A JEWISH SUFI ON THE INFLUENCE OF MUSIC
Paul Fenton, Cambridge

To palliate the lack of specialised compositions by Jewish authors during
the mediaeval period on the subject of music, a fair deal of information con-
cerning attitudes towards this art can be gleaned from works of a more
general nature. In addition to encyclopaedias of the sciences and biblical
commentaries, especially of the Psalms, moral treatises can prove to be a
rich source for this kind of speculation, particularly in connection with the
“ethical” and therapeutic properties ascribed to music. The highly in-
teresting ethical treatist al-Mursid ila al-tafarrud (“The guide to
detachment”), preserved in the Bodleian ms. Hunt. 382, contains such a
passage on music which deserves to be brought to the attention of students
of the subject.

The anonymous author of this unique Judaeo-Arabic work, an edition of
which is being prepared by the present writer, belonged to the Jewish Pietist
movement of the East, whose doctrines, like those of the present treatise,
were profoundly imbibed with the mystical speculations of Islamic Sufism®.

Attention was first drawn to the treatise as a whole some time ago by
Professor F. Rosenthal who demonstrated its author’s indebtedness to
Sufim while suggesting the 15th-17th centuries as a likely date for its com-
position?. However fragments of other works known to have been. written by
the same author have recently been discovered by the present writer in the
Genizah, which on paleographical grounds would seem to indicate the early
14th century as the time of our author’s activity®.

Much to the indignation of orthodox circles, the Sufis of Islam would
employ music and dancing in their devotional exercices known as dikr and

1. For a detailed account of the Jewish Sufi movement see the introduction to the present
writer’s edition of Obadiah b. Abraham Maimonides' Treatise of the pool, London, 1981.

2. F. Rosenthal, “A Judaeo-Arabic work under Sufic influence” in HUCA, 15 (1940): 433-484.

3. For example, the passage concerning Obadiah Maimonides in the anonymous author’s other
work, Magqalah fi derek ha-hasidat (Ms. Ob Hunt. 489=Neubauer 1314, fol. 148), of which the
Mursid is a sort of abridgement, is to be found in the Taylor-Schechter Genizah collection, AS 163
fol. 23.
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sama®, believing music to be conducive to states of higher spiritual ex-
perience®.

These spiritual concerts were not exclusively confined to zawiyahs and
shrines, but would also take place in gardens and fields, where the natural
beauty of the environment would enhance the ‘ethos’ of the music®.

Jews are known to have participated in such ceremonies from the very in-
ception of Sufism and indeed, throughout the ages, have left descriptions of
dikr rituals, elements of which have éven been incorporated into the liturgy
of Oriental Jewry®. However it was undoubtedly at the time of the Jewish
Pietist movement to which our author belonged, which flourished in Egypt
in the 13th and 14th centuries, that Sufi ideas on music noticeably per-
colated into Jewish circles. The Jewish Sufis, and more particularly their
foremost exponent Abraham, the son of Moses Maimonides (1186-1237),

4. Some Sufi attitudes to music have been summarized by J. Robson, Tracts on listening to
music (London, 1938), while the use of music in Sufi ritual has been outlined by J. Spencer
Trimingham, The Sufi orders in Islam (London, 1971), ch. vii, Ritual and ceremonial, p. 194-217.
The chapter on music from the Sufi theologian, al-GazzalP’s Ihyd’ cultim al-din has been translated by
D.B. Macdonald, “Emotional religion in Islam as affected by music and singing” in JRAS, 33
(1901): 195-252, 705-748 and 34 (1902): 1-28.

5.  Qur author undoubtedly had in mind the Sufi ceremony of sama® when he mentions elsewhere
in the Mursid (fol. 31a): “It is on account of this that the saints and disciples of the prophets would
frequent parks and riversides while listening to the strains of music and the singing of the birds for all
such phenomena hold secrets which aid spiritual preparation (riyadah).”

