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From _the Court and Tarikat to the 
Synagogue: Ottoman Art Music and 
Hebrew Sacred Songs 

EDWIN SEROUSSI 

The involvement of Jews in Ottoman art music, whether in the secular fonns of the 
court or in the religious traditions of the Sufı orders, emerges nowadays as a major 
issue intheresearch of Jewish culture in the Ottoman Empire. Until recently, this phe­
nomenon was given only sporadic attention, mainly by Jewish intellectuals who were 
active in the performance of this music or who knew about the role of Jews in it. This 
is the case of the poet and joumalist, Isaac Eliyahu Navon (Edirne, 1859 - Tel Aviv, 

1952), 1 the historians Abraham Galante2 and Salomon Rozanes,3 the synagogue can­
ters Isaac Algazi4 and Moshe Vital,5, both originally from !zmir, a Jewish reporter 
from Bosnia6 and others.7 To these sources we may add the contribution by Abraham 
Zvi Idelsohn8 to the study of music among Oriental Sepbardi Jews and the irnpact of 
the concept of the Arabic maqam on this tradition. However, Idelsohn had only a 
superficial knowledge of Ottoman art music. His main sources for the study of the 
maqanı were Arab and Syrian Jewish musicians residing in Palestine, where Idelsohn 
worked between 1908 and 1921. These musicians were profıcient in the Arabic musi­
cal styles thaıt by that time had become clearly different from the Ottoman s tyle. 

In recent years, we were able to expand dramatically our extant knowledge about 
Jewish music and musicians in the Ottoman Empire.9 The search for primary sources 

1 Isaac Eliyahu Navon, "Music among the Near Eastem Jews", Hal/e/, 3 (1930), 55-57 (in Hebrew); 
M. Geshuri, "The Road Pavers (On the Luminaries in the Song of the Sephardi Jews)", Hal/el, 
2 (1930), 39-41 (in Hebrew); Edwin Seroussi, "The Peşrev as a Vocal Genre in Onoman Hebrew 
Sources", Turkish Music Quarterly, 413 (1991), 1-9. 

2 Abraham Galante, "Les juifs dans la musique turque", Historie des juifs de Tıırquie, vol. 7, 
(Istanbul: ı 985), pp. 66-73. 

3 Salomon Rozanes, "The Poet R.lsrael Najara", The History of the Jeıvs in Turkey and the Levante, 
vol. 3, (Sofia: 1936-1938), pp. 405-414 (in Hebrew). 

4 Ed w in Seroussi, M izimrat Qedem, The Life and Music of R. lsaac Alga!i from Turkey, (Jerusalem: 
Renanot - Institute for Jewish Music, 1989). 

5 Moshe Vital, "Lecture at the first convention ofl)azzanim and conductors in Palestine, Jerusalem", 
Die Slııtlund die Chasanim Well (June 1938), p. 3 (in Hebrew). 

6 Theodor Fuchs, "Prilog Muzici Sefardskih Zidova u Turskoj", Oumamıth, 1 (1936{7), 157-164 
(Zagreb). 

7 Shabetay Dinar, "Shemtov Chiquiar, maestro compositor de müsica oriental", Voz Seferadi, 2 (1967), 
40-42 (Mex.ico City). 

8 A. Z. Idelsohn, "Die makamen in der hebraischen Poesie der orientalischen Juden", Monatsclırift fiir 
Gesclıiclıte und Wisseıısclıaft des Judentımıs, 57 (1913), 314-325; idem., Hebriiisclı-orientalisclıer 
Me/odiensclıatı., vol. 4 (Gesiinge der orientalisclıeıı Sefardim), (Jerusalem, Berlin, Wien: 1923). 

9 Pamela Sezgin Dom, "Hakharnim, Dervishes, and Court Singers: The Relatiooship of Ottoman Jewish 
Music to Classical Turkish Music", Tlıe Jeıvs of tlıe Onoman Empire, ed. with an inıioduction by Avigdor 
Levy, (Princcton, New Jersey: 1994), pp. 585-632; Edwin Seroussi, ''The Turkish Maknm in the Musical 
Culture of the Ottoman Jews: Sources and Examples", lsrael Studies in Musicology, 5 ( 1990), 43-68 
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led us to the study of unknown written documents and of the oral traditions still 
extant in Turkey, Israel and the Americas. 

Evidence of the proficiency a~~ deep involvement of Jewish musicians in 
Onoman art music can be now dated back to the mid-sixteenth century, i.e. from the 
period when the identity of this music was emerging out of its previous forms of 
Persian origin. The geographical span of Jewish musical activities in the Ottoman 
Empire which centered at the beginning of our research on two cities, Edirne and 
Istanbul, can now be extended to !zmir, Saloniki, ıo Aleppo, Jerusalem ll and even to 
Egypt. New evidence further confırms that the close relations between Jewish 
Ottoman musicians and their Muslim and Christian colleagues in both the court and 
the tarikat continued throughout the Ottoman era. To summarize, the documentation 
available now reveals that the histarical study of the relation between Ottoman Jews 
and Ottoman art music has been scarcely given its full scope. 

