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Editor's note: This is an interactive article. Each of the author's 

musical examples may be heard by visiting our Web site 

<www.acdaonline.org/cj/oct2000>. 

My first course in music history began with the study of 
Gregorian Chant. I learned how the grand tradition of po­
lyphony had developed in the magnificent cathedrals of Eu­
rope. I deciphered the "witnesses" of the earliest art music 
tradition-neumatic and staff notation developed by the cler­
ics in these cathedrals. 

I never thought of questioning the curriculum, but the 
subtext seemed to be that there was no music worthy of study 
before Gregorian chant. The first chapter of Richard Crocker's 
A History of Musical Style (1966 edition) is titled, "Before the 
beginning: Gregorian Chant." The first chapter of Donald 
Grout's A History of W'estern Music (1960 edition) is titled, 
"The State of Music at the End of the Ancient World"; pages 
1-19 are devoted to the Greek heritage, one half of page 20 is 
devoted to the Judaean heritage, and the explanation of church 
music begins on page 2l. 

In recent years scholars have provided us with a new per­
spective on the origins of church liturgy. The early Christians, 
as a breakaway sect of Jews, modeled many of their liturgical 
texts, ceremonies, and music after those of the Temple and 
synagogues in ancient Judea. 

Joshua R. Jacobson is professor of music and director of choral 
activities at Northeastern University, and artistic director of 

the Zamir Chorale of Boston. Jacobson is past president of the 

Massachusetts chapter of ACDA. 
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"Sanctus" from the Libel' Usualis 

This is not an entirely new hypothesis. Three hundred years 
ago, Arthur Bedford, a Puritan, wrote, 

I shall lay down this Hypothesis: that the Musick of the 
Temple did very much resemble that part of our Cathedral 
Service which we call the Chanting of the Psalms, esp. 
where Men and Boys sang the same Part without a Bass .... 
This was the method used by the Primitive Christians in 
the most Early Ages of the Gospel and this they borrowed 
from the Jews .... I 

Many of Bedford's peers felt the Church had to distance 
itself from its Jewish origins. But Bedford defended his posi­
tion that the singing of plain-chant was appropriate for the 
English cathedral. 

There are some, who take an Occasion to express their 
Dislike of our Method in Singing at the Cathedrals, because 
it resembles the Practice of the Jews, in the Time of the 
Old Law, and therefore they think it must be abolished at 
the Coming of Christ. This Argument hath been sufficiently 
confuted .... St. Paul exhorts the Ephesians to speak to 

themselves in psalms and hymns ... and St. James (5:13) 
commands us that "any man is merry, he should sing 
psalms .... " This without Doubt, they sang ... according 
to the Practice in Singing used among the Jews .... When 
the Apostles exhotted us to sing Psalms, they could have 
forewarned us at the same time of the Manner of their 
Singing, if it had been unlawful: but since in this they 
made no Alteration from the Jews, we have no Reason to 

mal{e Alteration from them.2 
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Charles Burney did not hold plain­
chant in such high esteem. He wrote, 

The value of Gregorian Chant 
corresponds to the low level of 
barbarians, i.e., the First Christians. 
They had no sense for the fine 
poetry of the Greeks, for they used 
for their melodies the prose-texts of 
Scripture.3 

Burney attributed the base origins of 
Gregorian chant to the Jews. 

That some part of the sacred music 
of the Apostles and their immediate 
successors, in Palestine and the 
adjacent countries, may have been 
such as was used by the Hebrews, 
particularly in chanting the psalms, 
is probable .... 4 

Similar attributions were made by, 
among others, Fran<;:ois-Joseph Fetis, 
Hubert Parry, and Hugo Riemann.5 The 
first scholar to go beyond speculation, to 
offer proof of the derivation of Gregorian 
chant from ancient Jewish chant, was Pe­
ter Wagner.6 Wagner's methodology in­
volved the collection and comparison of 
the most ancient chants from Jewish and 
Christian traditions. In this century, mu­
sicologists and liturgists, less fettered by 

_____________________________ ----, dogma and prejudice, have brought us 
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closer to a scientific understanding of the 
relationship between church and syna­
gogue. Among those who have been 
working in this area are Israel Adler, 
Hanoch Avenary, Edward Birnbaum, 
Abraham Idelsohn, James W McKinnon, 
Amnon Shiloah, John A. Smith, Peter 
Wagner, Egon Wellesz, and Eric Werner.7 

A comparison of the liturgies of con­
temporary Judaism and Christianity 
would begin with the observation that 
there are common structural elements, 
including the public cantillation of a les­
son trom the scriptures, the chanting of 
Psalms and hymns, and congregational 
prayers of supplication and doxology. 

