity wa~ 

respected and my questions were enthusiastically answered. When people 

learned I had come from the United States to research Yemenite culture, 

they pushed me toward the Yoledet's room shouting for people to make 

way so that I could see and hear. Before I left the party, the Zadoks 

invited me to return and visit them. My relationship with them was to prove 

especially valuable; the patriarch, Mori Yosef Zadok, who had lived in 

Yemen for some 50 years before coming to Israel, was to be a rich source 

of recordings. 

I stumbled home from the party smelling of brandy and rosewater. 

My wife met me at the door and asked, "Rough night doing research, 

dear?" I had actually laid the groundwork for my entrance into the 

Yemenite community. Though the Yoledet party itself was fascinating, 

I established contacts that night that would lead me to my true goal -

an understanding of the Yemenite oral tradition of the Song of Songs. 

In an effort to unlock the secret of the strange accentuation of the Song of 

Songsin MS W. 6. which I had begun in the United States, I now visited 

many Yemenite synagogues to listen to the oral recitation of the Song. 

The Yemenites 1 like many Jewish Communities, begin the Kabbalat 

Shabbat service by chanting the Song of Songs. There are two different 
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nusl;laot or tunes for chanting the Song, one used on Passover 

[tape #2] and the other at the beginning of the Sabbath [tape #3] . 

The Sabbath tune is the simpler one of the two; almost all the members 

of the congregation know the words and the chant, like most of the service, 

by heart. 

I was interested in the cantillation marks which the Yemenites used 

to indicate the Songs' melodic line. In Israel, I saw Yemenite prayerbooks 

where the Song was written with full Tiberian vocalization and 

accentuation, as in Ashkenazic tradition. But there were also Yemenite 

prayerbooks where the Song was punctuated much more simply; the text 

unvocalized, with dots alone placed like periods marking the major pauses. 

A pause is indicated in the reading by changing the melody of the chant. 

So this simple punctuation also functioned as accentuation. This simple 

punctuation /accentuation is very interesting for several several reasons. 

e /\ 
The E.2.!g 1 or dot 1 is probably the simplest and oldest mark of 

punctuation. 8 Complicateoli,punctuation and musical notation became 

necessary when the oral tradition was in fear of being lost. But 

the oral tradition uf the Song of Songs among the Yemenites is still strong. 

This is the one instance in Jewish liturgy of a biblical book's being 

chanted every week in its entirety. The oral tradition is so vivid among 

themthat only the simplest written guide is necessary. This notation might 

be the oldest system of punctuation /accentuation which was applied to 

the whole Bible when the oral tradition was still strong. Similarly the 

Yemenite Targum, the Aramaic translation of the Bible, is marked with 

simple dots and the Yemenites rely on these to guide them in pause and 

melody when reciting the text. 

One Yemenite synagogue in which the Kabbalat Shabbat service is 
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particularly interesting is the Shalom Shebezi synagogue in the neighborhood 

of Nahlaot, in Jerusalem. It is the home of the Yemenite Kabbalists 

in the city. Their custom is to dress completely in white and wear 
A 

a tall it for Kabbalat Shabbat, the service beginning the Sabbath. In 

no other community do the men wear prayer shawls at night except on 

the eve . of Yorn Kippur. I arrived a few moments before the service 

began, The first people there began to chant the Song. The volume 

rose as more people joined the congregation. By the time they had 

finishecif', the Song of Songs, mdst of the congregation had arrived and 

they were ready to begin the service proper. In general, in Yemenite 

synagogues, the chanting of the Song is not lead by any specific member, 

but the congregation itself chants as a group. The leader takes his 

place before the congregation only after the chanting of the Song. 

The Sabbath version of the Song of Songs is sung every Friday 

night; I heard that version often. However, the other melody, the chant 

for Passover is sung only once a year. Though similar to 'the Sabbath 

melody, the one for Passover is more elaborate, each word being 

sung more distinctly. And the book itself is read together with its 

Aramaic translation, which, in turn, is chanted to a different tune. 

[tape #4]. Because it was essential that I hear the Song of Songs on 

Passover, I asked many Yemenites exactly when during the holiday it 

would be read. Usually Yemenites read the book before the afternoon 

ser\tj·ce on the intermediate Sabbath of Passover. But that particular 

year there was no intermediate Sabbath, the holiday beginning on that 

day of the week, and there was a certain amount of disagreement as 

to when the reading would take place. So I sought the opinions of other 

Yemenite acquaintances. 
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I had other Yemenite friends besides B racha. A close friend from 

the States, Baruch,, was marrying into a traditional Yemenite family. 

Baruch was an Ashkenazi Jew born on Long Island, but he was so 

Yemenized and was such an accomplished Yemenite dancer, that he 

was invited to join the famous Yemenite Dance troupe, lmbal. Knowing 

that I wanted to hear the Passover version of the Song of Songs, Baruch 

invited me and my wife to his in-laws' Seder. The ljadad family 

was from Sharab, Yemen. Ever since they had arrived from Yemen in 

1950, they lived in Ein Karem in Jerusalem. When we arrived at their 

two room stone house, the whole family was busy preparing for the 

Seder. Some fortY friends and relatives were expected for Passover: 

The family had slaughtered a calf the day before. Pots were piled on 

each burner of the small stove in towers three to four tiers high. Huge 

bowls of fruit and cookies were on the kitchen table. Immediately upon 

our arrival, before we were even introduced to the family, Mrs. ':ladad 

sat us in the kitchen and fed us rice, potatoes, and some suspicious 

internal portion of the pascal calf, and told us to make ourselves at home. 

The older members of the l:fadad family had never been greatly 

influenced by Israeli culture. The patriach, Mori l:ladad, was in his 

mid-to-late seventies; he wore a kaftan and had a full white beard and 

long pe,ot. He spent most of his time in the synagogue around the corner, 

where he was considered the Rabbi. (Mori - from the Hebrew 11'1' to 

teach- is the Yemenite term for Rabbi). Though the Yemenite community 

in Ein Karem is small, in good Jewish tradition there are two competing 

Yemenite synagogues a block apart from each other. The first is 

wealthier. The second, our hosts' synagogue ,is older and smaller. 
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When Mori 1-;ladad was not in the synagogue, he spent hours puttering 

around the house, napping, and studying. He looked annoyed most of 

the time, and spoke with such a thick Yemenite accent that it was very 

difficult to understand what he said. That did not matter. since he 

seldom spoke, especially to me. He would sit in the corner of the common 

·room and smoke gat, a mildly euphoric herb, from a huge nar9hileh 

or water pipe. He seemed self-conscious about smoking the ~ in front 

of strangers, since it is considered a very 11old world" custom. One of 

his sons came back from Tel Aviv with a bagful of the herb, gave it 

to his father and said, 11 Now he won't care if the world topples over; 

he'll be happy. 11 There is actually a poem in the Diwan - the collection 

of Yemenite hymns, songs and poetry sung at home on Sabbaths, holidays 

and family celebrations - that portrays coffee and ~ arguing with one 

. another. Each in turn sings it own praises, claiming to bring more 

9 pleasure to man. 

I was anxious to know at what time of the day the Song and the 

targum would be chanted. had only one chance to hear it all year 

long and I did not. want to miss it. Though I asked several times, Mori 

Hadad was not interested in giving me a precise answer. He would only 

say 11 during Pesah. 11 When I tried to ask some older uncles about the 

Song of Songs, they teased me and called me a 11 romantic. 11 Finally, 

Mori Hadad said that they would be reading the Song that night after . . 
10 the Seder or the next afternoon in the synagogue. 

In the late afternoon guests began to arrive for the Seder and the 

Hadads set up long benches and tables in the common room. Before 

sunset, I went with the men to the small synagogue to daven Kabbalat 

Shabbat. Right away I lost heart: After chanting two chapters of the 
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·'Sabbath melody to the Song of Songs, the congregation broke into an 

argument over whether to finish the text or skip to the end. One man 

said it was wrong to rush. He wished that they had started the service 

earlier and had been able to sing the whole book with real feeling. 

.. But since they had started late 1 it was wrong to rush through the book. 

His opinion prevailed and everyone skipped to the last chapter. 

