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The Piyyutim of the Jewish Community of Aleppo

by Rabbi Dr. Zvulun Lieberman

Hebrew poetry was already recorded literature at the dawn of
our history. The Pentateuch contains many of the early lyrical ex-
pressions of our ancestors. Certainly man’s greatest expression of
religious, lyrical idiom is found in the matchless Book of Psalms,
while Song of Songs remains enshirned in religious thought as the
sacred, allegorical poem of G-d’s love for Israel.

Over the centuries, Jewish creativity found expression in many
forms of religious poetry, which continued to enrich and embellish
the traditional liturgy. These sacred poems and penitential prayers
(Selichot), beloved by the people, were quickly adopted to become an
integral part of holiday and festival worship.

The Israeli poets of the Galilee, Yosi ben Yosi and the Kalir,
were giants in the field, and Mesopotamian Jewry made its contribu-
tions through the works of Rabbi Saadia Gaon. With time, the center
of creativity passed to the European continent.

Throughout the Middle Ages, Hebrew poets created new gems
in verse and song. The Golden Age of Spain, with its chain of poetic
luminaries, extended and brought the liturgical idiom to unparalleled
heights. The never-equaled masters, Ibn Gabirol, Yehuda Halevi, Ibn
Ezra, Shmuel HaNagid, Ibn Janach and so many others, remain to
this very day, the pattern of accepted liturgical expression.

With the destruction of Sephardic communal life in Spain, the
heritage of poetic tradition returned to Israel. The renaissance of
Hebrew poetry within the kabbalistic mystique, found its birth in the
holy city of Safed. Guided by the devout poetry and genius of Rabbi
Luria (the Ari), his disciples created masterpieces of lyrical liturgy.

Rabbi Solomon  evi Alkabetz (“Lecha Dodi Likrat Kala”') and
Rabbi Israel Nadjara ("Ya Ribon Olam’’) were among the most
respected names in a galaxy of metaphoric masters.

Rabbi Dr. Zvulun Lieberman teaches Jewish History and Hebrew
Literature at the Teachers’ Institute for Women of Yeshiva University,
and is Rabbi of Congregation Beth Torah, Brooklyn, N.Y. and
Principal-Rosh Ha-Yeshiva of Hillel High School, Lawrence, N.Y.
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the Sabbath. The talented men of the community exhibit their can-
torial skills, in the rhythmic, melodic, multitonal scale of Arabic
music, with Hebrew lyrics.

Bakashot (Supplications)
In searching for the historical roots for the ceremonial singing of
religious lyrics, one comes upon the beautiful custom of bakashot
(supplication prayers of the Sabbath dawn). In the Aleppan syn-
agogues of Israel, and in one or two congregations in Brooklyn, N.Y,
the custom still abides, of greeting the Sabbath dawn with bakashot.
They are sung in unison, to ancient melodies. Many of these works
are anonymous today. They appear at the beginning of the book of
pizmonim, but those poems whose authorship is still known to us,
throw light upon the antiquity of this Sephardic custom. Amongst
the more famous poets, whose creative quills have formulated these
graceful verses, are Israel Nadjara of Safed, Abraham Ibn Ezra of
Spain, Joseph Sutton of Aleppo, Shlomo Ibn Gabirol of Spain, Jacob
Abadi of Aleppo, Samuel Murcia of Spain, Rabbi [saac Luria, the Ari
of Safed; David, the son of Jacob, Pardo; Rabbi Nissim Lopez.
This poem is attributed to Israel Nadjara, the student of Rabbi
[saac Luria of Safed.

I Will sing With strength, to Him Who searches the heart, and |
will sing to the morning; de  shall I knock at His doors, and [
shall come unto His sanctuary. | will relate His great miracles, and
tell them in the morning. The heavens, like a tent ere stretched
forth by Him, and the earth below was spread out. The gates of
the east shall be opened by Him in the morn. The sun runneth
forth, by His command, like a man who goes forth to his wedding
canopy. Noone can hide from his anger, from evening unto
morning. By the light of the sun and its luster, man goes forth to
his labor, to his work, and unto his travail, to arise in the morn-
ing. Come, send forth thy voice in song, which shall go forth for
you, as a commemoration. before G-d, your Creator, with joy,
together with the stars of 2 morning. For if you will sing His
splendor in the night, by day He shall command to you His
kindness. He shall give you of His iy, which shall fly to you
by morning.”

Thus we realize that the tradition of poetry, as formulated by
the founding fathers of Sephardic Hebrew lyrics, has remained unto
this day, a tradition in the Syrian Sephardic community, and is an in-
tegral part of its religious during p' lic and private festivals.
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The Customs of Libyan Jews

by Yishak Sabban

In memory of Alberto Fellus

The customs of Libyan Jews have much in common with the
customs of the rest of North African Jewry and other Sepharadic
congregations. However, due to historic and geographic circum-
stances, they have developed several unique customs which are of
special interest.

Rosh Hodesh Nisan

On the first night of Rosh Hodesh (New Moon) Nisan, called
Lel Lebesesa (“The Night of the Mixture””) by the Libyan Jews, the
whole family gathers together at the father's house. The mother
prepares a mixture called besesa made of roasted, ground and sifted
wheat and barley to which is added sugar, almonds, and spices
(coriander and cumin). The head of the family takes a key in his right
hand and as he pours olive oil over the mixture with his left hand and
stirs, he recites a Judeo-Arabic prayer.! The translation of this prayer
is:

“The One (G-d) who opens without a key,

The One (G-d) who gives without complaint,

Bestow your blessings upon us ar  oe influenced by our prayers.
May the coming year be better than this one.”?

After this ceremony the mother takes a piece of jewelry, usually
a ring or earring, and puts it into the mixture where it remains all
night. At dawn the family eats from the besesa believing in it as a
merit (segulah). Slouschz claims that this custom was brought by e
Jews of the mountains of Libya to the captial, Tripoli.> A similar
custom is found in Algeria among the Jews of Tlemcen, and some in-
land towns.

What is the origin of this custom? Generally, the Jews ofl vya

Yishak Sabban, Asst. Professor of Jewish Studies at Yeshiva Univer-
sity.















































