The Art of Piyut
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1. Rambam (12 century Egypt), Responsum 207
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Question:... Regarding the practice of the chazanim to say words of song and the like from piyutim, because it is a
cantorial song or praise for the Creator or a source of joy for the groom or those arranging a circumcision, in the middle
of the blessings preceding Shema and following it, morning or evening, or on the evenings of festivals. In the evenings
of festivals people cannot distinguish between the blessings and the piyut. May one say these during or after blessingse...
Answer: It would be appropriate not to say anything from these songs in prayer. And if the masses only want to say
them, and foolishness reigns, then let it be before the blessings of Shema, and let them not add in any way to the actual
blessings, and let them not interrupt between the blessings and Shema.

Origins of Piyut
2. Rabbeinu Tam (12 century France), cited in Machzor Vitry 325
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Rabbeinu Tam ruled that throughout the eighteen blessings, one may innovate matters of thanks and prayer and elements
of one’s needs, because the new element is of the nature of the blessing itself. This is not an interruption at all. One may
extend them, like with krovotand prayers and selichotwhich our great masters conveyed to us. Since the days of Shimon
Kipah, who established the order of Yom Kippur, £fen Tehilah, and Rabbi Elazar haKallir, who was a Tanna and
established krovot for the festivals. We have found in various places in the piyutim that he disagreed with our
[Babylonian] Talmud in his ofan of Rosh HaShanah... for he generally followed the Jerusalem Talmud. And in his days
they declared the new moon based on witnesses. And he was Israeli, from Kiryat Sefer. He was a Tanna; this can be
proved. We say, “When Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon died, the eulogizer opened, ‘From all of the spices of the
peddler’ for he learned, read, taught and was a payfan” — an author of krovot, derashot and piyutim. We see that in
his days there were krovot. It appears to me that Rabbi Elazar haKallir was Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon.

3. The Goldschmidt Machzor - http://www.hebrewbooks.org/21790

4. Talmud Yerushalmi, Berachot 1:5, with Pnei Moshe
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Rabbi Chalafta ben Shaul taught: All bow with the chazan at Modim. Rabbi Zeira said, “Only at [the word] Modim.”
Rabbi Zeira savarthe krovah, to bow with him in the beginning and end.
Pnei Moshe: Krovah is the piyutwe say at Modim during the repetition of the amidah, “Modim anachnu lach...” It is as
Midrash Rabbah to Parshat Emor says, on the verse, ‘And you shall take for yourselves’. “What is the meaning of ‘From
all of the spices of the peddler’? For he read, taught, was a payfan and a darshan.” And the Aruch explained, “Karov
and payfan.” Meaning: Even though Rabbi Zeira said that one need bow only at [the word] Modim, and not the end
of the blessing, still, he was strict for himself and he went on at length with the piyut of Modim, so as to bow with the
chazan in the beginning and end. “Savar” means “anticipated”, as in, “Lest you say, they have lost their seiver.”


http://www.hebrewbooks.org/21790

5. Rokeiach (12t-13th century Germany), Hilchot Rosh HaShanah 200
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Why do we not say zulaton Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur2 Because we must say £met v'Yatziv properly, six times
Emet for the six appearances of emetin Creation... Because this is the beginning of His deeds, and so we must say
emet six times. If we were to say zulat, we would not say emet six times in Emet v'Yatziv. And Yom Kippur is not the
start of His deeds, but since intermediate people are suspended and waiting from Rosh HaShanah To Yom Kippur, and
judgment is sealed on Yom Kippur, it is like the completion [of Rosh HaShanah].

6. Maharil (14t-15th century Germany), Tefillot shel Rosh HaShanah 7
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7. Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra (12t century Spain) to Kohelet 5:1
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In general, | will say there are four difficult elements in the piyutim of Rabbi Elazar haKallir, may he rest in honour:

e First, most of his piyutim are riddles and parables... And why should we not learn from Shlomo, after whom
none were as wise? The prayer he prayed is known, and anyone who knows Hebrew will understand it, it is
not of riddles and parables...

e Second, his piyutim are mixed with talmudic language, and it is known that the Talmud includes various
languages, not only Hebrew... And even during prayer, and why should we not learn from the established
prayer, which is entirely of pure language, in Hebrew, and not pray with the language of Medea, Persia, Edom
and Yishmael.

e Third, even the Hebrew words have great errors... Some say that one may not respond to the lion after his
death, but the response is “The spirit of Gd created us all,” (cf. lyov 33:4) the early ones were formed from
matter like us, and “the ear will judge words” (cf. lyov 34:3)...