At the outset, we shall point out that the Turkish makanı system has permeated to 
all contexts of religious musical perforrnance among the Ottoman Jews. We must 
distinguish, however, between music of the normative liturgy and all other types of 
religious rituals such as midnight devotions or events related to the life cycle. The 
music of the Jewish liturgy in Ottoman lands deserves a special treatment which is 
beyand the scope of this presentation. Tberefore I shall focus here only on non-litur­
gical contexts, which are closer in their form and content to Ottoman art music. 

A main source for a comprehensive histarical study of this topic are manuscripts 
and printed colJections of Hebrew sacred songs (piyyutim and pizmonim) w hi ch con­
tain indications pertaining to their musical perforrnance, such as the names of 
makanıs, usul s and musical genres, and/or a reference to the opening line of songs in 
Turkish or Persian, all provided in Hebrew characters. These manuscript compila­
tions containing Hebrew sacred songs, classified according to the Turkish makams 
dating from the seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries, can be truly called mec­
muas, as their Turkish counterparts.12 

These manuscripts were overlooked by scholars of both Ottoman Jewish culture 
and sacred Hebrew poetry. Scholars from these field s were incapable of evaluating 
these documents because they ignored their crucial musical background. The grow­
ing influence of music was detrimental in terrns of the literary quality of sacred 
Hebrew poetry in the Ottoman Empire after the early seventeenth century. Asa result 
of the submission of the poem to musical composition, the piyyutim very often have 
awkward forms, e.g. stanzas with a different number of lines, Lines of a different 
number of syllables within the same stanza, different rhymes in one stanza and many 
stanzas ofnonsense syllables or sentences (terreniim). This awkwardness can be now 
explained by an interdisciplinary approach which considers the musical context of 
these Hebrew compositions.l3 

The context for the performance of most of these religious songs in Hebrew are 

10 David A. Recanati, "Sacred Poetry and i ts Singing in Saloniki", Ziklıroıı So/oniki: Grandeta i 
Destruyicion de Yerııslıalaim del Balkan, ed. David A. Recanati, vol. 2, (Tel Aviv: 1986), pp. 337-347 
(in Hebrew); Edwin Seroussi, "Oıtomıı.n Classic Music among the Jews of Salon iki" in Judiıh Dishon 
and Shmuel Refael eds., Ladinar: Me{ıkarim ba-şifrw, ba-musika ube-lıistoria slıel dol'l·ei ladino, (Tel 
Aviv: 1998), pp. 79-92 (in Hebrew). 

1 1 Edwin Seroussi, "On the Beginnings of the Singing of Bakkashal in 19ıh Century Jerusalem", 
Pe'amim, 56 (1993), 106-124 (in Hebrew). 

12 Owen Wright, Words witlıolll Song: A Mıısicological Study of an Early Ottoman Aıırlıology and 
its Precursors, (London: 1992). 

13 Tova Beeri, "I;iidushe tavnil ba-shirah ha-ivrit ba-mizrat:ı ba-me'ot ha-shesh-esre ve-ha-sheva­
esre", Proceedings of tlıe Elel'entlı World Congress of Jewislı Studies, Division C, Yolume 3, 
(Jerusalem: 1 994), pp. 29-35. (Structural innovations in the Oriental Hebrew poetry of the sixteenth 
and sevenıeenth centuries.) 



special religio~s gatherings heldin the synagogue or at private homes, usually in the 
early·moming hours of the Sabbath. These gatherings, fırst developed in kabhalistic 
circles in Upper Galllee, had a mystical background. They indeed bear some com­
men characteristics w ith the Sufi sema •14 w ith two important differences: fırst, the 
Jewish tradition is purely vocal, and includes solo and choral singing, even in the 
performance of instrumental genres; and second, there is no daneing or any other 
type of body movement as an integral part of the performance. The mystic ra tionale 
of these gatherings has eroded since their heyday in the Iate sixteenth century. 
Singers who carry on this tradition in the contemporary period usually deny any 
mystical intentions in their performances. What fuels continuity is the deed of pre­
serving a venerable religious Iradition (minhag), and the aesthetic pleasure provid­
ed by the music to performers and listeners as well. 