When we returned from synagogue, the tables were set for the 

Seder. Several large trays piled with lettuce, parsley and horseradish 

'nearly covered the table. Mori l:lada:l brought out a huge jug of extremely 

potent homemade wine that in the course of the evening was to undo many 

present at the Seder. Yemenites begin their Seders by acting out several 

vignettes dramatizing the exodus from Egypt. Our friend 1 Baruch, was 

about to marry into the family and as the new bridegroom was given the 

honor of acting the first story. He took the afikomen, broke it into 
A 

pieces and tied the pieces into a corner of his tallit. He then threw 

the bundle over his shoulder like a pack, picked up a large walking stick 

·and headed out the door 
2 

as if setting out on a long journey. All the 

company called out· after him. "Where are you going ? 11 He answered 

"To, Jerusalem! 11 T,hey asked him "Where are you coming from ?
11 

He 

answered 11 From Egypt! 11 Then they all tried to persuade him to stay 

with them and celebrate the Passover, after which they would all go to 

Jerusalem together. He sat down and then a young boy dressed in a 

turban and kaftan, to represent Elisha the Prophet, left the room. 

He knocked on the door with his staff, inviting the people to come to 

Jerusalem and celebrate the Passover. 

With these two vignettes we began the Seder. It was quite long 

and was led by Mori l:'adad and his brothers. For the most part, the 

83 

';I ,1 'l.1'' ;,. 
·I.·· I 

I " 

'i' 1 l·j :; 
1 '1 . 

' 'I '. 
·.::1, 

:i:lt. 
' :o,'.: I 

,'•II 

!. II, 

, ~ i ' I 



Seder followed the Hagaclah I knew,. but it struck me as foreign, being 

11 chanted in a special Yemenite melody. Since it was Shabbat, I could not 

record the Seder .• but some songs especially interested me. During 

Dayenu,. [tape #5], all the guests took hold of the large, heavy Seder 

plates, and on singing the word 11 Dayenu 11
, lifted the plates high into 

the air. Some of the more enthusiastic participants lifted the entire 

table. By the time we began the meal, we had drunk several glasses of 

Mon l:'adad's homemade wine and everyone was in some stage of inebriation. 

Though the wine was putting me to sleep, it seemed to affect Mori ':ladad 

and his brothers by making them argumentative. We ate riqi, potatoes, 

matzah, chicken and various parts of the slaughtered calf, all with 

generous servings of bilbe. There was also Yemenite haroset, made of 

dates, wine and hot spices ground to the consistency of rick, dark clay. 

After dinner we continued the Seder. We had almost reached 

Bir,ka! haMazon, the Grace after Meals when one of the uncles pointed 

out we had forgotten to eat the afikomen and insisted that we start all 

over again. After a tremendous argument, in which it seemed that 

Mori ':'adad's very .authority was at stake, we began again and repecited 

the entire second part of the Seder. I have since learned that the 

natives of Sharab are known for their tempers and matters of hala~_ah are 

sometimes determined among them by fistfighL 
12 

When the Seder was finished, my wife and I were surprised to learn 

that we would spend the night in a double bed. With forty people in 

the apartment, we had planned to sleep on the floor or on couches 

and were thrilled at the prospect of having a bed to ourselves. But we 

did not have the room to ourselves. Eight . other people slept in the 

same smal I room with us. 
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In the morning Mori J:ladad came to wake me at 5: 30 since the Yemenites 

begin their prayers early. Most of the Sabbath was spent in the 

synagogue. I was anxious to hear the chant of the Song of Songs 

in the afternoon. But the afternoon came and went, and the congregation 

did not read ll'he Song. When I called this to Mori f:ladad's attention 

he said, "Well, sometimes the Song of Songs is read in the synagogue 

and sometimes not.. It can also be read at home on Sabbath afternoon. 

When we returned to the f:ladad's home, I waited for the family to sing 

the Song while we sat in the common room drinking spiced coffee. 

I waited in vain. After havdalah, as we said good-bye and left 

the f:ladad household, I was convinced that I had missed the opportunity 

to hear the Passover chant of the Song of Songs that year. 

·But later that week I was in luck. The Zadok family, whose Yoledet 

party I had attended, assured me that the Song was to be chanted at 

their synagogue on Friday before the afternoon service. Rav Yosef 

Zadok promised me a good performance at their synagogue since the 

congregation contained many rabbis and learned men. 

When I arrived at the synagogue several men were studying the Midrashic 

interpretation of the weekly Torah portion. Havrat lAbim was 

a grand synagogue in comparison with the J:ladad family's modest place 

of worship. Young men and boys began to fill the long, low benches in 

the synagogue before the reading of the Song. The Yemenites have 

a special way of reading the book with its Aramaic translation. One 

member of the congregation began by chanting the first verse of the 

Song in Hebrew. The entire congregation then repeated the verse. 

The same reader then continued to chant the Aramaic !_argum of that 
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verse, using a different tune; the Targum was not repeated. The 

person next to the first reader then continued with verse two of the 

Song and so on around the room so that all males present (excluding 

myself) took turns leading the congregation. Fathers encouraged their 

young sons to read and show off their competence. was impressed 

·by the high level of learning in the congregation. Some people stumbled 

a bit while pronouncing the Aramaic but were quickly corrected by 

the Mori in the corner. Though the basic tune of the Hebrew text seemed 

the same for every verse, tl"ere were stylistic differences among the 

· congregants; those with good voices tended to embellish the melody. 

It took about two hours to sing the Song of Songs and its Targum in 

this way. 

A problem of ethnic re·seairch in Israel is the degree to which immigrants 

have been influenced by Israeli culture. Some research and recording 

was done among the Yemenites when they were living in the Hashed camp 

13 outside of Aden waiting to leave for Israel. However, much of their 

folklore, especially their dance and music, was not fully recorded at 

that time. Now it is difficult to find communities where the traditions 

are uninfluenced by the dominant Israeli culture. Some of the best places 

to collect data are the Yemenite moshavim or collectives. Often the 

entire Jewish population of Yemenite villages remained together settling 

in moshavim as a group. In this way their customs, music, and 

language have remained more purely Yemenite than the customs, music 

and language of Yemenites who settled in larger cities. 

My friend, Baruch, had been a social worker and community organizer 
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for several Yemenite moshavim in the Jerusalem corridor--the area between 

Tel Aviv and Jerusalem. I accompanied him to Purim services at Moshav 

BakoCa, a moshav settled by Jews from the Sharab district of Yemen. It 

is possible in Israel, if your liver can take the abuse, to celebrate 

Purim twice. Jerusalem, being an ancient walled city like Shushan, 

observes Shushan Purim on the fifteenth of Adar. Outside of Jerusalem, 

Purim is celebrated on the fourteenth of Adar. In order to take full 

advantage of this opportunity for a double celebration , we headed 

for Moshav BakoCa on the fourteenth. We drove through the Jerusalem 

hills at sunset, hurrying to reach the moshav before the reading of the 

Megillah. The moshav, though built more than twenty years ago, still 

looked under con st ruction. Small stucco houses lined the main gravel 

road. A small crowd was already gathering at the synagogue when we 

arrived. Old menwere talking and joking in Yemenite Arabic and children 

in costumes chased each other around the synagogue. Cowboy hats, 

six-shooters and double holsters seemed to be" the ·most popular costume that 

year. After about twenty men had arrived and the group had determined 

who would lead evening services, they began praying. The Book of Esther 

was read from a large, old_, yellowed scroll. The reader stood at the 

reader's stand in the center of the small synagogue and chanted the 

Megillah to the traditional Yemenite tune. He read quickly but distinctly, 

as most of the members followed along in their own hand written scrolls 

brought with them from Yemen. The reader sang the five "redemption" 

verses of the Book of Esther (2:5, 7:10, 8:15, 16, 9:3) to a special tune .. 

[tape #6]. These verses were first sung by the reader and then repeated 

in the congregation. 
14 

The children waited for the name of Haman to 

be read, at which point they would pound furiously on the desks and 
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benches of the synagogue. Very few children used groggers, our 

traditional noisemakers~ but shot off cap pistols instead and the smell 

of burning gunpowder filled the synagogue. Though the atmosphere 

was raucous it did not seem especially joyous or festive. No one was 

drinking liquor and there were not even that many people present at 

the synagogue. learned later that there are two synagogues on the 
/\ 

moshav. The one we attended was especially reserved for the Kohanim, or 

priestly class. I was told that it was not uncommon in Yemenite 

communities for one synagogue to be designated expressly for the 
/\ 

Kohanim. 

After the service was over Baruch and I were invited to visit several 

different families in their homes. It was impossible to leave each home 

without drinking mint tea or coffee; when we said good night we literally 

had our pockets stuffed full of fruit. The family in the first house 

we visited was very traditional. The women wore colorful head scarves, 

typical of women from rural Yemen, and embroidered trousers under 

their dresses, Since Yemenite men wear kaftans and the women trousers~ 

it is an insult to say that a man wears the pants in the family; the 

Yemenites understand that expression to mean the man is effeminate. 15 

The old grandfather of this particular family started to tell me stories 

and jokes in Hebrew, and then suddenly switched to Yemenite Arabic. 