8. Rabbi Shimon ben Tzemach Duran (Tashbetz) (14h-15th century Majorca/Algiers) 1:33
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And if, at times, this person makes some mistakes in his writings, this does not remove him from the classification of a
talmid, he converted to Judaism, and he did not grow up with Hebrew... And the grammarians have offered a number
of criticisms of Rabbi Elazar haKallir, who was one of the great Tannaim, for they found in his piyutim some errors in
grammar, because this is not a defect in the stature of a scholar, if he doesn’t know grammar of language and words.

Are we allowed to include piyutim within tefillah?

9. Mishnah Berachot 1:4 (11q)
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In the morning one recites two blessings before and one after, and in the evening two before and two affer. One long
and one short. Where they said to extend, one may not be brief. Where they said to be brief, one may not extend.

10. Talmud, Berachot 34a
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Rav Yehudah said: One may not ask for his needs, neither in the first three [blessings of the amidah] nor in the last three,

but only in the middle, for Rabbi Chanina said that the first ones resemble a slave organizing praise before his master,

the middle ones resemble a slave seeking a ‘prize’ from his master, and the latter resemble a slave who has received a

‘prize’ from his master, and departs.

11.Rabbeinu Tam (12 century France), cited in Shibbolei haleket 28
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This is what it means: “Whether long or short” refers to all blessings. It explained thus for the first... “Where they said

to be brief, one may not extend,” is like the blessings on fruit, and on mitzvot...

12. Rabbi Natronai Gaon (9™ century Babylon), Teshuvah 30 (Brody edition)
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Those who say piyutim in avot and gevurot and in each prayer and in each festival according to its elements, and
increase words of aggada, and on Tishah b'Av and Purim.
If they say the essence of each blessing in that blessing, and on Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur words of appeal and
forgiveness and on Tishah b'Av words about the destruction of the Beit haMikdash, they may do so. The essence is that
they say in each blessing an element of the beginning and the ending...

13.Rambam (12 century Egypt), Responsum 180
...... DOWINT 00O 11 D272 IRDY IR YR IRIP 2TIPW N12727 172 22090 P9onn% nnn
..07°0A% 003D PRYLIMINA MY AR R 200107 12 0272 110192 P05 72wnn
May one who is praying interrupt between the blessings before Shema or after it with one of the new piyutim ...
Answer: Inferrupting with one of the piyutim is error, a total mistake, and there is no room to permit it.

14.Rambam (12 century Egypt), Responsum 208
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And all of these well-known pleadings and prayers composed by the Gaonim z”l and the paytanim, one may not say
any of them in any way, not an individual and not a community, not on Shabbat and not on a festival, because the
sages were concerned not to say the smallest thing of this kind on Shabbat. They said, “It is Shabbat, not to cry out,
and healing will come soon, and His mercy is great,” as a declaration, not a plea. And because of this, all of the middle
blessings of the amidah are removed, as they are all requests. This would not escape the eyes of any Torah scholar, if
asked, and the only one who would deny it would be someone who contradicts that which is visible to the eye. And just
as prayer is a greatly esteemed form of service, so too the fulfillment of His commands, to honour the days He has
honoured, acting as has been established. This is the most honoured form of service, for Shabbat to be for rest and
festivals for joy, and not to make them days of fasting and crying and wailing, and not to say anything other than that
which is appropriate for those situations, as we have described. This is my view, which is mandated by logic, and one
who believes otherwise is imagining things. So wrote Moshe.



15.Rambam (12 century Egypt), Responsum 260
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All of these blessings involve changing the form of the blessings, they are of the form of cantorial song which is well-
known in all the lands. This practice, in essence, is for those who cling fo it to follow what the chazanim establish, and
not what the sages establish. Bottom line: One may not alter the blessings from the form established by the Sages, and
one may not exchange them for one of those piyutim composed by the later figures.