Some sections of the two liturgies are 
virtually identical. Perhaps the most well 
known of the common liturgical texts is 
the fourth section of the ordinary of the 
mass: Sanctus sanctus sanctus Dominus 
Deus sabaoth, pleni sunt coeli et terra gloria 
tua. This is the Latin translation of the 
congregational response recited at least 
four times daily in the synagogue liturgy, 
Kadosh kadosh kadosh, hashem tsevaot, 
melo chol ha'arets kevodo, in English, 
"Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts, all 
the earth is full of His glory." The source 
is Isaiah 6:3. 

Several events on the Christian litur­
gical calendar are closely connected to 
their Jewish ancestors. Easter falls on the 
first Sunday after the spring full moon, 
so it will coincide with the Last Supper, 
which took place on Passover, which falls 
on the spring full moon. The scheduling 
of Christmas on the twenty-fifth night of 
December echoes the Jewish holiday of 
Chanukah, which begins on the twenty­
fifth night of the lunar month of Kislev. 

Several words in the church liturgy 
have been adopted directly from the syna­
gogue. These Hebrew expressions entered 
the vernacular in transliteration, rather 
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than translation. They include amen [so 
be it], hallelujah [praise the Lord], ho­
sanna [save us, please], Sabbaoth [hosts, 
or armies of angels], and Selah [a rock].8 

The oldest stratum of music in syna­
gogue and church is that which is associ­
ated with its oldest and most sacred 
texts-the canonized Bible. Since the 
words of the Bible were considered to 
have been spoken or inspired by God, 
they were zealously protected from 
change. According to some traditions, 
God not only spoke these words, God 
sang them. Hence, the well-known leg­
end of Pope Gregory I receiving the melo­
dies of the chants that bear his name 
directly from the Holy Spirit in the form 
of a dove. 

Rabbi Judah Ben-Samuel "The Pious" 
(c. 1150 -1217, Regensberg) wrote: 

The Bible must be chanted 
according to the melodies that were 
revealed to Moses at Mount Sinai. 
As it is written (Exodus 19:19), 
"God answered [Moses] with a 
voice." "With a voice" means that 
Moses heard the melody directly 
from God, and Moses used that 
same melody to chant the Scripture 
for the Israelites.9 

The chanting or "cantillation" of bib­
lical texts does in fact sound rather ex­
otic. In their zeal to protect this music 
from change, its practitioners through the 
ages succeeded in preserving the mono­
phonic texture and much of the freedom 
of rhythm and the colorful modalities 
characteristic of the ancient Middle East. 

Thanks to studies in comparative mu­
sicology conducted over the last hundred 
years, we can now point to the specific 
Jewish sources of numerous Catholic 
chants. Figure 1 shows the first two verses 
of Psalm 114 chanted in the Gregorian 
tonus peregrinus. Figure 2 shows those 
same verses chanted in a North Mrican 
Jewish tradition. 

The melodies are nearly identical. 
How do we explain this? Did a Jew go 
into a church and copy the music? Did a 
monk sneak into a synagogue and tran­
scribe the Jewish Psalmody? Neither sce­
nario is likely, especially when we consider 
that this same chant is sung in syna­
gogues in such far-flung and isolated com-
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For nearly two thousand 

years zealous religious 

authorities have 

attempted to prevent Jews 

and Christians from 

having any influence on 

each other's liturgical 

practices. 

munities as Yemen and Poland. A more 
likely explanation is that both derive from 
a common ancient source-the liturgy 
of Jerusalem some two thousand years 
ago-the Psalms as they were sung by the 
Levites in the Temple, by the common 
Jew in the synagogue, by Jesus and his 
disciples, and by the first Christians. 