The thousands of Hebrew poems composed to be performed to Ottoman music 
remained unpublished until the early twentieth century. Moreover, only a very smail 
fraction of these songs composed throughout the centuries remained alive in oral tra­
dition. The living repertoire is reflected in the most irnportant, and practically only, 
printed Hebrew mecnıua called Slıirei Israe/ be-Eretz ha-Qedem (Istanbul, 1921). This 
collection reflects the repertory of the choral society called "Maftirirn" from Edirne. 
This prominent Jewish institution of Ottoman art musiç was probably ~stablished as 
early as the fırst half of the seventeenth century and continued its activities without 
interruption until World War I, when many of its members moved to Istanbul after 
1918. The Ottoman Hebrew songs performed until the present by Turkish Jews in 
Istanbul and Israel deri ve from the specifıc repertoire of "Maftirirn" with some addi­
ticnal pieces composed by contemporary musicians from Istanbul and Izmir.15 

The earlier records of Hebrew sacred poems sung to Turkish mu sic are fo und among 
Romaniete (Byzantine) Hebrew poets such as Shlomo Mazal Tov16, who were influ-. 
enced by the Spanish style of Hebrew poetry in the early sixteenth century. In his eel­
leetion Slıirim ve-zenıirot u-tuslıbabot (Constantinople, 1545), Mazal Tov assigns to 
several of his poems a "lat:ıan turki" (a "Turkish melody"), without any further specifi­
cation. This practice reflects an early involvement of Ottoman Jews w ith Turkish mu sic. 

Following the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492 and from Portugal in 
1497, and their resettiement in Ottoman Iands in impressive numbers, there is an 
influx of Andalosian Jews, who had mastered the Westem style of Arabic music. A 
pertinent anecdote related to this issue appears in Seder Eliyahu Zuta by Rabbi 
Eliyahu b. Elkanah Capsali (1483-1555).11 This story tells about a Jewish musician 
from Spain who is discovered by the Sultan during one of the monarch 's clandestine 
visits to his J ewish subjects. Eventually this Andalusian Jew becomes the chief musi­
cian of the court (see appendix to this article). Even if apocryphal, this story is symp­
tomatic of the early involvement of Sp ani sh Jews in the music of the Ottoman co urt. 

The real initiator of the Jewish tradition of Ottoman music is Rabbi lsrael Najara 
(ca. 1555-1625). Considered by scholars today as the most outstanding poet of 
Sephardi Jewry in the Eastem Mediterranean in the late-sixteenth and early-seven-

14 Paul Fen ton, "Les baqqasot d'orienı et d'occident", Revııe des Etudes Jııil'es, 134 (1975), 101-
121; Arnnon Shiloah, "The Symbolism of Music in ıhe Kabhalistic Tradiıion", Tire World ofMıısic, 
2013 (1978), 56-69. 

15 The liıerary repertoire of as imilar choral associaıion from Saloniki w as published in 1879. See, 
Seroussi, "Ottoman Classic Music", ibid. (noıe 10). 

16 Tava Beeri, "Shelomo Mazal Tov", Pe'aminı, 59 (1994), pp. 65-76 (in Hebrew). 
17 Seder Eliya/w Zllfa, by Rabbi Eli-yahu b. Elkanah Capsali (1483-1555). Tlıe History of tire 

Ottomans and Yenice and C!ıronicle of lsrael in tlıe Tıırkislı Kingdom, Spain and Ve nice. Published 
for ıhe first time from four manuscript versions, Jerusalem: ıhe Ben Zvi lnstiıuıe and The lnsıiıuıe for 
the Diaspora Research, (Jerusalem: 1976), vol. 1, p. 91ff. 
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teenth centuries,I8 Najara's novelty consisted of adopting the then new Ottoman 
makam system to Hebrew poetry .ı 9 

A close examination of the rwo 5ompendia of religious poems written by Najara, 
Zemil·ot Yisrael (published in three different editions: Safed 1587, Saloniki 
1599/1600 and Yenice 1600) and She' erit Yisrael shows his progressive involvement 
with Ottoman music.20 This tradition was in its fonnative stages during Najara's life­
time. 21 It is still a matter of conjecture bow be managed to be so "updated" on this 
music while he carried on his activities in the Damascus-Safed axis. 

Najara acbieved the following accomplishrnents: 
a) He established a tradition of Ottoman Hebrew music. This tradition is reflected 

in the compilation of his Hebrew sacred poems following the Turkish pattem, i.e. 
according to the makams. During the fırst stages of his work, his models w ere Turkish 
songs from two sources: the coffee bouses, particular1y those of the Janissaries witb 
whom the Jews bad close ties in Syria, and, in some cases, from the Sufi sects, as tes­
tified by the mention of son gs by poets such as Pir Sultan Abdal of the Bektasi order 
in Najara's mecmua.22 Later writings by Najara show his awareness of more modem 
musical forms. In S he' erit Yisrael, his last, and mostly unpublished, calleetion of reli­
gious poems, he mentions, in addition to the makams, a few usuls (cyclic rhytbms) 
and instrumental musical genres (particularly the peşrev) which compose the com­
pound fonn of Ottoman court music, the fasıl. S lı e' erit Yisrael can thus be considered 
as the first truly Hebrew mecmua, and as a model and inspiration for Jewish com­
pasers and poets throughout the Ottoman Empire. 

b) He assigned specific religious contexts for the perfonnance of this Ottoman 
Hebrew vocal music, such as the ·early Sabbatb moİning vigils. 

c) He bad disciples who continued to compose Hebrew sacred poetry set to 
Ottoman art music and even refined the musical aspect of this tradition according to 
the latest developments in the Ottoman court. This musical refinement was usually 
at the expense of the level of the poetry wbicb had been in constant decline since the 
peak achieved by Najara. 