6. In his chapter on music (p. 726 of the article cited in note 4), al-Gazzall mentions the par-
ticipation of a Jew in the circles of the early masters. For the fascination that the Sufi hermitages
could exercise on a 14th century Egyptian Jew, see S.D. Goitein, “A Jewish addict to Sufism” in
JQR, 44 (1953): 37-49. The most vivid description of a Sufi dikr is to be found in the writings of a
disciple of the 13th century Kabbalist, Abraham Abulafia, whose mystical school employed certain
meditational techniques borrowed from Sufi models; cf. G. Scholem, Major trends in Jewish
mysticism (New York, 1961), p. 147. Significant also in this connection is the letter published by
S.D. Goitein in Jewish education in Muslim countries (Jerusalem, 1962), p. 60-61, in which a
schoolmaster strongly denies the accusation that he conducted a zuhdi, or Sufi dance, with his pupils.
The question of the incorporation of Sufi elements into the ceremony of bagqadt has been dealt with
in our article “Baqgasot d’Orient et d’Occident” in REJ, 134 (1975): 101-121 and in our paper
“Attitudes to music in the Later Qabbalah” read at the Seventh World Congress of Jewish Studies,
Jerusalem 1977, section Music. It can be added to the references given there that the Sabbatians of
Turkey, though having referred at times disparagingly to the dikr ceremony, included in their liturgy
a number of Sufi litanies, probably of Bektashi origin, cf. G. Scholem in %lei @yin, Schocken Jubilee
volume (Jerusalem, 1952), p. 181 and note 81 p. 209 and his Sabbatai Sevi (London, 1973), p. 8
36-7. It seems moreover that the Sabbatians held (Islamic) music to have a redemptive function, cf.
Rivka Shatz, “Mystic visions of King Messiah”, Sefunot 12 (1971-1978): 239 (in Hebrew; English
summary p. 17-18). An echo of this as a general Qabbalistic doctrine is to be found in the apology of
music written by Mordecai Abbadi at the end of his diwdn, Divré Mordekai (Aleppo, 1873), fol.
27b: “By the singing of (foreign) tunes you cause God to take account of the nation whose song is
sung;-for having persecuted you. Consequently the ancient and contemporary poets borrowed the
tunes of foreign (=Arabic) songs and composed for them holy words.”
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believed Sufi practices to have been derived from the traditions of the an-
cient prophets of Israel’. Consequently they associated the. Biblical
references to the music of the Levites, the Prophets and Saints (especially
King David) with the musical usages of their Sufi contemporaries®.

Such notions are also familiar to the author of the following extract which
deals with the spiritual influence of music. Traditional exegesis and Sufi no-
tions are inextricably combined in the description of the musical instru-
ments employed by the Biblical prophéts and the Temple service as a means
of religious inspiration. However in his discussion of the purpose of music,
prompted by an ethical examination of the senses, including hearing, our
author also draws on Neoplatonic and Aristoxenian sources in his descrip-
tion of the systaltic and diastaltic functions of music, partly borrowed
perhaps from the Ihwan al-safa’.

OB, MS. HUNT. 382, fol. 32b-35a
18 x 13 cms; black ink; 17 lines per page.

NKNAYXY N20KINNOK JRAYKOK yno? X KD BOINYKI NKYMONYKR RANYKM (1]
AT K oK yinmn My a3 e k0 9K kDM 3559 rmbx nanvnbx
757 "5y mam uyndK 75912 Aywn 51p3 nampn IXNYKOK NIKD KK KR K7 (2]
D1D35K NS 2705 NXOK YKIIK ,DIN12)T 121 BYTOAYK 1INK 19719 [3] 7oK
gruOYK KAYIM L GMIWOK KXY 19K 09155 npIwnbR mpnhK NKYKPIROK YX1IND
| YK YN [4] A Om qn oY Sxp xn3 oK KINORY KANIDT
o™a5K abx 5P Manbx irabx Mohx xevebx Smm o amphx anadx
OV PR Iy D KK OXPY ipna M My 7% M 0 0K b
IXA9KYKY M'DISK NKYRP'RIKR YXND 71y DDAYK NKIIN KNKI [5] K K] 77IK3
203 1137 5N KANKAD KINKPRIWKY 0019K MIKIDY “Xyan NON KPDIK 69K
[6] .IN'K NATORMNIKY M2 KVAKINNKY 9K KIPH 27p31 KA [0 KIWPY RT3
PWOX 0 ypin KRG %M Npnwn NSy ma avivanbx AbKOx nmo 99