I listened attentively hoping he would switch back to Hebrew, all the 

while trying my best to anticipate his punchlines and laugh in the correct 

places. In fact, Yemenite Arabic was spoken more freely in their home 

than Hebrew. I thought I had located a place where traditions and 

music were being preserved and were as pure as, possible. But then 

noticed the children watching television in the corner of the living room. 
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The 11 show 11 was the reading of the Megillah, televised live from a large 

Yeshiva in Jerusalem, and when the reader sang a fancy or complicated 

accent the Yemenite children laughed and mimiced the Ashkena llic melody, 

repeating it quite faithfully. The whole family listened and laughed. 

No ethnic group in Israel is free of outside influence. Through 

television and radio the dominant culture enters every home. In 

Israel, even religious and ritual occasions are subject to broadcast. 

Riding back to Jerusalem, I realized that even though it may be possible 

to say that Israeli-born Yemenites have a strong traditional orientation, 

there will be no such thing as a pure Yemenite tradition among them. 

It was through the poet Bracha Seri that I met her cousin, Bracha 

Levi. Bracha Levi had been the room arranger for the Yoledet party 

at the Zadoks~ home in Jerusalem. She was a warm, intelligent woman 

in her late forties, who lived with her family in Ramat Gan, where she 

directed a community center in a Yemenite neighborhood. She was a 

fine traditional musician, but her husband discouraged her from performing 

in public. B:irncha's~. husband had been a stone mason in Yemen and 

was involved in the. construction business in Israel. He built their 

spacious stone house, which I soon had the good fortune to visit, 

with his own hands. Since Bracha knew I was interested in Yemenite 

music, she invited me to Ramat Gan to record her and a partner singing 

Yemenite womens' songs. I happily accepted her invitation and travelled 

one evening to her home, expecting a quiet time recording two women. 

I arrived a bit late and was ushered into the family room where I was 

greeted by a room packed full of Yemenites. Two long tables were set, 

one crowded with women and one with men. The group was singing, 

drinking and laughing. They all became quiet and smiled at me when 
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walked in a bit dumbfounded, carrying my tape recorder and microphones. 

Bracha laughed and explained that it was so much easier to sing when 

there was a party 1 so she had decided to make a Yiemenit:e Seudah, a 

feast, for al I their friends. She said they welcomed an excuse to 

come togehter to sing the traditional music and enjoy themselves. 

There were about thirty people present 1 most in their forties and 

fifties. Obviously Yemenite 1 many nevertheless had the look and 

style of successful Israelis. 

I arrived at the same time that food was being served. B racha 

sat· me down to eat before the music began. This food was fancier 

.than the food at the Hadad's seder. It was also delicious, but I soon 
' . 

learned that only the adventurous or highly curious should ask exactly 

what they are eating. I was busily involved with some spiced, grilled 

meat which was told was sod earah . It took a moment for me to 

translate. never realized cow udder could be so tasty. This Seudah 

w'as- ,on .a:, weekday night and not really meant to celebrate any special 

occasion. So the music that evening had no traditional context. 

Yemenite music der.ives from the occasions of the religious or general 

I ife cycle 1 such as Shabbat, holidays or weddings. This group was most 

like a Yemenite cultural club; they would meet in different friends' homes 

to sing and eat, trade songs and socialize. They knew their traditions 

were in jeopardy and wanted to preserve them as best as they could. 

As a researcher from the United S1lates, I was warmly welcomed. People 

were eager to explain their music and customs. After I finished recording 

they wanted to listen to the final tape, and requested a copy of it. 

My recording equipment always got attention. The men would inquire 

about the brand, and always asked how much the machine had cost in 
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the United States and how much it sold for in Israel. After dinner the 

group said the Grace after Meals [tape #t~] and then began to sing. 
' 

The men and women took turns, each group singing its own special 

songs. The women sang mostly ballads and love songs in Yemenite 

Arabic. [tape #8]. The men sang songs from the Diwan. [tape #9]. 

Som.eone played a drum as they sang and someone else snapped his 

fingers against a large tin oil can which he held on his shoulders. 

A woman accompanied her group by beating a large brass tray. In 

Yemen, Jewish song was unaccompanied, since the Moslem rulers forbade 

the Jews to play any type of instrument. So the Jews would sometimes 

use ,a drum or metal tray to beat the rhythm, knowing that even this 

was cause for punishment. 

I was interested in Yemenite melodies or songs to the text of 

the Song of Songs, and asked if anyone knew any Yemenite melodies 

like 11 )Ani l:lava?elet ha Saron. 11 One man in his early forties said 

yes, he knew several songs from the Song of Songs. He sang some 

spirited, rhythmic songs that sounded traditionally Yemenite to me 

[tape #IO], I later learned that these songs were not traditional at all. 

They were actually popularized Yemenite songs, or songs written in 

a Yemenite style. Some of these 11 new 11 Yemenite songs even imitated 

the vocabulary and style of the famous seventeenth century Yemenite 

·poet, Shalom Shabezi., in order to sound more authentic. They were 

played on Israeli radio and released on record; many Yemenites would 

learn them and then introduce them into a ,traditional context by 

· singing them at a wedding or on Shabbat. It was very difficult to 

distinguish these 11 untraditional 11 songs when they were sung by a 
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Yemenite with proper pronounciation, rhythm and vocal style. One must 

know both traditional and popular music to judge the authenticity of 

a particular song. Many songs which we in America call Yemenite, the 

Yemenites say are not theirs at all. In some cases, parts of a Yemenite 

melody are modified, and new words are written to the tune. The well 

kn.own "Yemenite" version of ·~r Yigra) 11 [tape #II] is a good 

example of popular music absorbed as tradition. Older Yemenites told 

me' this song was not a Yemenite song at all. Yet in Ros hafayin 

I asked Yemenite high school students to sing some Yemenite songs for 

me, they enthusiastically sang 11 Deror Yiqra> 11 In any case, to 

represent 11 Deror Yiqra> 11 as a Yemenite Sabbath song is incorrect, since 

on Shabl:at the Yemenites sing songs for the occasion from the Diwan: 

They do not sing the same Zemirot that the Ashkenazim and Sephardim 

sing. However, printed Sephardic prayerbooks were introduced into 

Yemen in the eighteen century and certain Yemenite communities were 

influenced by the liturgy. I found a Yemenite Synagogue in the Katamon 

nei'ghborhood of Jerusalem where they sang L e!sah Dodi. [Tape #12]. 

The Yemenites .themselves recognize four categories of traditional 

music; music for public readings of the Bible, music for prayers, 

16 men's songs and women's songs. The first two classes are exclusively 

the men's domain and include music smg only in the context of the 

synagogue. The third class, men's songs, are sung on _?.!:!Clbb~t, at 

weddings and at other socio-religious celebrations. The poetic texts 

were written by many Yemenite poets, mostly by Shalom Shabezi. They 

are in Hebrew, Aramaic and Arabic and are collected in a book called 

the Diwan. The men often dance as they sing. 17 Women's songs are 
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sung at weddings and at other gatherings celebrating the life cycle. 

These songs are in Yemenite Arabic and are not sung to set texts; 

they may also be accompanied by dancing. There are, in addition, 

women's work songs that are sung, for example, while one is 

grinding wheat or making bilbe. 

I did a great deal of recording at this seudah and received an 

invitation to return to Ramat Gan in two weeks, when there would be a 

wedding in their community. 

When people speak of the pageantry of a Yemenite wedding they 

are in most cases speaking of the Henna ceremony, 18 which takes place 

the day before the wedding. The ceremony is named after the henna 
" 

plant which produces a reddish brown dye that the bride uses to color 

parts of her body before the marriage ceremony. In Israel today, most 

brides dye only their palms, but in Yemen it was common for a bride 

to dye her palms, hands, arms, feet and even her hair reddish brown! 

This is the custom of not only the Yemenite:$ but also of many Middle 

Eastern and Sephardic communities, I ike the Moroccans and Iraqis. 

asked many wom~n the reason for dyeing their bodies with henna and 

received almost as many different answers as women I asked. Some 

said it was to keep away the demons. Otherssaid that in Yemen the 

color was considered very beautiful. One woman explained that in the 

hot desert climate of Yemen the red dye offered protection against the sun! 

A special song is sung as the henna is prepared. The herb is 

mixed with earth and kneaded until it is smooth. Needless to say, 

the woman preparing the henna mixture (in this household, the bride's 

mother) stains her own hands a deep reddish brown in the process. Before 

the ceremony, I was invited to B racha Levi 1s house and especially asked 
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to bring my tape recorder to record the two women who would be singing 

for the Henna. 