Three important facts should be pointed out in the development of the s inging of 
piyyutinı according to Ottoman art music after Najara: 

1) Constantinople and Adrianople became the centers of Hebrew music creativi­
ty after the seventeentb century; 

2) Since the second half of the seventeentb century Jewish poets and compasers 
became closer to Muslim and Christian musicians serving at the seraglio and at the 
Mevlevi tarikat; 

18 W. Bacher, "Les poesies inedites d'Israel Nadjara", Revue des Eıudes Juives, 58 (1909), 241-
269- 59 (1910), 96-105; 60 (1910), 221-234; Meir Benayahu, "Rabbi Israel Najara", Asııfoı, 4 (1990), 
203-284 (in Hebrew); Moshe Gaon, "R. Israel Najara and his songs", Mizrab uma' arav, 5 (1930-
1932), 145-163 (in Hebrew); A. Z. Idelsohn, "lsrael Najara and his Poetry'', Haslıiloa(ı, 37 (1921), 25-

. 36, 122-135 (in Hebrew); Salomon Rozanes, "The Poet Israel Najara", 1936-38; Joseph Yahalom, "R. 
Israel Najarah and the Revival of Hebrew Poetry in the East after the Expulsion from Spain", Pe' am im, 
13 (1982), 96-124 (in Hebrew). 

19 See my lecture "The singing of the piyyut in ~e Ottoman Empire after Israel Najara", delivered 
at the Twelfth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem, August 1997 which will be published in 
the proceedings of this conference. · 

20 Published ina very paıtial version under the title Piznıonim by M. H. Friedlander, Vienna 1858; 
mostly stili in manuscript. 

21 Walter Feldman, Music of tlıe Ollaman Coım: Makam, €onıposiıion and tlıe Early Onoman 
/nsırımıenıal Reperıoire, (Berlin: 1996), (lntercultural Music Studies 10). 

22 Andreas Tietze and Joseph Yahalom, Onoman Melodies, Hebreıv Hymns, A /6tlı Cenlllry Cross­
Cu/ıural Advenıure, (Budapest: 1995). 



3) Jewish m~sicians served the Jewish community and at the same time appeared 
before non-Jewish audiences. 

Najara's closest disciple was Avtaliyon ben Mordecai Avtaliyon. The precise dat­
ing of Avtaliyon's life span is stili problematic. In the colophon of one of the most 
im portant manuscript copies of S he' erit Yisrael by Najara, which was in the posses­
sion of the Jewish community of Sarajevo, Avtaliyon refers to Najara as ••my mas­
ter". This colophon was copied and published by the histarian Salomon Rozanes but 
regretfully this manuscript w as lost. White A vtaliyon appears to have be en a fe w 
years younger than Najara (in one source the year 1577 is mentioned for his birth), 
the musical terminology used by him reflects the state of Ottoman court music in the 
second half of the seventeenth century. We have located so far three copies of 
Avtaliyon's impressive nıecmua which is titled J:Iadaslıim la-bqarim.23 The most 
complete version of this collection is Ms. Sassoon, no. 1031, the only copy that con­
tains the introduction by the poet.24 W e assume this manuscript to be an autograph.25 

Even a superficial exarnination of Avtaliyon's work shows that his involvement 
with the courtly tradition is far deeper and more advanced than that of his master 
Najara. He uses alarger number of nıakams (including compound ones), his compo­
sitions usually bear in their title their correspondent usul and the musical forms 
employed by him are the standard ones at the Ottoman court. While Najara com­
posed only vocal peşrevs and very few senıais, Avtalyion's collection includes, in 
addition to many peşrevs and semais, pieces from genres such as the beste, kar, naks, 
yürük sema i and the peşrev semai, a form mentioned only in Jewish sources since the 
Iate seventeenth century. Moreover, his pieces were apparently intended to be per­
formed in cycles, like the courtly fasıl, based on one makam. 

In the footsteps of Najara and Avtaliyon, a school of Ottoman Jewish musicians 
developed in Constantinople and Adrianople. S ome of these musicians attained fame · 
in non-Jewish circles and are mentioned in Turkish sources of the Iate seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries.26 Among them are instrumenta!ists such as miskafi Yahudi 
Yako and tamburi Yahudi Kara Kaş and composers such as Çelebiko (a teaeber of 
Cantemir), Moshe Faro (known also as Musi or tanıburi (ıakhanı Muse, d. 1 776) a 
leading musician in the court of Sultan Mahmud I , Aharon Harnon (known as Yahudi 
Harun, who died after 1721)27 and Isaac Fresco Romano (Tanburi !zak or lsryak, 
1745-1814), amusician at the court of Sultan Selim m. The Hebrew mecmuas show 
that almost all these Jewish masters composed piyyutinı too. 

