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The main function and purpose of a Cantor’s job is expressing prayer through music. 

This may seem like a simple thing, but there are many factors that can set up a Cantor for success 

in this aspect of the job. The difference between simply singing words to a tune vs. expressing 

the meaning of a text through music can be the difference between a mediocre religious service 

and an exceptionally moving one. People come to a prayer service to be moved in some way, 

whether it be by the expression of their own personal prayer, by inspiring words from a Rabbi or 

by the musical expression of the Cantor, or any combination thereof. Therefore, the expressive 

ability of the Cantor while serving the words of prayer through music, whether singing alone or 

leading a congregation in singing together, is an extremely important aspect of the Cantor’s job.  

This thesis revolves around the categorization of music as a language with its own 

expressive qualities, separate from verbal language, based on agreed upon understandings of the 

function of and human emotional response to various musical patterns. Within this 

understanding, there exist theories about cultural influences, and whether or not musical patterns 

have the same emotional response across cultures. While this paper acknowledges this subject, a 

deeper dive into this branch of inquiry is beyond its scope. This concept is mentioned here 

among the enduring understandings of what this thesis hopes to prove.  

Fundamentally,  in musical settings of words, whether it be poetry, prose, theatre, or 

especially prayer, the music must serve the words first and foremost. Therefore, it is the meaning 

of the words that initiates the composer's use of music in expressing those words. However, 

music itself is a language of expression that will be demonstrated in these pages and it is the 

Cantor’s job to optimize that musical language to express the words of prayer. 

The Cantor’s knowledge of and fluency with this musical vocabulary can aid in the 

successful expression of the words of prayer, moving the congregation in cathartic and satisfying 
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ways. It is this author’s hope that the information in this paper will be educational and useful for 

cantors in facilitating emotional and religious satisfaction through meaningful prayer services. 

Music and Religious Expression 

​ The earliest archeological evidence of humans making music dates back to the Stone Age 

from which the oldest musical instruments were found in 20081 and from which archeologists 

have theorized that caves in which there are Paleolithic cave paintings may have been used as 

resonant musical spaces.2 In pre-biblical societies in the ancient Near East, (modern-day Israel 

and its surrounding countries) there is evidence that music played a role in religious rites or 

worship as far back as ancient Egypt. As Abraham Idlesohn wrote in his landmark work Jewish 

Music in its Historical Development, “As long as the Egyptian religion and culture were in their 

flower, music was developed as a tool of expression and drew its significance from its influence 

upon the sentiments of the gods…and the evil spirits.”3 He goes on to write, “Music was 

regarded as sacred and was credited with its own ETHOS - its divine power.”4 Bas reliefs found 

in tombs of Egyptian kings portray processions of orchestras of wind, string and percussion 

instruments. Later in ancient Greek culture, Idelsohn says, “[Plato] praises [the Egyptians] for 

their ability to create melodies which had the power to subdue the passions of man and purify his 

spirit.”5 Music has always had this association of having an effect on the emotions of the listener. 

In the Tanach in 1 Samuel, it is the future King David who is brought in to play music on the lyre 

5 Ibid.  
4 Ibid. pg. 4 
3 Idelsohn, A.Z., Jewish Music in its Historical Development, (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc, 1929) pg. 3 

2National Geographic, July 2007 (Author unknown) Quote by  Paul Pettitt, paleolithic rock art expert at the 
University of Sheffield in the U.K.  “[Cave paintings] are not randomly distributed but seem deliberately 
placed, with areas of perfectly 'paintable' walls ignored, and in a number of cases the paintings cluster in 
areas of resonance.”  https://www.stonepages.com/news/archives/002828.html 

1 Owen, James, National Geographic, June 2009; Flutes made from vulture bone were found in a Stone 
Age cave in Southern Germany in 2008, the oldest musical instrument found.  
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/bone-flute-is-oldest-instrument--study-says#:~:text=Th
e%20discovery%20pushes%20back%20humanity's,years%20ago%2C%22%20Conard%20said. 
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to soothe the troubled King Saul, “Whenever the [evil] spirit came upon Saul, David would take 

the lyre and play it, Saul would find relief and feel better, and the evil spirit would leave him.”6 