They were both in their eighties,. and Bracha wanted to make sure 

that their authentic henna songs were recorded. [tape #13]. Since it 

wa·s the first time either of these two women had been recorded, they 

knew little about recording technique and cared even less. As they 

began to sing, I set up the microphone and adjusted the recording Ievel 1• 

One woman then quickly picked up her brass tray and clanged it so 

hard she almost blew out the microphone. This, of course, was my 

problem, not hers, since she probably thought it strange to be singing 

henna songs before the ceremony in the first place. Before the Henna 

began, later that evening, the Malbisah was arranging the garments 

and jewelry of the bride and bridegroom in a room at the bride's parents' 

house. Though only close friends and relatives were with them, I had 

s'pecial privileges as the researcher from the United States. I ·was led 

to the room to wish them mazal tov, and watch as the Malbisah made the 

final adjustments of their ornate garments. The bride was completely 

dressed in Yemenite robes, jewelry and hood. Carnations and sprigs 

of flowering henna were pinned around her hood, framing her face. 

The fact that men were allowed in this room at all, and that the bridegroom 

was with the bride at this point in the ceremony, indicated that this 

was a less traditional family. Later in the Henna, some men and women 

danced together; traditionally, men and women never dance together. 

At the appropriate time, an entourage of women came to escort the 

bride to the party hall. They were singing, wailing, and dancing; 

one was playing a drum. [tape #14]. On their heads they balanced large 
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ornamental baskets in which were arranged lit candles, eggs and sprigs 

of ~lowering henna. The bowl of mixed earth and henna was also carried 

in one of these baskets. The bridegroom walked behind the musical 

procession with some male friends and relatives. was told that in Yemen 

the bridegroom would also have been escorted from his house to the 

ceremony. All the while, the women danced with the flaming henna 

baskets. When I asked a'bout the significance of the eggs in the basket.s, 

one 'woman said they were a symbol of fertility, and another said they 
_;;•, 

stood for wholeness and completeness in the couple's lives. At another 

Henna I attended, one old woman snatched one of the eggs from a basket 

and dashed it on the ground in front of the bride. When I asked the 

reason I was told, 1150 they'll have many children. 11 

The bride was escorted into the large hall of the local community 

center. The hall had been decorated, and long tablas and chairs were 

set up around the sides. The tables were set with bowls of seeds, nuts, 

dates and figs as well as bottles of 'Wine and brandy. The groom took 

his place at the head table which was set on risers, elevating it higher 

than the rest of the tables. The bride sat next to him. They remained 

seated this way and hardly moved at all during most of the ceremony. 

They ap,p.earetl very regal, so richly ornamented and sitting on their 

19 thrones. The two old women then began by singing the Henna songs 

we had recorded earlier that evening. They sang for about half an 

hour. while the guests listened, ate and talked. When they finished, 

the Henna ceremony itself began. Guests approached the couple and 

scooped up a small bit of the henna mixture. The guests then rubbed 

it ihto the palms of the bride and groom, while wishing them mazal tov. 
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Many people then rubbed a bit of the henna on their own palms for good 

lutk. This was followed by more music 1 singing and dancing, During 
,-

the whole evening, the bride and groom sat motionless on their throne-like 

chairs. It was only at the end of the evening that they got up and 

danced for a short while. The henna mixture must be left on for several 

hours if it is to dye one's skin for a long period of time. However, even 

rubbing the couple's hands for luck is enough to color one's fingers 

a,r1d hands reddish brown. During the year, many people knew I was 

working with the Yemenite community because my hands were often stained 

red from henna. 

I did not attend the .coup.e's.. actual wedding the following day 1 but 

the wedding is of much less interest to the folklorist. In Israel today, 

the bride usually forsakes the traditional garments for a white wedding 

gown during the actual marriage ceremony. The marriage of Baruch to 

Dina f:ladad was a good example of a traditional Henna followed by a 

Western-influenced wedding. Though Dina and Baruch 's Henna was held 

at the f:ladad house in Ein Karim, the wedding itself took place in the 

social hall of a moshav outside Jerusalem. All the guests arrived at about 

eight o'clock and began to fill the hall while Israeli music played in the 

background. Though Dina wore a white wedding gown, she made a 

traditional Yemenite entrance. She was escorted into the room by women 

singing and wailing to a drum. Several women balanced baskets of lit 

candles on their heads and escorted her to the l:lupeah where Baruch 

was waiting. A Yemenite Rabbi performed the wedding under a marriage 

' ~ 

canopy fashioned from Baruch's tallit supported by palm branches . .._,_ 

The party following the ceremony alternated Yemenite and Israeli custom. 

For a while they played Israeli records and all the younger people did 
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Israeli dances. Then the older Yemenites would all start singing and 

playing drums and large tin cans. Baruch and Dina, who were both 

members of a Yemenite dance company, performed a dance together as 

the rest of the guests watched. Several old Yemenite women sitting 

next to me kept pointing to Baruch and saying, 11 He dances more like 

a Yemenite than a Yemenite! 11 More Yemenite music followed as a favorite 

uncle pl;a.yed a large potato chip can and sang the poems of Shalom 

Shabezi into the microphone. During his performance, many old Yemenite 
,,..., 

men danced with each other. They darted and turned and drew pictures 

in the air with their hands. The microphone was then passed around 

as several of the couple's friends performed songs for the wedding party. 

An Ashkenazic woman who was a friend of Baruch's sang a Yemenite 

song to the delight of Dina's family. Not to be outdone, one of Dina's 

uncles took the microphone and sang a song in Yiddish for Baruch's 

family. The uncle sang and imitated a thick Yiddish accent. He made 

the old Yemenite women sitting next to me laugh; so hard they almost 

fell off their chairs. Dina's father, Mori ~adad, was' one person at the 

wedding who seem~d untouched by all this cross-cultural exchange. He 

did not seem happy about his daughter's 11 inter-marriage" to a non-Yemenite. 

I to.o had mixed feelings. Though I was very happy for Baruch and 

Dina, I was sorry that the price Jews were bound to pay for the 

ingathering of the exiles was the dilution of many unique and diverse 

Jewish cul tu res. 

Rav Yosef Kafil:l is generally acknowledged the chief rabbi of the 

Yemenite community in Israel. He was born in Sanaa, the capital of 

Yemen and trained as a silversmith in his youth. I heard Yemenites 

in all parts of Israel speak of him in a tone of reverence. He was often 
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cited as an authority by scholars writing in Yemenite studies. It 

was not unusual to find a footnote stating, 11 I received this information 

from Rav Kafi~. 11 He has written more than fifteen books and articles 

about Yemenite culture, among them the volume dealing with Yemenite 

customs and traditions, HalikQt Teman and the one article written 

by· a Yemenite about Yemenite cantillation. 20 His wife was known for 

her work in charity, and people from all over Jerusalem would bring 

olr,J clothes to their household to be distributed among the poor. 

There were many questions I wanted to ask Rav Kafi~, and although 

he was known to be approachable, I was not sure of the best way to 

approach him. 

One evening I attended a Yemenite testimonial concert and program 

in Hetml Shlomo, given in honor of a prominent Yemenite who was an 

active leader in municipal government. Rav Kafil:1 was present to give 

a short speech and benediction at the occasion. Before the program, 

was buying coffee in the snack bar and asked the people next to me 

if Rav Kafll) had arrived yet. They answered "Yes" and pointed 

di_rectly behind me to a table where a man sat alone, bent over a book 

studying, undisturbed and unaffected by all the tumult in the hall. 

He wore a black suit and broad-brimmed black hat and looked more 

European than I had imagined him. He was short and broad and looked 

both 'distinguished and approachable at the same time. I introduced 

myself to him and briefly explained the problem of the Yemenite manuscript 

on which I was working. He smiled and said he would meet with me 

and gave me his address and phone number. He suggested that I call 

him and fix a meeting. I made an appointment to see him one afternoon. 

98 

, 11 



the following week. 

Rav Kafih lived in a modest two~story house in Jerusalem. His 

combined office and study was a small room on the house's lower level. 

When I entered, he was studying behind a large desk that filled the 

greater part of the room. The walls were lined with books from floor 

to ceiling. I explained the work I was doing and the problem of the 

unusual accentuation in manuscript W. 6. I first asked him to help me 

identify and.I if possible.I locate the town named in the colophon as 

the place of the manuscript's composition. He read the colophon and 

identified "1"1M?K nn?J as the place Many place,. 

names in Yemen begin with 7K , the Arabic definite article JI . 

Rav Kafil) said that the name sounded familiar to him, and although he 

thought it was in the area of Sanaa, he could not be positive. During 

the year I asked many other Yemenites if they knew of the town 91n?l'\. 