7. Abraham Maimonides states quite unequivocally in his Kifayat al- @bidin (ed. S. Rosenblatt,
vol. I, Baltimore, 1938, p. 320): “Do not regard as unseemly our comparisons with the practices of
the Sufis, for the latter imitate the prophets (of Israel) and walk in their footsteps.”

8. This opinion is already quite patent in the Kifdyah, where Abraham Maimonides states (ed.
cit. II, pp. 384-6): “In order to attain inward solitude (al-halwah al-batinah) that unites one with
(God), the prophets and their followers made use of musical instruments and melodies so as to arouse
the impulsive (part of the soul) towards God and to empty their interiors of all else but Him.” On the
Sufi practice known as halwah see the article khalwa by Landolt in EI%, vol. IV, 990-1. Knowledge of
the theoretical aspect of sama®was probably culled from works such as al-Gazzéli"s Jhyd’, which was
widely read amongst Jews of the East. Another interesting source which has come to light in the
Genizah is the Mufarrih al-nafs, by the Qadi Muzaffar al-din al-BaClabakki (said by Ibn Abi
Usaybi to be his friend, cf. ‘Uyan al-anba’, 11, p. 259-63). The work, which devotes a chapter to
the effects of music on the soul, has not been recorded by A. Shiloah in his Theory of music in Arabic
writings, Munich, 1979, probably because no copy of the book was hitherto known. A page from the
Cambridge Genizah ms. Or. 1035 in Hebrew characters, class-marked seperately as T-S Arabic
44,201, contains a Sufi anecdote on sama¢about the famous master Abu Hafs al-Suhrawardi.
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Xn3 bR KM WK KSRy M KADYM KAN5M Y 1K KRS 22mbK
T ANKYY AKOXOK 1T 70 gIKYOR pIwnnOR qrivabKl prNwnSK TMO9R Sxp
K M pbn kIR SRPY 1 910) P50 nyn M oY T NRRMYKY NKBKpRSK
§y'¥nSK 5730 by IKMIK (X' KT P0mMSKR 9K DOR NRw 121 [7) 0wy
yakOK KIR2 Ayryimdx NS nnox rnnbx1 035K 5K YR ARMK AYaIRSY
DITX 731V *5K 20NN 79K DOR KK Y1 NN 77711 (8] KIS M2DKMYK VKA
awabx b Snon Srxan xab maSx kS Snandx Saw Sy xmak pr (91 oman
XIN™MDN NaN & Snnnm [11] 2p1ombx nkSX 1 75K DoKX W 75 [10] &iTDY
poi5Y rypm ANam KK N e 7573 A% o K Sanm xabow onn e 7%
W KWK DPHYT Mwiw 07y 0M3a%K omndR N1ps Yxnn By mwiv nxnonbx
OX 19I05K 77 A2 1XI%K 0YKY WYX KAIN3E) K [12] .DYMAD P2 MEIwd TP
ANKY 177 OYINOKT [13] KANMKY KT KANIRDD KANDKLY *D wwnbX1 NwHK
YRR KIYMY [14] SKIPROKA nnnbK IKIKOX '8 DMYK prombx nNYK
20K HK gRIYIKORY M AKanKSK a5 maonbxt 159 Tannbx Sy yrnnbx
(151 .wabdKk S35k Sy n'YKDY NLDAINY NDAAK I KT 1T IOK LDTPOX
LKIN3D TV K3 D 1 Tayn DY onyin YR 0 nTiay Sy nym? aps
1v n91pa IRWK 95X K7 5K [16] .KANDD D1 P KAYPMI KAMID B KAT2M
wm &S mn a%Yn 991 oo 53 omiptw NIRD R2wi TnInin Yy Yxp o
DMK §TaOKY 05K YK AN Kn 75131 [17] .03% 0T 5K 7 NK oMPImn
AXSMAK by xpombr AyKiydk DRIAR B aYK: UKINYX NKYK YKIK
(18] .11 NIY) DMWY Y "Wy SXp KNI RAYNKOWK KADKIYKY KIYKIKY KIDKIAK
PR Oy akONOR maxonYR1 PwOX yn kKR onboK Sxnynox %
IRASXOX fynap yn RAPXWDIKY DOIOK MW MV NKOXOK A M Mvpnbr
[19] MIKITOK KAIYIN NRMOK KINOKY 0 yImOKR SRnadr YK k9P K9
KOyIan 9K KAPWM KNKMA KUK KAV 0IMYK aun AVKIYOK 10
XK JKIDYK RASKOX [1awa nnns [20] PuYOR KMTIYM GMWOK KIMOKIN
DOK 7™M3N1 ,0IDIOK 2R 1513 pRWYOR 25p "9 pRIWKOK JRI7 TN IRAWKIR
Sya Kn1 212K IR AMOK KK Sy 15pOR KyND [21] .D1TPYR PonoK
NKOX 'YK INKD MK My 0an P [22] 5yxe5x 19K SnRa%K 1319k KYKR
NRASKY IKAONOKA 201 797 vynk xnb (23] Jan 9 R a%pa promdx
MHy N NT M2 MM apa L mSOK My 1 mbx 75 vowna mby Sn L npwnbx
anymw one kS MaKyn Saxa kOX mar kY myRY M3 KT [24) .D0TOK M
X95pN 0 1N/ 15s NNYINDAYK 0 777 KTY K1 KHK) [25] .KTIp0 7DD KI0Y