Idlesohn posits that music, with its power to move the emotions, is partially responsible for the 

effectiveness, even the very formation of religion itself, quoting Scottish anthropologist and 

folklorist J.G. Fraser, that “The musician has done his part as well as the prophet and the thinker 

in the making of religion.”7 

​ In the First Temple in Jerusalem, the configuration of the “religious orchestra” was based 

on the Egyptian version, as Idelsohn writes, “The legend that when Solomon married Pharaoh’s 

daughter she brought with her a thousand varieties of musical instruments seems to be based 

upon historical facts, for we find that the instruments employed in the First Temple and the 

arrangement of its orchestra bore similarity to those in Egypt.”8 Other cultures that existed during 

the First Temple period employed their versions of religious song, according to Jonathan 

Friedmannn in his book Music in the Hebrew Bible: Understanding References in the Torah, 

Nevi’im and Ketuvim, “since there are scrolls and artworks depicting musical worship…found in 

Egypt, Mesopotamia and elsewhere.”9 Friedmannn quotes Alfred Sendrey’s Music in Ancient 

Israel saying that, unlike other music-cultures of its time, “...It was the people of Israel…who 

raised this religious expression to its highest peak. They conceived of singing as a holy act.”10  

​ Therefore, music not only played an integral role in temple ritual and worship, it was 

practically synonymous with it. It is worth noting that there is actually no word for music in 

Hebrew. This is clearly not because music was absent or unimportant. On the contrary, music 

10 Sendrey, Alfred, Music in Ancient Israel (New York: Philosophical Library), 259,   

9 Friedmannn, Jonathan, Music in the Hebrew Bible: Understanding References in the Torah, Nevi’im and 
Ketuvim, (North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Incl, Publishers) 2014 

8 Ibid, pg. 8 
7 Idelsohn, pg. 195 
6 I Samuel 16:23 
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was so completely integrated into the act of worship that it was implied in the act itself and not 

seen as separate from it. The closest words to music are the roots זמר and ש׳ר, both having 

connotations of singing or melody. Although the “religious orchestra” is mentioned above, the 

act of playing an instrument is written as  “playing the harp” but not “playing music on the harp.” 

Or in Psalm 150, ,ּנבֵֶל הַלְלוּהו וְכִנּוֹר בְּ  Praise God with psaltery and harp.11 Praising IS the act of 

playing the instrument. One can infer, then, the importance of singing in Jewish religious service 

dating all the way back to Biblical times, with mentions of “Levitical choirs.” History can trace 

that line all the way into the Jewish diaspora and the way Jewish worship and therefore the role 

of the Cantor evolved.  

​ What is it that makes music divine or holy? What is the power that music has on one’s 

emotions? What are the elements of music that enable it to move and inspire us? Is it the manner 

of performance that stirs the emotions? Or is music itself an expressive language capable of 

affecting emotional states?  

Rules of Rhetoric 

​ In order to understand music as an expressive language, one must first understand the 

principles of rhetoric. Rhetoric is the art of persuasive speech or argument, developed in ancient 

Greece by Aristotle.12 In simple terms, rhetoric is how to make people understand what you’re 

saying. 

Merriam-Webster defines rhetoric as, “The art of speaking or writing effectively such as; 

a. The study of principles and rules of composition formulated by critics of ancient times (as in 

classical rhetoric) and b. The study of writing or speaking as a means of communication or 

12 Rabb, Christof, Aristotle’s Rhetoric Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosphy, May 2002, Revised March 
2022 https://plato.stanford.edu/ARCHIVES/WIN2009/entries/aristotle-rhetoric/index.html 

11 Psalm 150 verse 3 
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persuasion.”13 Aristotle’s Rules of Rhetoric still influence the way we write and deliver speeches 

today, as seen in such common places as the contemporary website and writing-assisting app 

Grammarly, which defines rhetoric as: “...the art of using language to persuade, motivate, or 

inform an audience. Writers and speakers use rhetoric to shape how others think or feel about an 

idea, argument, or position.” Grammarly even includes historical and etymological information 

on rhetoric as coming “from the Greek rhetorikos, meaning “oratory” or public speaking.” 