Though several said they had heard the name.1 they were not able to 

specify its location or identify any Yemenites in Israel from that place. 

bhecked every map of Yemen available and still could not find 9in?~ 
21 

spoke with Dr. Aviva Klein, a Yemenite who was directing a Hebrew 

University Folklore Department project constructing a scientific map 

of Yemen. She was kind enough to go through all her notes and 

records, but found no reference to 91n?~. From this information.I 

I think it is safe to assume that the town - if it still exists - is very small 

and relatively isolated. It would be interesting to pinpoint where the 

manuscript was written.I since traditions of cantillation vary from place 

to place in Yemen. 

When Rav Kafitt looked at the date on the colophon page, he was 

quick to tell me that the manuscript had little scholarly value because 
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of its lateness, being less than one hundred years old. He pulled down 

several manuscripts from his library dating from the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, and said that these were valuable because of 

their age. When I asked his opinion of the odd accentuation of manuscript 

W. 6., he offered a simple answer, 11 The scribe probably did not know 

[the correct accentuation]." I asked Rav Kafit;i several other questions 

about the oral tradition of the Song, since the few articles on Yemenite 

accentuation deal only with the system for chanting the Torah, and not 

the F?rophets or the Writings. He was very helpful. I also asked him 

to recommend a trustworthy informant from whom I could record the 

chanting of the Song of Songs. He suggested Rav Yosef Zadok, a 

learned Rabbi who had lived in Yemen for more than fifty years before 

coming to Israel. It so happened that Rav Zadok was the patriarbh of 

the same Zadok family on Rel)oQ. ~afanyah where I had attended the 

Yoledet party, and received my first introduction to the Yemenite community. 

Rav Kafit;i said that when he saw Rav Zadok in synagogue, he would inquire 

if he were willing to let me record him. Introductions are handled very 

traditiorally in the. Yemenite community. One does not just call 

up on11the telephone and say, "Hello, I'm doing research, could we 

get together?" Rav Kafi~ had to arrange my introduction to Rav Zadok. 

I was told it was considered bad form to make initial contact on the 

telephone. 

After several weeks I checked back with Rav Kafil). Rav Zadok. had 

agreed to meet with me, and I should contact him. I went to his house 

and was greeted by his daughter. She knew nothing of Rav Kafi~'s 

introduction and seemed wary of strangers coming to bother her father. 
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I explained that not only had Rav Kafi~ sent me, but it so happened I 

wa~ a friend of Bracha Levi and B racha Seri and had been to this very 

house several months ago for their Yoledet party. By 'this time Rav 

Zadok 's daughter warmed up to me and asked me - as long as I had 

been a guest at the Yoledet party - if I would like to see the baby? 

I was escorted into one of the rooms and met both the baby and his 

mother, the Yoledet. This time the Yol~det looked very modern and 

lsra,eli. She was a dark, pretty woman in her mid-twenties who was 

studying economics at the university. I explained to them the nature 

of my research and emphasized the importance of recording and 

preserving the authentic Yemenite musical traditions. At this point 

Rav Zadok's daughter seemed much more receptive to my research, 

but said that Rav Zadok slept this time in the afternoon, and I showld 

return some day in the morning if I wished to talk to him. 

I returned several days later, and wanting to avoid all intermediaries, 

went directly to Rav Zadok's apartment. I climbed the stone stairs to 

the second story of the house, hoping that this.: time I was · 

neither too late nor too early. The Rabbi's wife answered the door and 

told me that Rav Zadok was studying but she would check to see if he 

would see me. He agreed and she escorted me into his study. knew 

that Ha Rav Yosef Zadok was the patriarch of the family and that he had 

I ived in Yemen for fifty of his eighty years, but I was unprepared for 

what I saw when I stood before him. The rabbi sat barefoot and 

cross-legged on a bench covered with an oriental rug. He wore a 

silver-gray kaftan and his white beard and Ee)ot curled onto his chest. 

He looked like the pictures I had seen of the Yemenites when they first 
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arrived in Israel on Operation Margie Carpet in 1950. Rav Zadok 

stl]died Talmud every morning, 22 and he did not look up from the large 

volume by his side, Finally, he turned to me and asked, uwho are 

you?" I introduced myself .. explained that, as Rav Kafil:1 had (I hoped) 

mentioned, I wanted to record him singing the Song of Songs and several 

other melodies. He immediately pointed out that the National Library 

already had many Yemenite recordings, and asked why I did not simply 

I is ten to them . explained that the material I needed had not yet been 
.. ~ ... 

recorded, and that it would be a great service to preserve these tunes 

in the pure traditional style. He agreed to be recorded, but said he 

was very busy with his studying, and asked me to return the following 

Tuesday morning. As I was leaving, I realized that Tuesday was 

Yorn ha(prnaut.1 Israeli lndeperdence. Day. However, I reasoned that Rav 

Zadok had been in Israel many years" and if he wanted me to come on 

Independence Day, that's when I would come. 

I returned that time the following week with all my recording equipment. 

climbed the stairs to Rav Zadok's apartment only to find no one at 

home. I heard p~ople downstairs,, and when I knocked, found the whole 

family crowded around the television watching the Israel National 

Bible Contest. The table in front of them was set with food and brandy. 

They were like ardent fans watching a football game. When the moderator 

asked a question, everyone in the room would shout out an answer, and 

then they would argue among themselves as to who was right. They were 

cheering their favorite contestants, razzing the judges, and having a 

wonderful time. I walked into this scene, tape recorder and microphone 

in hand, wondering why in the world I did not double check when 

Rav Zadok had asked me to come on I ndependece Day. When Rav Zadok 
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saw me he laughed and motioned me to come sit next to him. He 

e><ipla ined that somehow he had forgotten about this "great and 

im.portant 11 holiday. However 1 as long as I was there, he suggested 

I relax and eat and drink something. A glass of brandy was th.rust 

into one of my hands and a bowl of meat stew with bilbe into the other, 

and I settled down to join the Yemenite cheering section for the 

Nationa I Bible Contest. Later that afternoon, Rav Zadok warmly 

wished me l)ag sameal;l, a happy holiday, since half a bottle of brandy 
7~ 

later we had become great friends. He told me to return late the following 

week an:dr ~he would record anything I wanted. The Zadoks sent me home 

with a package of food, probably pitying this poor earnest soul who 

wanders around with a tape recorder on Yorn ha(~maut when he should be 

having fun, 

When I returned that following Friday, Rav Zadok greeted me warmly. 

This time he was not seated in front of a Talmud, but at a table piled 

high with silver jewelry,.,,:.bracelets, beads, rings and necklaces. In Yemen 

he had been a silversmith and in Israel he still helped with the family 

business. He led me into his study where we recorded the material I 

wanted. Rav Zadok said that he used only one melody for the Song of 

Songs both for Kabbalat- Shabbat and Pesa!) [tape #IS], though, of 

course, on Pesao they read the Song with the Aramaic Targum. He not 

only recorded the Targum melody for the Song but also the tunes for Ruth 

[tape #16], anc! Kohelet, [tape #17], which he said are similar to the 

melody of the Song of Songs. I told him that I would make a copy of 

the tape for him to keep, and asked if there was anything else he 

especially wanted to record. He said yes, he very much wanted to record 

some of his favorite melodies to Psalms. [tape #18]. The Yemenites do not 
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follow the T iberian accentuation in reciting Psalms but have a number 

of 
1

special melodies they use instead. 23 He recorded these tunes on 

the same tape. I thanked Rav Zadok for his help and generosity, and 

since it was Friday afternoon, his wife sent me home with Yemenite 

l;tallot and a large jar of her special l;til~e. Yemenite l)allot are 

round and flat with the consistency of soft spongy pancakes. The 

IJilbe was reputed to be the best in town. 

':I". '"Success at last: I left the Zadoks' with the tape I needed~ and 

with dinner. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER V 

For a first hand account of Operation Magic Carpet see Shtomo 
Barer, The Magic Carpet (New York_, Harper and Brothers, 1952). 

quote the first stanza with my own translation: 

7 r.i" nr.> '7 
rlVJ1' lHClHI .,7 

i'IVJ1 ::i 
ilUJ~ 

nw.,ii::i niJin ?~ .nwp nii::iv 
~W'::l nl'Vr.> .,7 .,,~, 

.mu 

I am from Yemen 

I have an inherited burden 
Shame 
A woman 
Hard work. Don't ask much. 
Beware of the Evil Eye! 
Sha! 