... 7121200 5K N5K HY Py anbun 20K KD KK

TRANSLATION

[1] Temperance® in what concerns the sense of hearing, requires that one listen
to harmonious melodies and stirring tunes that increase longing for the heart’s
desire and impede it from turning aside to all else. [2] This is particularly effec-
tive, if the melody be accompanied by words which are conducive to this effect
and help to arouse it. [3] On this account the saints and disciples of the
prophets would employ diverse musical instruments to stir the soul through the

9. Literally ‘keeping to the middle path’; a moral principle upheld by Maimonides in his Tama-
niva fusil, ch. 1V, (ed. J. Qafih, Jerusalem, 1965, p.379ff). Qur author reverts to this theme, again
in connection with music, in his Magalah, Ob. Ms. Hunt. 489, fol. 28b and 58b.
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beauty of their various rhythms, causing it to long for its noble origin and subtle
source and reminding it of its sublime abode’, as it is said [I Samuel 10, 5]
“(A band of prophets) with a psaltery and a timbrel and a pipe and a harp
before them (and they will be prophesying).” [4] Upon being thus moved, the
(soul) will submerge within the Divine ocean, in proximity to the source of vir-
tue, delight, life and felicity, as the noble prophet and wise master said {I
Chron. 16, 27] “Honour and majesty are before Him, strength and gladness
are in His place” [Ps. 36, 10] “For with Thee is the source of life and in Thy
light shall we see light.” [5] Upon listening to measured rythms and melodious
airs, the emotions of the body become subject to the illumination and delights of
the soul and vary in accordance with the soul’s proximity or remoteness from its
element as well as the (intensity) of its longing for the latter, and its cleaving
and attachment (intihaliha) to it. [6] It is for this reason that the particular in-
strument which brings about this effect, is known as [Ps. 5, 1] the nehilét [a
kind of flute?], the latter term derived from the word nahalah (inheritance) ! al-
luding to the desire it kindles in the soul, compelling it to follow its lot and ap-
portioned share, its sublime world and noble source, as David, the ardent
master and aspirant lord stated [Ps. 16, 5] “The Lord is the portion of mine in-
heritance and of my cup”. Similarly it is said [Lam. 3, 24] “The Lord is my
portion saith my soul”. {7] Likewise [Ps. 4, 1] the Seminit is a musical instru-
ment bearing eight strings, i.e. four double chords, the treble (zir), bass
(bamm), second (matna) and third (matlat) strings, which are set in accordance