Influential Greek thinkers helped shape the foundations of rhetoric. “Aristotle defined rhetoric as 

the art of finding the best means to persuade your audience ethically and effectively. Plato and 

Socrates debated rhetoric’s role in truth and ethics. Even today, the principles of rhetoric 

continue to influence how people communicate and persuade others.”14​

​ Aristotle identified three means of persuasion in his Rhetoric: 1. Persuasion Through the 

Character of the Speaker, meaning the credibility of the speaker. 2. Persuasion Through the 

Emotions of the Hearer, meaning that the hearer will be persuaded to feel certain emotions based 

partly on the way the speech is delivered by the speaker, partly by the emotional state the hearer 

is already in when hearing the speech. For example, a hearer will judge a speech differently if 

they are experiencing grief when they hear it, vs. if they are happy. According to Christof Rapp 

in his essay Aristotle’s Rhetoric in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “ It therefore seems 

that the speaker has to arouse emotions exactly because emotions have the power to modify our 

judgments.”15 And 3. Persuasion by the Argument Itself.  This is done by “making a claim (i.e. 

the point of view the speaker suggests) plus the proofs that are given to support this claim…It 

15 Rapp 

14 Grammarly,”What is Rhetoric?”  https://www.grammarly.com/blog/rhetorical-devices/rhetoric/#1 
 

13 Merriam-Webster Dictionary online 
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does so by inferentially connecting the suggested conclusion with facts that are evident or with 

convictions already held by the audience.”16  

Aristotle’s rules of rhetoric eventually influenced more than the written and spoken word. 

In late 16th century Florence, Italy a group of humanists, poets, and musicians, the literati of 

their day, would gather at the home of Giovanni de’ Bardi, the Count of Vernio, and became 

known as The Florentine Camerata17. These men were interested in reviving Greek drama and 

music18, which they admired for their use of rhetoric and music to express the meaning of the 

words.19 These men were frustrated by the difficulty in understanding the words in the music of 

their day, which in the late 16th Century was polyphonic, or multi-voiced. The composers in the 

late Renaissance had achieved a height of artistic beauty with the interweaving of multiple voices 

in harmony, now known as Renaissance Polyphony. The Florentine Camerata sought a new way, 

a better way to express the words musically using the rules of rhetoric and applying them to 

music, simplifying the parts and the harmonic structure into a single melody line with or without 

accompaniment20. They referred to Renaissance Polyphony as “Prima Prattica” (first practice) 

and this new, simpler compositional method was called "Seconda Prattica” (second practice).21 

The Seconda Prattica was the beginning of what became Baroque Music and opera, which was 

primarily concerned with the expression of the words through music. The music served the 

words and their emotions,22 known at that time as “the passions” or “the affections.”As 

musicologist Claude V. Palisca writes in his book Baroque Music, “Behind the traits that mark 

22 Ewen, David (1971). The New Encyclopedia of the Opera. New York, NY: Hill and Wang. 
21 ibid. Pg. 271 
20 Grout, Palisca, A History of Western Music, Pg. 280 

19 Grout, Donald Jay (1947). A Short History of Opera: One-Volume Edition. New York, NY: Columbia 
University Press.  

18 ibid. page 279 

17 Grout, Donald Jay, Palisca, Claude V. A History of Western Music, Fifth Edition, W.W. Norton and Co., 
1996, page 280 

16 ibid. 
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music as baroque, then, are their reason for being: the passions, or as they were more often called 

then, the affections.”23 According to Palisca, who quotes sixteenth century poetic critic Lorenzo 