16.Rambam (12 century Egypt), Responsum 254
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One may not alter the form minted by the sages for blessings in any way; anyone who changes it is erring. Your proof
from [the mishnah’s statement regarding prayer] “These may be said in any language” is not proof, because that refers
to neither adding nor subtracting, but simply changing the language. This is not like the piyutim which are additions
and introduction of many things which are not of the essential prayer, and their metre and tune is added, and prayer
stops being prayer and becomes a joke. This is the greatest cause of deficiency of concentration, and the masses taking
lightly speech (during prayer), because they feel that these things which are being said are not obligatory. Further, these
piyutim are sometimes the words of poets, not Torah scholars, such that it would be worthwhile to plead with their words
and use them to draw close to Gd, and to remove that which was composed by the prophets and those on the level of
prophets, peace and Divine desire be upon all of them...

17.Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra (12t century Spain) to Kohelet 5:1
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Avraham the author said, | have decided to speak: Because the glory of Gd fills every place, and no one can be careful
in every place, a place is established for him to be fixed for his prayer, and he must honour it. One is also obligated to
thank and praise his Gd at every moment, for His generosity is with him at every portion of a moment, giving him life
and pleasure through his sensations, but only because a person is involved in this world, he was set a time at which to
pray, known times, evening, morning and noon, for anyone with eyes can know when the sun rises, and when it inclines,
and when it sets. Therefore, one who will pray must guard the entrances of his mouth, and think in his heart that he is
standing before the King, who has the power to give life and to kill. Therefore, one may not pray and introduce into his
prayer piyutim the essence of which he does not understand. And he should not depend upon the initial intent of the
composer, for there is no one who does not sin, or the copyists sinned.

18. Rabbeinu Tam (12 century France), cited in Shibbolei haleket 28
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Be shocked at the words of those who rejoice for nothing, children who err in simple matters! Did the giants of the

generation not know that one should not request his needs, and further that they extended these [initial blessings] more

than the middle ones? Rather, it is clear in day [as day?] that it is appropriate to increase the praise of Gd and the

requests for communal needs, and especially in the first three blessings — like Zochreinu, Mi Kamocha, UvChen fen
pachdicha, and Kedushah...



A Closing Note
19. Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (20t century USA), Halakhic Man pp. 58-59

Halakhic man never accepted the ruling of Maimonides opposing the recital of piyyutim, the liturgical poems and songs
of praise. Go forth and learn what the Guide sought to do to the piyyutim of Israell Nevertheless, on the High Holidays
the community of Israel, singing the hymns of unity and glory, reaches out to its Creator. And when the Divine Presence
winks at us from behind the fading rays of the setting sun and its smile bears within it forgiveness and pardon, we weave
a “royal crown” of praise for the Atik Yomin. The Ancient One. And in moments of divine mercy and grace, in times of
spiritual ecstasy and exaltation, when our entire existence thirsts for the living G-d, we recite many piyyutim and hymns,
and we disregard the strictures of the philosophical midrash concerning the problem of negative attributes. The Halakha
does not deem it necessary to reckon with speculative concepts and very fine, subtle abstractions on the one hand and
vague feelings, obscure experiences, inchoate affections, and elusive subjectivity on the other. It determines law and
judgment in Israel.

20. Rabbi Moshe Isserles (16t century Poland), Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 584:1
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And we extend with piyutim and prayers until midday.

21.Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan (20t century Poland), Mishneh Berurah 584:5
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“Until midday” - at least. And if it is Shabbat, one should not extend beyond midday. And during the week one may
extend. When is this said2 With piyutim and prayers; one should not extend with tunes.

22.Rabbi Chaim Mordechai Margulies (18t-19t century Ukraine), Shaarei Teshuvah 584:2

W'Y IANDDN T0I7 TR 2OVDT 10 20w 'R V0 VY WY, H0nah 22010 DD TnhY ORID R0 1D WO WORY M 9
And anyone who is able should take the opportunity to learn the meaning of the piyutim to pray. And see Taz's comment
that regarding piyutim, one must arrange his prayer [in advance].