Other prolific compesers appearing in the Hebrew nıecnıuas of the Iate seven­
teenth and eighteenth centuries who are not mentioned at all in Turkish sources are 
Isaac Alidi, Aharon Alidi, Moshe Shani, Yaakov Amron, Eliyalı Walid, Moshe Yuda 
Abbas, Shelomo Rav Huna. Eliyahu Falcon and many others. Almost no biographi­
cal details about these musicians are extant. We may attribute their absence from 
Turkish sources to the fact that they only composed Hebrew pieces. 

In the nineteenth century we witness the development of two other important 
Jewish centers of musical activities in the Ottoman Empire: Izmir, following the 
leadership of the composer Rabbi Abraham Ariyas (Iate eighteenth century) and 

23 "[They are) new every moming", after Threni 3:23, a reference to the fact that the poet wrote a 
new poem for every Sabbath. 

24 David Salomon Sassoon, "Ohel David", Descriptive Catalogue of tlıe Hebreıv and Samaritan 
Mamıscripts in tlıe Sassoon Library, vol. 2, (London: 1932), p. 818. 

25 For Avtalyon see now: Tove Beeri, "Avtalyon ben Mordekhai: An Hebrew poet from early-sev­
enteenth century Turkey", Lecıure delivered at the Twelfth World Congress of Jewish Studies, August 
1997, to be published in the proceedings of this conference. 

26 Feldman, Music oftlıe Onoman Court, pp. 48-50. 
27 Jefim Hayyim Schirmann, "Hamon, Aaron Ben)saac", Enyclopedia Judacia, 7 (1972), col. 1249. 
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Saloniki, founded by Aharan Barzilay (second half of the nineteenth century). In the 
Iate nineteenth century Jewish Ottoman compasers split into two groups: those who 
wrote songs in Turkish and instrumental compositions, such as Missirli Ihrahim 
(Abrabam Levy IJayyat) and Isaac Varan, and those who wrote Hebrew pieces, such 
as Moshe Cordova in Istanbul. This split reflects a break between secular and reli­
gious Jews in the spbere of music. OnlyinIzmir did Jewish musicians compose both 
secular instrumental music and Hebrew sacred songs. The most outstanding among 
the Jewish musicians from Izmir was Shem Tov Shik.iar (Santo Şikiar, 1840-1920). 

The close relationship between Jewish musicians and the music of the Ottoman 
court and tarikat, even by those whose activities were limited to the synagogue, is tes­
tifıed by the mention of contemporary musical works by compesers from the court in 
Hebrew manuscripts from the Iate seventeenth- and early eighteenth centuries. We 
uncovered several Hebrew manuscripts in which Ottoman musicians are mentioned. 
Two of them, Ms. no. 1214 of the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS) in New York 
and Ms. Heb. no. 3395 of the Strassbourg municipallibrary, are a particular rich source 
of information on this matter. Ottoman compositions mentioned in them can be iden­
tifıed with precision in the manuscript collections of Ali Ufqi and Prince Cantemif.28 
Ottornan compesers whose compositions mentioned in Hebrew sources we can not yet 
identify are Mehrned Kasim (d. ca. 1730), Osman Dede (1652-1730), Baba Zeyrun, 
Aga Mumin, mişkafi Solakzade (d. 1658) and the Greek tambw·i Angeles. There are 
other rnusicians mentioned in Hebrew sources whom we have not yet been able to 
identify in Ottoman sources: Selim-zade Aga, Aga Reza and Husni Hoca. 

I would like to exarnine an Ottornan Hebrew piece that is stili extant in oral tra­
dition. This is the peşrev semai set to the poern Avo el mizbeafı elohim simbat gili (I 
shall come to the altar of God, my joy) by a composer narned Aharon, probably 
Aharan Harnon or Aharon Alidi. The transcriptian is based on a notation by kanuni 
David Behar from Istanbul (who resides now in Tel Aviv) andona performance by 
the Reverend Samuel Benaraya (bom in 1910), a native of Edirne, who has lived in 
the United States since 1951. This composition was recorded by Benaroya in Seatile 
in 1990.29 

The piece consists of fıve hane corresponding to the fıve stanzas of the poem. 
Each stanza has a different rhyme, but all the stanzas close with a line ending on the 
same word: elolıenu. The lıane have irregular forms, consisting of four to seven 
mu si cal phrases. Each phrase covers two cycles of the usul sema i, except for fo ur of 
the~ which cover only one cycle. The last two musical phrases of the opening hane 
(x+y) serve as a musical ritomello at the end of each of the other lıane (except for 
hane N, whose end resembles phrase y only vaguely). Phrase y corresponds to the 
literary refrain (elohenu). The piece ends with a "coda" (phrase z) based on the 
refrain (phrase y) but leading to the ending note (karar) of the makam. 