3 Goitein publishes the text of such a woman's work song in English 
translation. See S. D. Goitein, From the Land of Sheba, Tales of 
the Jews of Yemen (New York, Schocken Books, 19t3), pp. 92-94. 

4 For a general discussion of the role of demons in Jewish folklore 
see Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic. and Sueerstition, A Study 
in Folk Religion (New York 1 Atneneum,, 1977), pp. 25-60. 

5 For information about this progressive movement see Y. Nini, 
"From Jostaph Halevy to the ) lgshim-Dardalim Dispute in 1914," in 
The Jews of Yemen, Studies and Research, eds. Yosef Tubi and 
Israel Yesha'yahu, (Jerusalem, Yad ltzhak Ben-Z.vi, 1975), pp. 95-113. 

6 The Yoledet, or 11one who has given birth, 11 observes special customs 
for the entire month after chidbirth. For a detailed description of 
the Hodes Yoledet, "month of the Yoledet 11 see Y. Kafil;l, 
Halikot · Teman (Jerusalem, Yad Ben-Zvi, 1961). pp. 178-182 (Hebrew). 

7 For pictures of this elaborate Yemenite ceremonial dress, see Alfred 
Rubens, A History of Jewish ·Costume (New York, Crown Publishers, 

. F9'73) , pp .. 56·,. 57. . . 

8 Aharon Dotan, 11Masorah, 11 Enc:xlopedic.t Judaica_, Vol. XVI 
(Jerusalem, 1972), p. 1438. 

9 ·.For one of the best known examples of "contest literature 11 in the 
Jewish tradition, see I Esdras 3:1-5:6; see David Weisberg in 
The Oxford Study Edition of the New. En9lish Bible (New York, 
Oxford University Press, 1973), pp. 22-26, for further comments on 
this parallel. 
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I 0 Rav Kafil;t relates that it is an optional custom to read the Song of 
Songs after the Seder is completed. Kafiry, HaHkot '-T~~' loc. cit. 1 

- (above, n. 6), p. 23. 

II Sam Eskin recorded a Yemenite Seder in Jerusalem in 1955. 
This recording was issued by Folkways Records 1 Album No. FW 8921 
with notes by Theodore Gaster. 

12 Devora and Menahem Hacohen, One People, the Stor:y: of the Eastern 
Jews1 translated by Israel I. Taslitt. (New York1 Funk and Wagnalls1 

. 1969) I P• 129, 

13 Barer1 The Magic Carpet, loc .. cit. 1 (above1 n. 1)1 pp. 211-215. 

14 This custom is described and the music notated ,by· .IJ ri ·sharvit:dn his 
article "Yemenite Jewish Music in Israel, 11 in The Jews of Yemen,. 
An Exhibition Organized bX the Maurice Spertus Museum of Judaica, 
edited by Grace Cohen Grossman, (Chicago,· Spertus College of 
Judaica Press,. 1976) 1 p. 10. 

15 Goitein1 From the Land of Sheba, loc. cit., (above1 n. 3), p. 26. 

16 Sharvit, "Yemenite Jewish Music, 11 "~_2_~_0f Yemen,. loc. cit.., 
(above,n. 14), pp. 9-12. 

17 For information on Yemenite dance, see Curit Kadman, "Yemenite Dance," 
in The Jews of Yemen, An Exhibition Or:gan~ed by the Maurice Spertus 
Museum of Judaica, edited by Grace Cohen Grossman 1 (Chicago, 
Spertus College of Judaica Press, 1976) 1 pp. 6-8. 

18 For a full discussion of the Yemenite wedding1 together with the texts 
of the songs sung at the celebration, see Kafil';l, Halikot . Teman, 
loc. cit., (above,n. 6), pp. 110-156. 

19 It is the custom in other Middle Eastern communities1 particularly 
•Syria, for the bride and groom to be treated like a king and queen. 
See J. G. Wetzstein1 "Sprachl iches aus den Zeltlagern der syrische 
Wuste1" Zeitschrift des Deutschen Morge11.lanclischen Gesellschaft 22 
Cl868L pp. 69-194. ---~ . 

20 Y. Kafil), "Punctuation1 Accentuation and Maso rah in Yemen," 
Sinai 29 (Aug.-Sept. 1951), pp. 261-266. (Hebrew). 

21 On his map of Yemen, Shelomo Morag shows a town l"I.?. 'M':iN riin in the 
southeast of Yemen that might possibly be the same town as ~1in?ti; 
[see map, Plate 11, p. 1 20] . 
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22 This,. in itself, showed that Rav Zadok was a very learned rabbi. 

23 

In Yemen., men concentrated their studies on the Bible, Mishna 
and Aggadot. The study of the Talmud was reserved for scholars. 
Goitein, From the Land of Sheba, loc. cit., (above, n. 3), p. 95. 

Y. Kafil;t, 11 The Accents of Job, Proverbs and Psalms in Yemenite 
Tradition, 11 Tarb. XXX, 4, (1962), pp. 371-376. (Hebrew). 

107 

' ' I, 

i 
I 



SELECTED·H,IBLIOGRAPHY 

BIBLICAL ACCENTUATION AND MASORAH 

Ben Asher, Aaron ben Moses. Sefer ~igduge _HaTe.amim, Edited and 
annotated by Aron Dotan. 3 vols. Jersulaem, Academy for the 
Hebrew Language, 1967. (Hebrew). 

Siblical Hebraica. Edited by Rud. 
Paul Kahle. Third edition. 
Bibelanstalt, 1937. 

Kittel, masoretic text edited by 
StuttgartJ Wurtembergische 

Breur, Mordechai. The Aleppo Codex and the Acc~tecl Text.of the 
Bible. Jerusalem, Mosad Ha Rav Kook,. 1976. 

Cohen, Miles B. The System of Accentuation of the He_'?!e~~ B ibte. 
Minneapolis, Milco. Press, 1969. , 

Derenbourg, M. Joseph. 11 Manuel du Lecteur d'un Auteur lnconnu, 11 

Journal Asiatique,. Oct., Nov._, Dec, 1870, 

Diez Macho, Alejandro. Manuscriptos hebreos }'.'. arameos de la Biblia, 
Contribuction al estudio de las di·versas tr-adicionescrel.Fex'.to"Ciel 
Antiguo Testamento.. Roma, I nstiturri Patrfsticum ALigUstiniari'l.1m_, 
1971. 

Dotan, Aharon. "Masorah. 11 Enoxclo:e.a~dia _Judaica, Vol, XVI., 
Jerusalem, 1972. 

Gins burg, Christian D. Introduction to the Massoretico-.Criti.cal Edi Non 
of the Hebrew Bible. Second edition. · New York: Ktav, 1966. 

Gordis, Robert. The Biblical Text in ,th~ -Making, A Study o,f _!~~
Kethib-Qere. Augmented edition with a Prolegomenon by Robert 
Gordis. 11 The Origin of the Masoretic Text in the Light of Rabbinic 
Literature and the Qumran Scrolls. 11 New York, Ktav, 1971. 

Jacob ben Chajim ibn Adonijah. Introduction to the Rabbinic Bible, 
and Levita, Elias. The MassoretFi Ha-Massoreth of El·ias Levifa. 
Translated and edited by Christian D. Ginsburg. Combined ed. 
New York, Ktav, 1968. 

Kafi':', Y. The Five Megilloth. Jerusalem, Private Printing, 1962. 

"Punctuation, Accentuation and Masorah in Yemen. 11 

Sinai 29 (Aug.-Sept. 1951): 261-66. (Hebrew). 

108 



SELECTED B IBLIOCRAPHY 

BIBLICAL ACCENTUATION AND MASORAH 

Kahle, Paul E. The Cairo Geniza. 2nd ed. Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 
1959. 

. Der masoretische text des Al ten Testaments Nach der 
---·Oberlieferung der babylonischen Juden. ·H#ildesfieim, Georg Olms, 

1966. . . 

Lehman, I. 0. "The Oldest Preserved Codex of the Babylonian 
Tradition. 11 Asian Studies· Research Institute .. Oriental Series, 
no. 3. Semi.....:Centennial Volume of Middle West s"ranch of F 

American Oriental Society .. n.p., 1969. 

Lipschutz, Lazar. 11 Kitab al-Khilaf, the Book of the l:1illufim 11 

(Textus IV). Introduction to Kitab al-Khilaf _with an English 
translation of Misael 's introductio1J. Jerusalem, 1964. 

Ldewinger, D., ed. MS Bl9a, Leningrad Public Library. Facsimile 
edition. Jerusalem, Mak6r, 1971. 

Moch, Stephen. "The Ben Aser and Ben Naftali Traditions as seen in 
H .U .C. MaR 958 and other Biblical Manuscripts." Rabbinic Thesis, 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, 1978. 