Giacomini, “affections” were “a spiritual movement or operation of the mind in which it is 

attracted or repelled by an object it has come to know.” Affections were not emotions, per se, but 

were states of being affected by “vapors and animal spirits” in the body that were moved by 

“internal and external sensations” that “stimulate the bodily mechanism to alter the state of the 

spirits.” Such affections might include joy, sorrow or fear, and these were “felt as a ‘movement 

of the affections’ and the resulting state is the affection.” Palisca goes on to say: 

“Affection and passion are two terms for the same process, the former describing it from 
the point of view of the body, the latter from the standpoint of the mind. The alteration of 
the blood and spirits affect the body, while the mind passively suffers the disturbance. 
​ This view of the mechanics of the affections perpetuated the belief, propounded 
already by Aristotle in his Rhetoric, that there exist discrete states known as fear, love, 
hate, anger, joy - to cite a few of those most common. From the last decades of the 
sixteenth century the arousal of the affections was considered the principal objective of 
poetry and music.”24 

 

If “the arousal of the affections was considered the principal objective of poetry and music,” then 

there must be a technique or method to making that happen.  

​ In the music of the Early Baroque, 20th century musicologists have studied and identified 

musical patterns and gestures that became an expressive vocabulary of sorts. Since the Florentine 

Camerata studied the Greek Classics and most likely Aristotle’s Rhetoric for the spoken word, it 

then is no surprise that arising out of that was the idea of “musical rhetoric” in the music of The 

Baroque.  Bram Wayman, director of the Musical Rhetoric Workshop at Ohio State University 

defines musical rhetoric as:  

24  ibid 
 

23 Palisca, Claude V., Baroque Music, Prentice Hall, 1968. 
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“the use of emotive gestures, derived from speech and drama, in musical composition and 
performance. Rarely studied today, rhetorical approaches to music once reigned supreme 
throughout the West, following a revival of classical oratory during the [late]Renaissance. 
Music of the Baroque period became increasingly grounded in rhetorical principles as 
theorists, philosophers, singers, and instrumentalists across Europe attempted to codify 
the precepts of orators like Cicero and Quintilian in musical form. The resulting operas, 
cantatas, and sinfonias that spanned the gamut from subtle to fiery relied heavily on the 
dramatic abilities of their performers, as they applied the nuance of the spoken word — 
its rushings and draggings, its questions and shouts — to every moment of their music, 
aiming to affect the passions of their audience.”25 

A further example of the importance of conveying meaning beyond the use of words 

during the Baroque Era is that while the Seconda Prattica was influencing music and singing in 

general and later opera in particular, a system of bodily gestures was also being established as an 

additional means of expression. These were particularly defined movements and gestures of the 

hands, arms, and legs which provided additional identifiable material for an audience, 

particularly at a time when there was no such thing as amplification. Baroque Gesture, as it is 

now called,  enabled an audience to immediately identify the type of characters and the emotions 

they were depicting based on their posture, stance, and hand gestures. As an example, imagine a 

person holding the back of their hand to their forehead with their head tilted back. Most people 

would think of the phrase, “woe is me” upon seeing that pose. The origins of this date back to 

Baroque Gesture. Later in 19th Century France, this was developed into a codified technique of 

acting by Francois Delsarte.26 (Ironically, however, Delsarte’s technique of using bodily gestures 

for dramatic expression eventually led to the opposite effect of their original purpose, moving the 

act of expression to the external rather than from the internal, rendering it seemingly 

26 Bradley Hoover, The Aesthetic System of François Delsarte and Richard Wagner: Catholicism, 
Romanticism, and Ancient Music, in the Cambridge Elements series Music and Musicians, 1750–1850. 
Edited by Simon P. Keefe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025. 
 