10. This is reminiscent of the Gnostic theme of the oblivious soul that must be reminded of its
celestial origins. The topic is popular amongst the Ihwan al-safd’ and indeed we read in the latter’s
Epistle on music, (ed. Beirut, 1957, vol. I, p. 236): “Whenever ycu listen to the strains of a musi-
cian, consider how he alludes to the world of the souls... upon singing the melancholic airs, the souls
remember their spiritual abode and pine for it.” Similar notions are to be found in the Jewish
tradition; for example in Moses Ibn °Ezra’s Magqalat al-hadigah, the musical passage is partly
derived from the fhwan of. I. Adler, HWCM, p. 162. Another interesting source (not recorded by
Adler) is Joseph Angelino’s Livnat has-sappir (1325) erroneously attributed to David he-Hasid, in
which we read (ed. Musayef, Jerusalem 1912, fol. 12a-b): “Since the soul originates from the super-
nal world, the source of life, where it had been accustomed to hearing the melodious song of the
ministering angels and the heavenly spheres, whenever it hears music in its corporeal abode, it feels
at ease and experiences a delight similar to that to which it was accustomed when still at one with its
element, listening to the sweetness of the celestial voices. On account of this extreme bliss it can prove
capable of receiving divine inspiration.” This passage is also quoted by the 16th century kabbalist
Me'ir Ibn Gabbay in his Avddat hag-qodes, part 111, 10.

11.  While accepting that nehildt are musical instruments, the mediaeval commentators usually
connect the word with the “sound of the bee”, an explanation first thought to have been given by
Hayya Ga’on, of. D. Qimhi, Sefer has-Soradim s.v. nhl. Our author utilizes in his own manner the ex-
planation proposed by the midras. Cf. Midras tehillim, in loc. (ed. S. Buber, p. 52) and Yalgdit
SimCsni, remez 629.
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with the four corresponding natures'?. [8] Moreover [Ps. 8, 1], the gittit is also
a musical instrument, said to be the invention of Obed-edom the Gattite!s. [9]
It has also been said that it has the form of a spindle, since the wine-press (gat)
has a threaded distaff which supports the wooden parts'. [10] Furthermore
[Ps. 45, 1] the $65an is also the name given to a musical instrument. [11] It is
possible that it earned this appellation from its shape, or it may have been so
called since it awakens and arouses the soul, which is called “a lily” (363annah),
as the illustrious sage [Solomon] called it [Cant. 2, 2] “Lily of the valley” and
[Cant.2, 1] “as a lily among the thorns (so is my beloved among the
daughters)”’'%. [12] For the plight of the soul in this netherworld is comparable
to all the delicacy, freshness and perfume of a lily which has fallen amongst the
thorns and weeds. [13] The term [Ps. 4, 1] “leader” (menazzeah) designates
the player of musical instruments and master of melodies whose words are a
source of stimulation®®, [14) Indeed the term means to arouse and enthuse with
the glorification and praise of God, calling forth to turn unto Him and return to
the world of holiness, which is the soul’s source whence it issued forth and
flowed into the mortal frame. [15] Thus are to be understood the verses [Ps. 18,
1] “For the leader of the servant of the Lord” and [II Chr. 2, 17] “to the
leader over the service”, since the (menazzeah) stirs the soul from its tran-
quility, awakens it from its slumber arousing it from the sleep of dissipation.
[16]1t is also to this mystery that the following glorious verse alludes [Is. 62, 6]
“I have set watchmen upon thy walls O Jerusalem, that they should never hold
their peace day or night. Ye that are the Lord’s remembrancers, take ye no
rest”. [17] Likewise Solomon, the noble master and wise lord would employ
several kinds of musical instruments in the method of whose art he was most
proficient, as it is said [Eccl. 2, 8] “I got me men-singers and women-singers”.
[18] Moreover the Levites played instruments in accompaniment to the divine