The table on page 91 summarizes the formal structure of this piece. 

28 Examples of Onoman compositions mentioned in these two Hebrew manuscripts are: Nevalı 
la{ıan peşrev Şerif usul zarbufet (Sırassbourg 3395, fol . 44a, correponding to the Peşrev Şerif neva -
mulıammes, cf. Cantemir 1992, no. 66); Hiiseyni peşref Şalı Murad degeşmeş ve-yeş lo bamişalı usıtles 
genher diiyekfelıte [merefşan] semai by Aharon Alidi (JTS 1214, p. 10, corresponding to Peşrev Şalı 
Murad lııiseyni degişme, cf. Canıemir 1992, no. 73); Besteni giyar peşref Kaniemir merefşan by Aharon 
Harnon (JTS 1214, p. 170, corresponding to Kalllemiroglu bestenigar - berefşan peşref, cf. Canıemir 
1992, no. 281); Sultani 'irak peşref Kalilenzir devr-i kebir by Aharen Alidi (JTS 1214, p. 335, carre­
spanding to Kalllenıiroglu sultani irak - devr-i kebir, cf. Canıemir 1992, no. 290). Theoreıically one can 
try now to reconsıruct some of these old Hebrew compositions by adapting the text to the music of those 
pieces which have been identifıed in notaıed Oııoman sources or were preserved in oral ıradition. 

29 See the CD Ortaman Hebrew Sacred Songs Performed by Samuel Benaroya, Anthology of 
Music Traditions in Israel no. 12 (AMTI 9803), (Jerusalem, 1998). 



Hüseyni pesrev semai by Aharon 
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Full text of Hüseyni peşrev semai by Aharon. 
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Pcirev scrııai - Aharon - HÜ$cyni 

ı a 
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ll a 

f# F gJ F F!r ı r o F ~ o F ... 
hat oz-nakh le - im- ra- ti s he - ma te - fi - la- li 

b Ffj ur FCF F CJC o ı r a r E .. t a ı 
a - ha- zi - na s ha- va- t i e - lo - he ye - shu- a - ti a-

~J 
al 

rrr r r;ı tı-ttr E:F r ' o ~- e F =- EJ F j ... 
sh i - ... et she-vu- li ki ot - k ha ki-vi- ti 

bl 

~ur F§P HEr El r o u ~ r 
ve - gam ı id - va- re-k ha do - di ~ay ho - :;_ 

ti 

ta- J:ıish ge - u- la- ıi pe - de - ni mi- ga-lu- ıi __ _ 

tf3 
y 0 P F ct U U ~ 1 giJ J C F . f if FE 

ki mi ga-dol u- mi tzur zu- la - ti e - lo- he - nu 

Transcription of Peşrev Semai in makam Hüseyni by Aharon according to Samuel Benaroya. 
Roman numbers designate the hanat; letters designate musical phrases. Notes (parts lll to V) 
continue on pp. 89-90 • 

. 
S<:Q 1l rlutiı? <:' nı••1lliC't<"; 

ll 

L 

ll 



lll a 

' 
~J r 9 F CY F 

ra- hem be has-de- kha 
l ı F ~ F r rtrı 
ke - ra - hem av al ba - nim 

<l+b 

f1J Etto F cu F 
ha - e l ha - ga - dol a - don a - - do - nim 

$$ F g u ID F 
u•z- k hor 3 - daı - k ha 

ı F bl EJj errrr 
ka - ni - ta ke - dem 

ll bl+ Ib 

' fJ ur 9 E F F bf F 
haz - ru - i ID be tokh go- ;., 

~ elF F EJ F ı w 
a - ni- im ve - e - vyo-nim ve 

ID ~ J3 F CJ( 
1 b+x ha - desh sa - ~o - nim 

O ~ dU F C!F ı F ~ D E11 DTI; 
be - &i 1- u ı ur- na-nim ya - rri- hu ke-sho- sha - nim 

y 

,~ı o~ruur ~ ı au nJ F ll 
ve - yo- du kol ha- mo- nim la - do - nay e- - lo-he - nu 

lY a 

' 
$j f f r .t ffEr 0 ı ı r it ·u ~ . 