25 Bram Wayman, Director of the Musical Rhetoric Workshop, Ohio State University. 
https://musicalrhetoric.org/about.html 
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over-dramatic at best and artificial at worst. Delsarte was eventually replaced by Stanislovski’s 

“Method” in the early 20th century, and expanded upon by Strasberg and Adler in the mid-20th 

century). 

If Baroque Gesture and Delsarte created a physical vocabulary for expression, Baroque 

composers created a musical expressive vocabulary. Again, from the Musical Rhetoric website: 

“Rhetorical analysis is an exercise of the heart, mind, and instinct. Musicians practicing 
rhetorical performance must expect music’s structure to influence its story, and its 
different parameters to influence each other. This rising-third gesture — does it feel 
different when it lands on a high tonic? This leap of a fifth — when chromatically 
contracted to a tritone, when placed on an off-beat, when augmented, when played with 
the bassoons, what is its dramatic character now? The sensitive musician will quickly 
find that clues to musical affect, or the emotion we want the audience to feel, abound, 
usually expressed in gestures, or musical shapes in the score that have a sonic identity 
and a specific emotional potential.”27 

Although one can discuss the idea of a “musical expressive vocabulary,”  and even list 

elements of this vocabulary, it is well- understood in the worlds of musicology and music theory 

that composers don’t write music according to a set of guidelines or rules.  Music theory is 

simply able to analyze and name aspects of music that function in a certain way, and seeks to 

figure out why they function that way.  

​ In his book Musical Forces; Motion, Metaphor and Meaning in Music, musicologist 

Steve Larson says that our experience of music has always been that it stirs the emotions. He 

uses the idea of metaphor to explain how music affects how we feel, writing, “In fact, music and 

emotion have long been described as intimately linked.”28 So, if music moves our emotions, or if 

28 Steve Larson, Musical Forces; Motion, Metaphor and Meaning in Music 
Indiana University Press, 2012, introduction 
 

27 Bram Wayman 
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we experience or interpret a particular piece of music as sad or happy, what is it in the music that 

makes us feel or interpret it that way? According to Larson people who come from a particular 

musical culture have similar experiences of music based on that culture’s shared associations. He 

writes: 

“…a single musical culture’s associations between material and affect seem to form rich 
and nuanced webs of meaning. Members of any one musical culture share numerous such 
associations. We know enough about cognition to see that it is much easier for a group of 
people to learn the same or similar associations if they are nonarbitrary. Given the large 
number of associations built up by a single musical culture, it seems highly improbable 
that all those associations could be arbitrary.” 

 

​ To explain how we experience what we experience when we listen to music due to 

associations ingrained in us by our culture, Larson begins with an explanation of semiotics, 

which he defines as “the science of how meanings (such as facts, relationships, or feelings) 

become associated with material (such as pictures, sounds, or gestures…)” And then later, says, 

“if culture shapes musical material and meaning, then that shaping may…rely on systematic and 

logical relationships between culture, material and meaning.” In other words, the culture we are 

part of shapes how we associate sounds (and images, and other things) with meaning and 

emotion.  

If music conveys meaning based on how we connect material and meaning according to 

cultural associations, and if music has an expressive vocabulary we can identify, with or without 

words or lyrics, then music can be considered a language of its own. 

Shared Jewish Culture and Musical Meaning 

​ As noted earlier, since biblical times, music has always played an integral part in, and is 

even synonymous with Jewish worship. The “ancestral” line of singers that is traced all the way 

back to the Temple in Jerusalem extends into modernity, evolving into the role of the Cantor. 
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That on most clergy teams there is a dedicated clergyperson whose role is primarily to curate (or 

compose), lead and perform music for ceremonial functions and religious services speaks to 

music’s prominence in religious service. The cantor has always been a trained specialist 

dedicated to this function.  Historically, in Europe before WWII, the man29 who served as Cantor 

was trained by a mentor, starting as a m’shoreir or chorister and then serving sometimes multiple 

cantors as an apprentice before serving a community as Cantor.  A Cantor father would also train 

his son in the profession. Post WWII in the United States, there was a push for the Cantor to be a 

seminary-trained professional, and all three denominations opened their own Cantorial Schools, 

including the HUC-JIR School of Sacred Music and the Cantorial School of the Jewish 

Theological Seminary of America.30  Unlike Catholicism or Islam, who also have musical clergy, 

Judaism now ordains its cantors with similar academic rigor as it does its rabbis.31 This alone 

shows how highly valued music is in Judaism.  