Why has there been such a deafening 
silence about the Jewish origins of 
Gregorian chant? Perhaps the church fa­
thers felt a need to forge an identity for 
the church that distanced itself from its 
Jewish roots. The nineteenth-century Aus­
trian historian R G. Kiesewetter wrote: 

The Christians evinced an anxiety 
to separate themselves from the 
Jews, and their object was, in fact, 
more especially to be found in a 
peculiar art of song distinct from 
that of any other religion. 10 

In some writings there are overtones 
of anti-Semitism, as well. In the late eigh­
teenth century, the respected music his­
torian Johann Nikolaus Forkel wrote: 

In short, even under immediate 
instruction by divinity (Christ) the 
culture of that nation (the Jews) 
remained so backward, that it is not 
to be counted among the number 
of cultured nations. II 

For nearly two thousand years zealous 
religious authorities have attempted to 
prevent Jews and Christians from having 
any influence on each other's liturgical 
practices. A sixteenth-century codifica­
tion of Jewish law and practice (The 
Shulchan Aruch) states: 

A cantor [in the synagogue] who 
sings melodies that the gentiles use 
in their worship should be prevented 
from doing so, and if he refuses to 
comply and persists in doing so, he 
is to be removed from his position.12 
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On the other side of the coin, many 
Christian theologians found themselves 
embroiled in a battle to purge the church 
from Jewish influences. The fourth-cen­
tury monk Diodorus of Tarsus (Turkey) 
complained that the Church was imitat­
ing Jewish songs, and his student, St. 
Chrysostom, warned against imitating 
Jewish practice. 13 

Of course, the very presence of these 
prohibitions is a sign that laws were 
needed to curb an existing practice. Jews 
and Christians were attracted to each 
other's music and were crossing the sa­
cred bridge. 

In _ ex-i - tu Is-ra-el de A<: -gyp - to 

Jewish cantors and composers were fas­
cinated by the music they managed to hear 
in the world beyond their ghetto walls. 
Sometime before 1622 the Italian Jewish 
composer Salamone Rossi wrote a setting 
of Psalm 137, Ai Naharot Bavel [By the 
Waters of Babylon]. This music, which was 
sung in the synagogue of Mantua, Italy, on 
Tish'a B~v, a fast day that commemorates 
the destruction of the ancient Temple in 
Jerusalem, was composed completely in the 
style of the church lamentations of the same 
period. It bears no resemblance to the tra­
ditional synagogue chanting of Rossi's time. 
Furthermore, the opening melody of Rossi's 
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Is - ra- el pot-es - tas e - jus. _ 

Figure 1. Psalm 114, Gregorian Chant 
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Figure 2. Psalm 114, Jewish synagogue chant 
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composition is modeled note-for-note on a 
church motet to the Latin version of that 
same text, composed by Rossi's friend, the 
chapel composer, Lodovico Viadana (Fig­
ures 3 and 4). 

There are also instances of non-Jewish 
composers being attracted to traditional 
Jewish melodies. The eighteenth-century 
Venetian church composer, Benedetto 
Marcello, to add a touch of authenticity 
to his Psalm settings, based his themes 
on melodies he heard in the Synagogues 
of Venice. Like other great artists of his 
time, Marcello felt the need to base his 
creative work on that of the ancients. 
Although his contemporaries based their 
church music on Gregorian chant, 
Marcello attempted to go further back, 
to the roots of Psalm singing in ancient 
Jerusalem. 

Marcello published his Psalm settings, 
titled Estro poetico-armonico, inl724. Sev­
eral of the arias are based on the Jewish 
melodies he had collected. To demon­
strate the exalted lineage of these compo­
sitions, the composer included his 
transcription of the original chants, with 
the Hebrew text and music reading from 
right to left14 (Figures 5 and 6). 

During the emancipation movement 
of the late eighteenth and early nine­
teenth century, some Rabbis attempted 
to "re-form" the Jewish service, to make 
it less oriental and more like the service 
of their Lutheran neighbors. In 1810 the 
German Rabbi Israel Jacobson established 
the first Reform Temple in Europe. He 
abolished the ancient modes of chanting 
Scripture along with the traditional prayer 
modes. In their place he introduced the 
singing of Protestant chorales with organ 
accompaniment, fitted with new texts in 
German or Hebrew. Figure 7 shows a 
page from Jacobson's hymnal. The 
Lutheran hymn, "Wenn ich, 0 Schopfer," 
has been set with a Hebrew text, "Tsuri 
im darkecha etbonan," and the music 
runs from right to left to accommodate 
the Hebrew text (Figure 7). 