Morag, Shelomo. The Book 1 of Daniel, a Babylonian~Yemenite Manuscript. 
Jerusalem, Kirat-Sepher, 1973. · · 

___ , "Oral Tradition as a sourc~ of Lin9u!stic lnforfJ!ation_. 11 Reprint 
from Substance and Structure of Covera9e, pp. 127-146. 
Edited by J.an Puhvel. · Berkele'y and "Los Angeles .. University of 
California Press .. 1969. 

Ne'eman, J.L. Qera Beta'am, a Textbook for Readi-n9::._the. B.iblical Text 
To the Traditional Cantillation. 3 vofs:, Jerusalem, Israel 
Institute for Sacred Music, 1966, 

Orlinsky, Harry. "The Masoretic Text: A Critical Evaluation." 
Prolegomenon to: C. D. Ginsburg, Introduction to the Massoretico-
C ritical Edition of the Hebrew Bible. 2nd ed., New York, Ktav .. 1966. 

Ratzhabi, Yehuda. "Massoretic Variants to the Five Scrolls from a 
Babylonian-Yemenite MS • 11 (Textus V) Jerusalem, 1966. 

Reiner, Fred N. "Masoretes, Rabbis and Karaites: A comparison of 
Biblical interpretations. 11 Masoretic Studies I. The 1972-3 
proceedings of the International Organization for Masoretic Studies, 
Missoula, University of Montana Press, 1974. 

109 

. i ~ 
.i rl 

!; 
I I : : 

! i· ;1 

'i 

n 
I 
I 
I::' 

,,•I ii 

! . 



SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

BIBLICAL ACCENTUATION AND MASORAH 

Revell, E. J. Biblical Texts with Palestinian Pointing and Their Accents. 
Society of Biblical Literature Masoretic Studies, no. 4, edited 
by Harry M. Orlinsky. Missoula,. Montana. Scholars Press, 1977. 

11 The Oldest Accent List in the Diqduqe Hate<amim. 11 

(Textus VIII). Jerusalem, 1973. 

Silver, Eric A. "The Biblical Text in the Tradition of the Yemenite 
,:i Jews, 11 Rabbinic Thesis, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute 

of Religion, Cincinnati, 1974. 

Spector, J.ohanna. 11 A Comparative Study of Scriptural Cantillation and 
Accentuation (Pentateuch) . 11 Doctoral Thesis, Hebrew Union College
Jewish Institute of Religion, Cincinnati, 1950, 

Weisberg, David. "The Rare Accents of the Twenty-One Books, 11 

Jewish Quarterly Review LVl-LVI I. Philadelphia, 1966-1967. 

Wickes, William A. Two Treatises on the Accentuation of the Old Testament. 
Combined edition. Prolegomenon by Aron Dotan. New York, 
l<tav, 1970. 

Yeivin, Israel. The Aleppo Codex of the Bible, A Studx of Its 
Vocalization and Accentuation. Jerusalem, Hebrew University, 1968. 

11 0 
.JJ 

I 
.I 

I 
I I 

·I 
·!! 
·1 
I 



SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

YEMENITE TRADITIONS AND HISTORY 

Abir, Mordechai. ·111 International Commerce• and Yemen•s Jewry 15th 
to 19th centuries!1 Draft of paper for the International Conference 
on Jewish Communities in Muslim Lands. Jerusalem_, Ben-Zvi 
Institute, n. d. 

Barer, Shlomo. The Magic Careet. New York, Harper and Brothers 
Publishers, 1952. 

Ben-Zvi, ltzhak. 
A. Abhady. 

The Exiled and the Redeemed. Translated by Isaac 
Jerusalem_, Yad ltzhak Ben-Zvi Publications, 1976. 

Clubb_, John Bagot. The Great Arab Conquests. New Jersey, 
Prentice-Hall, 1963. 

Goitein, S. D. A Mediterranean Society, The Jewish Communities of the 
Arab World as Portrayed in the Documen'ts of the Cairo Geni za. -
3 vols. Berkeley, University of California Press, 1967-78. 

From the Land of Sheba_, Tales of the Jews of Yemen. Revised ed. 
--New York, Schocken Books, 1973. 

__ . ed. !ravels in Yemen, an account of Joseph Halevtis Journey 
to Najran in the Year 1870 written "in San •ani Arabic y his Guide 
Hayyim Habshush. Jerusalem, Hebrew University Press, 1941. 

11Yemenite Jewry and The Indian Trade. 11 In The Jews of Yemen, 
--Studies and Research, pp. 47-69. Edited by Yosef Tubi and 

Yisrael Yesha 1yahu. Jerusalem, Yad ltzhak Ben-Zvi, 1975. (Hebrew), 

Grossman, Grace Cohen, ed. The Jews of "'emen, An Exhibition Organized 
by Troe Maurice Seertus _Museum of )udaica. Chicago, Spertus 
College of Judaica Press_, 1976. 

Hacohen, Devora, and Hacohen1 , Menahem. One Peoele, The Story of 
the Eastern Jews. Translated by Israel I. Taslitt, New York, Funk 
and Wagnalls, 1969. 

:r 
i 

Hirschberg, H.S. 11 The Jewish Kingdom of l:limyar (Yemen)." In 
The Jews of Yemen, Studies and Research, pp. 19-27. Edited by 
Yosef Tubi and Yisrael Yesha 1yaftu. Jerusalem, Yad ltzhak Ben-Zvi, 

Ii 
11975( Heb'BN) :1. 1

1
1; 

1 

. l·ri.: 

Kafil~, Y. "The Ties of Yemenite Jewry with the Jewish Centres." 
In The Jews of Yemen, Studies and Research, pp. 29-46. Edited by 
Yosef Tubi and Yisrael Yesha 1yahu. Jerusalem_, Yad ltzhak Ben-.Zvi, 
1975. (Hebrew). 

111 

1.:1: 

I : 



SE LE CT ED B,I BL 1,0 G RAl?HY 

YEMENITE TRADITIONS AND H !STORY 

Lieberman, S. "Tradition Amongst Yemenite Jews." In The Jews of Yemen, 
'Studies and Research, pp. 349-355. Edited by Yosef Tubi and 
Yisrael Yesha'y'aihu Jerusalem,, Yad ltzhak Ben-Zvi, 1975. (Hebrew). 

Madmoni, Z. "Maimonides and the Prayer Rite of the Jews of Yemen. 11 

In The Jews of Yemen_, Studies and Research, pp. 373-394. 
Edited by Yosef Tubi and Yisrael Yesha•:yal:lu Jerusalem, Yad ltzhak 
Ben-Zvi, 1975. (Hebrew). 

Meulen_, D. van der. "The Jews in Arabia I ntacta." Free University 
Quarterly, Vol. VI. No. 2. (May 1959): 129-40. 

Montgomery, James A. Arabia and the Bible. Prolegomenon by Gus W. 
Van Beek, New York, Ktav, 1969. 

Morag, Shelomo. The Hebrew Language Tradition of the Yemenite Jews. 
Jerusalem, The Academy .of The Re6rew Language, 1963. (Hebrew). 

__ "The Language Trad it ions of the Yemenite Jewish Community. 11 

In The Jews of Yemen,. Studies and Research, pp. 357-366. 
Edited by Yosef Tubi and Yisrael Yesha'yahu. Jerusalem. Yad ltzhak 
Ben-Zvi, 1975. (Hebrew). 

Nini, Y. "From Joseph Halevy till the 'lqshim-Darda'im Dispute in 1914." 
In The Jews of Yemen,. Studies and Research, pp. 95-113. Edited 
by Yosef Tubi and Yisrael Vesna'yahu. Jerusalem, Yad ltzhak 
Ben-Zvi, 1975. (Hebrew). 

O'leary, De Lacy. Arabia Before Muhammad. London, Kegan Paul,. 
Trench, Trubner and Co., 1927; reprinted,, New York, AMS Press, 
1973. 

Tobi, Yosef, and Yesha'yahu, Yisrael.eds. The Jews of Yemen, Studies 
and Research. Jerusalem, Yad ltzhak Ben-Zvf, 1975. (Hebrew with 
English Summaries). 

Tol;:>i, Y. "Yemenite Poetry and its Relationship with Sefardi Poetry." 
In The Jews of Yemen, Studies and Research, pp. 303-332. Edited 
by Yosef Tubi and Yisrael Yesha'yahu. Jerusalem. Yad ltzhak 
Ben-Zvi, 1975. (Hebrew). 