ı 
Ner le- rag- l i de- va - re - kha ve- or 1 in- t i - vn - li 

:ı+b 

' ~J f E f tfEFf dt ı ı r 
ve - ct- hıı - le- kha bir - ~a- vah tokh ne - va - t i __ _ 

ttı 
c 

' b ffttt L--- r o ır 
ir tzi- yon ba - IlC - di - not sa - nı - ti __ _ 

m r ur ur ur ır cır r ~ 
v'csh - tıı-s he-• az ve a gi 1 be - ve it a - do- nay be - haıı~-

F ll 
ro l e - lo - he - nu 
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Va 

• ~- ~ E • ttw G ı u Q F =-! r u E p ı -! -ı 

ll bi uv sa ri ye - ra ne- nu el ~ay ___ 
b 

' 
~J r p r F r p 

u'l - s ho-ni te he - ı e 

~J 
X 

' r ~ OJ ~ · ı F ~ r F p g" ~ i ı . ı 
Ct sh i 1' re na- nal ri u's- fa-tay ha-Ic - lu ---

~d 
c 

' B1 ID ru r ~ 
o du l'a - do nay __ 

' iJ 
y 

B ~ r -- u F Q ı r ~ 
J j F r ~ ~ H 

ve - ııım khi 1 -yo-ıay a - vu go - del 11e - e lo-he - nu ---2 

' ~a o ~ r : o rb.bt ~ ı cm br E1 rn j ll 
ve - gaııı khi 1- yo- tay a - vu go del l'e - lo-he - nu. 



hane phrase stanza line (rhyme) 

I a 
' 

ı a (li) 

b a (li) 
X a (li) 

y x (elohenu) 

ll a 2 b (li) 

b b (ti) 

al b (li) 

bl b (li) 

Ib +X b (ti) 

y x (elohenu) 

m a 3 c (nim) 

a+b c (nim) 

c c (dem) 

Ilbl + lb c (dem) 

d (1 usul) c (dem) 

Ib +X c (dem) 

y x (elohenu) 

IV a 4 d (ti) 

a+b d (li) 

c d (ti) 

d d (gil) 

y? (1 usul) x (elohenu) 

V a 5 e (hay) 

b (I usul) e (hay) 

X e (nai) 

c (1 usul) e (nay) 

y e (tay) 
x (elohenu) 

z ["coda") e (tay) 

x (elohenu) 

Conclusion 
W e may state that research into the Hebrew branch of Ottoman art music is stili 

in its infancy: The im portance of this tradition is becorning clearer as histarical facts 
revealed by Hebrew nıecnıuas continue to expand our views on this subject. The rela­
tions of the Hebrew Ottoman tradition to those of the Ottoman court and the Mevlevi 
tarikat appear to be closer than was thought un til now. For example, we find Hebrew 
compositions based on music by Mevlevi composers, such as Isınail Dede Effendi. 
Contemporary testimonies show that the bond between Jews and Sufis continued · 
well into the twentieth century. A personal corrununication by Reverend Samuel 
Benaroya concems the mutual visits of Jewish singers to the Mevlevi tekke in Edirne 
and of Mevlevi singers to the synagogue (interview heldin Seattle, 23/10/1992). 

To expand the research on the Hebrew Ottoman tradition, we have to engage in 
further efforts to retrieve old commercial and archival recordings in or~er to gather 
a comprehensive ·corpus for stylistic analysis. Despite the erosion of the oral tradi­
tion, one can stili find singers !ike Isaac Maçorro in Istanbul, whose performances 
may help us to understand better the Ottoman Jewish music tradition. 

Three main issues await future research in this field: 1) the use of the makanı and 
other aspects of Ottoman art music in the Jewish liturgy and in other types of Jewish 
music in the Ottoman Empire, sucb as the songs in Ladino (Judeo-Spanish); 2) the 
study of the histarical Hebrew sources in light of the contemporary.practice revealed 
by commercial, archivaİ and field recordi.Qgs; and 3) the comparison between the 
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Jewish and non-Jewish Ottoınan traditions in teııns of peıformance practice, style 
and genres. This last issue is related to a larger question: to what extent is the Jewish 
identity within the Ottoman social fabric reflected in music. 

Appendix 
Translation from Seder Eliyahu Zuta by Rabbi Eliyahu b. Elkanah Capsali (1483-

1555): The History of the Ottomans and Venice and Chronicle of lsrael in the Turkish 
Kingdom, Spain and Venice. Published for the fırst time from four manuscript ver­
sions, Jerusalem: the Ben Zvi Institute and The Institute for the Diaspora Research, 
Jerusalem, 1976. Volume 1, p. 9lff. 

And the King [Sultan Bayazid II, 1481-15ll] went from neighborhood to neigh­
borhood ... And it so happened that the King passed by the people and there was one 
of the Spanish :Tews who came to li ve in this land after the expulsion from Spain and 
his name [was] Abraham Shondor [chantor? or perhaps sündir, player of a folk lute, 
cf. Feldman, p. 17 1], and he was called !ike this after his art, because he was the only 
one of his generatian in his art, one "who is skilledin music, a stalwart fellow anda 
warrior, sensible in speech and handsome in appearance" [Samuel I 1 7:18) ... His lis­
teners would say that he was "the ancestor of all those who play the lyre and the pipe" 
[Genesis 4:21]. And on that day the man was performing his art at his home playing 
"the drum and the lute and reveliing to the tune of the pipe" [Job 21:12). And the 
King passed by and he heard the tune and he liked it, and he descended from his char­
iot and entered the house of that Jew and asked the Jew: "May I sit for a w hile in your 
home and listen to the voice of male and female singers as well as the Iuxuries of 
commaners - coffers and coffers of them." [Ecclesiastes 2:8] And Abraham replied 
to the King and said: "Sit as Iong as you wish." Then Abraham ran to the Iyres [para­
phrase of Genesis 18:7, nevalim meaning the herd] and he took "the melodious lute 
and the lyre" [Psalms 81:3] and started to play again and again "as the musician 
played" [Kings II 3:15] and the king was pleased ... 