One of the most fascinating cases of 
bridge-crossing comes from eighteenth­
century England. Meier Leon was born 
in London in 1755. As a youth, he dis­
played tremendous musical talents in Jew­
ish and secular music. At the age of eleven 
he was appointed "zinger" [cantor's assis­
tant] in the newly rebuilt Duke's Place 
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Synagogue at an annual salary of forty 
pounds sterling. At the age of twenty, 
under the pseudonym Michael Leoni, he 
made his operatic debut at Covent Gar­
den. When he went to Dublin three years 
later to sing in a performance of Handel's 
Messiah, the Jewish community was out­
raged; they considered it scandalous that 
a Jewish clergyman should be singing 
Christian music. Nonetheless, for years he 
continued to wander back and forth from 
the synagogue bimah to the concert stage. 

Leon's place in history rests not so 
much on his fame as a singer as much as 
for one hymn, "Yigdal," which he wrote 
as a teenager. By a twist of fate, Thomas 
Olivers, a Wesleyan minister, happened 
to visit Leon's synagogue, where he was 
enchanted by the young cantor's hymn. 
Olivers thought the hymn would work 
well in his church, provided it had a 
proper English Christian text. Olivers cre­
ated a contrafact on Leon's hymn, which 
he called "The God of Abraham, Praise." 
It was published in 1772 and became so 
popular that in two years it had already 
been published in eight editions. The Rev. 
Olivers was reported to have said: 

I have rendered [rhe words of rhis 
hymn] from rhe Hebrew, giving it 
as far as I could, a Christian 
character, and I have called on 
Leoni rhe Jew, who has given me a 
synagogue melody to suit it; . . . 
rhe tune is to be called, "Leoni"15 
(Figures 8 and 9). 

Actually, Cantor Leon's "original" 
hymn tune wasn't all that original. This 
melody first appears in print in Italy in 
the early seventeenth century, where it 
was generally known as "The Dance of 
Mantua" (Figure 10). 

This beautiful melody has appeared 
all over Europe. Figures 11-13 show three 
more variants: a Jewish liturgical chant 
from Spain, a Catholic chant from Spain, 
and a Polish folk song. (To hear Figures 
11-13 visit our Web site at <www. 
acdaonline.orgl cjl oct2000>.) 

To fans of classical music, this melody 
is most strongly associated with Czecho­
slovakia. When Bedrich Smetana set out 
to compose a nationalistic tome-poem in 
1875, he used this tune for his depiction 
of the Moldau River, assuming all along 

OCTOBER2000 

that this was a unique Czech folk song. 
(To hear Figure 14 visit our Web site, 
<www.acdaonline.org/cj/oct2000>.) 

poem by Naftali Herz Imber, called 
Hatikvah [The Hope]l6 (Figure 15). 

In 1882, Samuel Cohen, a farmer from 
Moldavia who had recently emigrated to 
the land ofIsrael, used a folk song that he 
knew as Carul Cu Boi to sing a new 

Within twenty years Hatikvah had be­
come the anthem of the Zionist move­
ment, and fifty years after that it was 
adopted as the anthem of· the State of 
Israel. 
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Whatever happened to Cantor Leon 
from London? Despite the popularity of 
his tune, the Jewish community in Lon­
don must have continued to have mis­
givings about their operatic clergyman. 
In 1787, when the Jewish community in 
Kingston, Jamaica, wrote to London ask­
ing for a cantor, the British were only too 
happy to send them Meier Leon. Leon 
set sail and remained at his post in Ja­
maica until his death in 1800. We have 
no record of any music from his pen 
from that period; Jewish calypso and 
reggae would remain doqnant for well 
over a hundred years. 

By the late nineteenth century, con­
tact between Jewish and Christian musi­
cians became much more common. In 
1881, Max Bruch composed an Adagio 
for cello and orchestra based on Kol Nidre, 
a Jewish liturgical melody he had learned 
from his friend, Cantor Abraham Jacob 
Lichtenstein. In 1914, Maurice Ravel 
wrote an art song titled Kaddisch, based 
on the synagogue doxology for the High 
Holy Days. The composer wrote of this 
experience: 

I was attracted to the strange and 
haunting beauty ofJewish music. I 

Him up - lift your voice, At __ whose su - preme com - mand_ From 

r r r r 
earth we rise, and seek the _ joys His right hand. A - men. 