12. This observation probably has its source in the chapter on the structure of the Cid in
Hunayn ibn Ishdq’s 'Adab al-falasifah (not yet published; in ms. Mbs Aumer 651 the passage is on
fol. 35b). For al-Harizi’s Hebrew translation see ed. Loewenthal (Frankfurt a.M., 1896), ch. XX, p.
17-18, and Adler, HWCM, p. 153-154. Quotations see Adler, HWCM, p. 43 (Johanan Aleman,
Hebrew) and p. 162 (Moses ibn CEzra, Arabic). See also E. Werner and®®1. Sonne, in HUCA, 16
(1941): 275-276.

13. A midrasic enlargement on I Chr, 15, 21.

14.  This explanation is taken from Moses Ibn Chigatilla’s commentary on the Psalms; see the
fragment published by S. Poznanski in Zeitschrift fiir Assyrologie, 26 (1912): 59 and J. Finkel in
Horeb, III (1936), p. 158-161. The first part of the explanation is also quoted by Abraham Ibn
CEzra in his commentary on Ps. 8, 1.

15. In the allegorical exegesis of the Middle Ages, the “lily’" was interpreted as “the rational
soul” fallen amongst the lower faculties or lower world, symbolized by the “valley”. Cf. Ibn Aqnin’s
Commentary on the Song of Songs, ed. A.S. Halkin (Jerusalem, 1964), p. 64 and Isaac Ibn Sahula,
Commentary on the Song of Songs, ms. Ob, Opp. 221, fol. 41a.

16. Allusion to the diastaltic property ascribed to music by the Aristoxenians.
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song and praise of their services so as to inspire the soul with virtue and
gradually transport it through the nature of the music towards the absolute
beauty of its luminous abode and. supernal source'”. [19] Indeed the art [of
music]'® is an illuminating and spiritual therapy for the soul, causing the latter
to pine for its Creator and its noble origin'®. [20] Even the inert music be moved

to nostalgia by the poignant strains which enkindle the fires of desire in the
hearts of lovers when mention is made of the soul’s beloved and the name of the
Holy King resounds. [21] Thereupon the heart will be enabled to (penetrate)
hidden mysteries®® and grasp the splendour of the beloved as experienced by
(Elisha) the perfect prophet and wisest sage. [22] When inspiration departed
from him, he would order instruments to be brought as it is said [II Kings 3,
15] “but now bring me a minstrel”. (23] In their presence, the divine inspira-
tion again descended upon him, through the moving melodies which they played
“and it came to pass when the minstrel played, that the hand of the Lord came
upon him”. [24] This fact is self evident and would only be denied by an ob-
stinate fool who is ignorant of the mysteries of the Torah and of the destiny of
his own soul. [25] As for the auditory pleasures not included in the foregoing
categories, the individual should strive to avoid them, with the exception of that
which is expedient to his purport and of assistance to him in the quest for his
beloved.

POST SCRIPTUM
After this article was written, the author brought to light evidence that
* suggested that the Jewish Sufi author of our text was none other than David
II ben Joshua Maimonides (d. circa 1410). This identification will be dem-
onstrated in the introduction to the author’s forthcoming edition of the
Mursid.

17.  Allusion to the cathartic property of music. Earlier on fol. 30b, our author when discussing
the Talmudic statement that a “sweet voice” is required of a prayer-leader, he says in a similar vein:
“For each specific spiritual purpose has a corresponding voice or tune which is effective to that end.
Just as man’s voice varies in accordance with his states of anger, pleasure or fear, so the state of the
listener is accordingly affected.”

18. The author uses the term sind, ‘craft’. So too Hunayn b. Ishaq, op. cit. ch. XIX.

19. The therapeutic power of music as well as the foregoing images of the “soul’s slumber” and
its “immersion in the ocean” are all to be found in Hunayn b. Ishédq, op. cit. ch. XX.

20. According to Hunayn b. Ishaq, op. cit. ch. XIX, music was conducive to spiritual knowledge.
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