And the King arose in order to Ieave, and the Jew held him and played for him 
anather tune on instruments of different kinds ... 

And the Jew did not know that the [man was the] King, [he] only thought that he 
was one of the ministers because he paid "no attention to his appearance or his 
stature" [Samuel I 16:7] and from his face it was obvious that he was aminister and 
an official, but no one could imagioe that he was the King. 

And the day after, the King was seated eating ... and the musicians stood up each 
one w ith his instrument on his hand, "the hom, lyre, psaltery, bagpipe and all other 
types of instruments" [Daniel3:5], and they played as customary. And the King said: 
"spare me the sound of your hymns, and let me not hear the music of your lutes" 
[Amos 5:23] because from the day I heard the tune of the Jew I have not tasred the 

flavor of a beautiful tune, there is not one like it in the country. And the King said to 
the clerk upon whom he was leaning: Hasten to me the Jew who plays and he will 
play for me and I will be pleased. 

And the couriers left hastily and arrived and took the Jew and placed him in front 
of the King and the Jew prostrated himself on the ground. And the King said to the 
Jew: "I have heard that you are a player and a singer; now play before me, sing to us 
from your songs, play to us with your hands, rejoice us with your art, take in your· 
hands the sweet lyre and the lute because I have heard about you" ... [Gittin 88:1]. At 
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that moment the_Jew tried to play as always and he had no power, and he tried "to do 
his work, strange is his work, and to perform his task, astounding is his task" [Isaiah 
28:21]. .. And the King was surprised by what happened and said: ... one night he was 
a supreme artist but "he perished ovemight" (Jonah 4: 1 0) and he became [like] an 
apprentice of all apprentices. Who ever heard the like? "Who ever witnessed such 
events?" (Isaiah 66:8) 

And the King thought he was drunk. And the King said to him: Until when are 
you going to get drunk? ... And Abraham prostrated himself before the King and said: 
"No, my Lord, I am sober and I have drunk nowine or other strong drink, but I have 
been pouring my heart out to the Lord" (Samuel I, 1: 15), to rejoice him w ith my 
actions ... but I sa w you my Lord, my King, as if I w ere seeing an angel of God, and 
a great anxiety fell upon me and I was too anguished to play and too frightened to 
sing" [Isaiah 21:3]. .. "Look away from me, that I may recover" [Psalms 39:14]. 

And the King spoke to him softly and said: "Why are you afraid, what I have 
done to you? Go and play, and go and sing .. ". And the Jew replied to the King and 
said: "Why my Lord, my King, should I not be frightened by your presence, why 
should I not tremble when canfronting you? I had heard [about] you with my ears but 
now I see you with my eyes" [Job 42:5] When I was in Andalusia "I learned of your 
renown; I was awed, O Lord, by your deeds" [Habakkuk 3:2], we were scared and 
frightened ... And when we heard about your strength and rnight "we lost heart, and 
no man had any more spirit left because of you" [Joshua 2:11] so mighty was your 
arm as perceived by the inhabitants of Spain ... And why should I not now be afraid, 
"when my eyes look forward, my gaze be straight ahead" [Proverbs 4:25] "fear and 
trembling invade me; I am clothed with terror" [Psalms 55:6]. 

And the King heard these words and he was pleased; his heart was happy and his 
honor rejoiced when he heard that from one edge of the world to the other people 
trembled at his presence and were in awe. And he comforred the heart of the Jew, and 
the Jew _started to strengthen gradually and then he played a little, "murmur upon 
murmur" [Isaiah 28:10], on that day. And on the next day the King permitred the Jew 
to leave and to come back before him. And so the Jew did and Abraham woke up 
early in the morning and went to the place where he had stood [the day before] and 
he played with his hands and so he did, day after day ... 

And Abraham attained great honor, and the King put his chair on a high Jevel, 
overlooking the rest of the singers and players that played with him, and he per­
formed his melodies in h on or of the King for the rest of his days ... And the King 
ordered, and so it was written in the book of chronicles, that this Jew should receive 
an award of thirty coins each and every day. "His prison garrnents were removed 
and ... a regular allotment of food was given him at the instance of the king - an allot­
ment for each day- all the days of his life" [II K.ings 25:28-30]. 
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