Figure 8. The God of Abraham Praise (Leoni). 
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Figure 9. Leon, Yigdal (as sung in contemporary American synagognes) 
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felt almost as though I had been 
brought into a new musical world 
when a few authentic Jewish 
melodies were brought to my 
notice. I was so bewitched by the 
mysterious color and exotic charm 
of these melodies that for weeks I 
could not get this music out of my 
mind. Then my imagination was set 
aflameY 

Modest Mussorgsky was also attracted 
to the Jewish liturgy. In 1866, through 
an open window, he overheard a devo­
tional melody being sung by his Jewish 
neighbors. 18 This rune, attributed to 
Rabbi Abraham Ha-Mal'akh (1741-81), 
would resurface a decade later as the main 
theme for Mussorgsky's oratorio, Joshua 
(1877). In fact, the composer was so fond 
of this Jewish melody he asked that it be 
inscribed on his tombstone (Figures 16 
and 17). 

These bridge crossings raise interest­
ing but thorny questions. Can a gentile 
composer create Jewish music? Can a Jew­
ish composer create music for the church? 
In 1971, Leonard Bernstein, a composer 
with deep Jewish roots, wrote a highly 
unorthodox Mass for the opening of the 
Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. 
Bernstein brought to the central liturgy 
of the Catholic faith the same "God­
wrestling" one finds in his Jewish works, 
such as the Jeremiah and Kaddish sym­
phonies and the Chichester Psalms. Fur­
thermore, in at least one movement of 
this work, Bernstein made a conscious 
attempt to cross the sacred bridge. Ap­
pended to the Latin Sanctus is its Jewish 
equivalent, the Hebrew Kedushah. 19 

Judaism and Christianity have been 
cross-pollinating, off and on, for the past 
two millennia. Despite dogmatic restric­
tions, deep-seated prejudices, and en­
forced segregation, there has been a 
growing understanding of the religion of 
the "other." In recent years there seems to 
be a deeper respect for differences in cul­
ture and theology. This mutual apprecia­
tion is slowly being felt in the world of 
musical performance. Perhaps someday 
even Grout will catch up. 
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ANNOUNCEMENT 

A "VETERAN'S HYMN" - FINALL YI 
FOR VETERANS' DAY-Now you can program a patriotic song dedicated 
to veterans, including POWs, MIAs, and the memory of those who gave the 
last full measure! Have veterans and Gold Star Mothers stand 
and be recognized during the concert! The Hymn, written by brothers 
Victor and Wafeek Wah by, debuted at the 1999 National Veterans' Day 
Celebration on November 11, 1999, at DAR Constitution Hall, Washington, 
D.C. It featured Irish tenor John McDermott and Miss America, Heather Renee 
French. 

The Hymn is available in SATB, with optional soprano and tenor solos and 
keyboard accompaniment. Full symphonic orchestra and small band 
arrangements are available. 

Enter the new Veteran's Hymn competition! Send a videotape of 
your performance of the Veteran's Hymn, and you may win two free vacation 
nights for two at a Washington, D.C., area hotel (travel not included). To 
order, use the slip below. 

-------------------------
VETERAN'S HYMN ORDER FORM 

Name ____________ Organization __________ _ 

Mailing Address ______________________ _ 

Telephone L-}, ______ FaxL-} ______ E-Mail ___ _ 

PLEASE SEND TO ME AT THE ABOVE ADDRESS: 

Veteran's Hymn (SATB, keyboard) 
Expanded Conductor Score 
Symphonic Orchestra Set (Strings=5/5/3/3/3) 
Extra Strings 
Small Band Set (3 tpts/3tbns/bass/keyboard/perc) 
Synthesized accompaniment audiocassette 
Shipping and handling 

Qty. Total 
__ x$ 1.00 __ _ 
___ x $10.00 --'-__ 
__ x $25.00 __ _ 
___ x$ 1.00 __ _ 
___ x $10.00 __ _ 
__ x$ 5.00 __ _ 

$ 4.00 

I am planning to enter the competition by sending a videotape of our performance of 
the Veteran's Hymn. Please send me a competition entry form. Yes ___ No __ _ 
(Send videotape by November 30,2000. Tapes will not be returned.) 

Make check payable to: Veteran's Hymn. Mail to: Veteran's Hymn, 1700 17th 
Street, NW, Suite 508, Washington, DC 20009. 

CHORAL JOURNAL 