Sharvit, Uri. "Yemenite Jewish Music in Israel." In The Jews of Yemen 
An Exhibition Organized by the Maurice Spertus Museum of Judaica, 
pp. 9-13. Edited by Grace Cohen Grossman. Chicago, Spertus College 
of Judaica Press, 1976. 

Tritton, A. S, The Caliphs and Their Non-Muslim Subjects, a Critical 
Study of the Covenant of 'Umar. London,· Frank Cass and Co., I 970. 

112 

' 

. I 
1. 

II 

i' 
,/ 
I 
I, 
!1 

II 
11 

I/ 

'i 

/I 
11 

!/ 
: i 

'il 
, I: 

ii 
,I 

ii 
II 



APPENDIX 

The Yemenites have their own names for the accents that often differ 

from the names assigned them in Western tradition. Here are three tables 

giving the Yemenite names for the conjunctive accents (Table I), the primary 

disjunctive accents (Table 11), and the secondary disjunctive accents 

(Table Ill). 

YEMENITE CONJUNCTIVE ACCENTS 

Yemenite Name 

yareat;i ben yomo 

ma>ara!sah 

ma~af 

sOfar hole!s 

sofar hafu!s. 

tilsa semo)I 

TABLE I 

Accents Name in 
Western Tradition 

qadmal 

darga~ 

- ,., A 
yareal) ben yomo 

merkha~ 

magqef 

munaQ 

mah pa~ 

telisah qe~annah 
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APPENDIX I - TABLE II 

YEMENITE PRIMARY DISJUNCTIVE ACCENTS 

Yemenite Name 
Accents' Name 
in Western Tradition Example 

r 

ate * azta) i::i. i 

atnaha) etnatita , ::ii 

" 
za~ef 9atan zaqef qaton ihi 

- . 
za~ef ga901 zaqef gadol 

1: 
, :ii 

e- •) s ~,gul!_a segol ·;:ii 
' I 

'' 
sof pasug sof pas4q "l:l"f ' 

I 

. - ~ 

pazer pazer i::i-r 

I\ 
fa rah karne fa rah ,'\j, 

~arne 

e . ( e '(· • 
r v1ya r VI I , ::l i 

te,. te . "l:l"f vir v1r :) 

tilsa yamin teliSah gedolah 
p 

i:Ji 

e " I\ v 
It 

t ren ti rs in* gersayim i::i.i 

* That does not pr~cede reviya( 
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APPENDIX I - TABLE Ill 

YEMENITE SECONDARY DISJUNCTIVE ACCENTS 

Yemenite Name 
Accents Name 
in Western Tradition 

ate * azla> 

zJrga> zarqa> 

tift:i<V tipt)aJ 

e"' y. tiv mugdam et. y IV 

e~ e~ 
p SI~ p s1q 

pistal pas~a> 

tren taCme merkha) khefula> . 
e " /\ t ren tirsin* 

v 
gersayim 

\/ v 
salsa lat salselet -

* That precedes reviyal 
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APPENDIX 11 

CATALOGUE OF RECORDINGS 

TAPE, SIDE 1, ILLUSTRATIONS TO CHAPTER V 

AH recordings by Jeffrey Summit unless otherwise specified 

Yemenite Women's Music accompanied by drum and copper tray, 
sung by Bracha Levi, Sanaa, Yemen. Recorded in Ramat Gan, 
March, I 978. 

No. location 
on tape 

#2 The Song of Songs, Passover melody, Chapters 1 :1-5. Sung by 
Yisrael Vahab, Sanaa, Yemen. Recorded in Jerusalem, April, 1978. 40 

#3 The Song of Songs, Kabbalat Shabbat melody, Chapter 1: 1-4. 
Sung by the congreation of Migdal $edeg, R'ana'nah. 
Recorded in Jerusalem, August, 1961, by Yisrael Adler. 

#4 The Song of Songs, Aramaic Targum to Chapter 1 :2. Sung by 
Rav Yosef Zadok, Sanaa, Yemen. Recorded in Jerusalem, 
May, 1978. 

#5 Dayenu, Passover Seder recorded in Jerusalem, 1955, by 
Sam· Eskin. Issued on Folkways Records, Album no. FW 8921. 

#6 The Book of Esther, responsive chant of redemption verse, 
Esther 7: 8-1 O; Recorded by Uri Sharvit. 

#7 Birkat haMazon, the Grace after Meals, (selection). Recorded 
in Ramat Gan, March, 1978. 

#8 Yemenite Women's Song, accompanied by drum. Recorded in 
Ramat Gan, Marth, 1978. 

#9 Song from the Diwan, for a wedding celebration. Recorded in 
Ramat Gan, M~rch, 1978. 

#10 Popular Yemenite Songs to the text of the Son~ of Songs; 
Hevi~ni El B~t haYayin, >et Girmat le98z Yaradti; also H ineh Mah 
T812 in the style of Shalom Shebezi. Accompanied by drum and 
oil can. Recorded in Ramat Gan, March, 1978. 

#11 Deror Yiqra>, accompanied by drum. Recorded in Ramat Gan, 
March, 1978. 

#12 Yemenite Lelsah Dodi, from the collection of Haim Tzur. 
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APPENDIX IL 

CATALOGUE OF RECORDINGS No. location 
on tape 

#13 Yemenite Henna Song f!Ccompanied by drum and copper tray.,, 
sung by two women from Sanaa, Yemen. Recorded in Ramat 
Gan, April, 1978. 

#14 

#15 

#16 

Yemenite Henna Ceremony, procession with the bride, accompanied 
by a drum and copper tray. Recorded in Ramat Gan, April, 1978. 

The Song of Songs, same melody for Passover and Kabbalat 
Shabbat, Chapter 1 :2-5. Sung by Rav Yosef Zakok, Sanaa, 
Yemen. Recorded in Jerusalem, May, 1978. 

Ruth, Chapter 1 :1-5. Sung by Rav Yosef Zadok, Sanaa, Yemen. 
Recorded in Jerusalem, May, 1978. 

415 

430 

445 

#17 Ecclesiastes, Chapter 1: 1-5. Sung by Rav Yosef Zadok, Sanaa, 
Yemen. Recorded in Jerusalem, May, 1978. 464 

#18 Psalm 61, Sung by Rav Yosef Zadok, Sanaa, Yemen. 
Recorded in Jerusalem, May, 1978. 477 
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APPENDIX II 

TAPE, SIDE II - YEMENITE BIBLICAL CANTILLATION 

Sung by Yisrael Vahab, Sanaa,. Yemen 1 recorded in Jerusalem, 
April, 1978. 

MATERIAL SCRl-PTURE 

#1 Torah Cantillation Genesis 1 : 1-8. 

#2 Haftarah Cantillation Jesaia 54:1-5. 

'#3 The Song of Songs (Passover melody) Chapter 1 

#4 The Song of Songs: Selected verses 2: 7 I 1 7; 3: 11 ; 5:1,2; 
with unusual accentuation 6: 1 ; 8:6. 

#5 E eel es ias tes Chapter 1: 1-5. 

#6 Ruth Chapter 1: 1-4. 

No. location 
on tape 

65 

107 

184 

236 

258 

Sung by Ha-Rav Yosef Zadok 1 Sanaa, Yemen 1 recorded in Jerusalem, 
May, 1978. 

MATERIAL 

'#7 The Song of Songs (same melody 
for Passover and Kabbalat 
(Shabbat) 

#8 The Song of Songs: Selected verses 
with unusual accentuation 

#9 Arama.ic Targum to the Song of 
Songs 

#10 Ruth 

#11 Ecclesiastes 

#12 Psalms 
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BYZANTINE 
EMPIRE 

CAMtl CARAVAN ROUTtS 

SAHD OtStRTS 

TRADE ROUH.5 IN "lII CENTURY 

PERSIA 

IND/AN 
OCEAN 

0 100 200 ~00 

Miies 

TRADE ROUTES IN. THE VII CENTURY 

(John Bagot Clubb. The Great Arab Conquests. 
New Jersey 1 Prentice-Hall, 1963, p. 

0

23) 
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FIVE AREAS OF YEMEN 

1~°',.n J1!>U 
):l'p 100 BO 60 -40 20 0 

'71:il li' , ..... 
.11W" orp.l1 • 

on'>K::!l'~ .rnrirpri ® 
'Jl1!ll'.l.1 llylll 

0>,?1:in .n1?1.:i..m ,, 
n1:J."1?ni1 ':11:1 'J 

rn':"l-vn v'.nyi.rb 
n? '.11>7.:i. ·3 ')?il 11N1 

• 7• 

(Shelomo Morag. The Hebrew Language Tradition 
of the Yemenite Jews. Jerusalem, The Academy of 
the Hebrew Language, 1963_. p. 39) 
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