Putting aside for a moment the rich centuries-long history of composed music for 

synagogue service, for as far back as we can remember, (as noted earlier) Jewish prayers have 

been chanted or sung. Jonathan Friedmann writes, “Music played an integral part in the three 

main biblical institutions of monarchy, prophecy and priesthood, and when these structures gave 

way to the synagogue system, their musical aspect was preserved.”32 Friedmannn again quotes 

Sendrey as saying that in ancient Israel “singing meant serving God…[song was] a religious 

32 Friedmannn, Music in the Hebrew Bible 

31 Although a Catholic Cantor and a Muslim Muezzin are considered clergy and have clerical 
responsibility, in neither religion are these roles seminary-educated or ordained.  

30 Lockwood, Jeremiah. Golden Ages: Hasidic Singers and Cantorial Revival in the Digital Era. Oakland: 
University of California Press, 2024. 
 

29 before 1975 only men were permitted to the profession due to laws against hearing a woman’s voice in 
public. 
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creed expressed in sounds, the palpable affirmation of [their] close connection with the eternal, 

the union in harmonious sounds of the Creator and His creation.”33 

​ Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks wrote about music’s importance in Jewish prayer in his 

collection of essays called “Covenant & Conversations” which is archived on a website of his 

collected writings and speeches. In an essay titled “Music, Language of the Soul,” Rabbi Sacks 

wrote,  

“There is an inner connection between music and the spirit. When language aspires to the 
transcendent and the soul longs to break free of the gravitational pull of the earth, it 
modulates into song. Music, said Arnold Bennett, is ‘a language which the soul alone 
understands but which the soul can never translate.’ It is, in Richter’s words, ‘the poetry 
of the air.’ Tolstoy called it ‘the shorthand of emotion.’ Goethe said, ‘Religious worship 
cannot do without music. It is one of the foremost means to work upon man with an 
effect of marvel’… Words are the language of the mind. Music is the language of the 
soul.”34 
 

​ Music holds such importance in Judaism that our holiest book - the Torah - is not simply 

read in religious services, it is chanted. After the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, the 

Temple Service was no longer the centrality of Jewish worship. The Jewish people had to 

regroup and rethink how they were to serve God with no Temple and no High Priest. The learned 

men of the time attracted groups of disciples and over the next several centuries, these rabbis 

created the liturgy that eventually became the Jewish prayer service, later, written down and 

codified in our siddurim, prayer books. Around this same time, the Masoretes – a group of 

scribes from the 6th to the 10th centuries – sought to preserve the people’s ability to read the 

Torah in its original Hebrew and understand its pronunciation and meaning, since Aramaic had 

become the vernacular, and so, created the system of vowels and trope that we still use today. 

34 Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, Music, Language of the Soul, Beshalach 5772, 5785, from Covenant and 
Conversation, rabbisacks.org 
 

33 ibid. 
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The trope symbols function not only as a form of musical notation but also punctuation, its 

purpose being to bring out the meaning of the text so that those who hear it can understand its 

meaning more easily. Some trope sounds function to move the narrative along while others are 

pausal. Trope sounds indicate when something significant is happening and also indicate the end 

of a sentence or portion. In this way, the trope symbols function as a rhetorical tool to aid the 

reader in musical expression of the words set to music. Music helps facilitate the expression and 

comprehension of the text. These Medieval scribes knew and understood this rhetorical function 

and almost two millenia later, their notation is still actively used.  

​ Separate from the reading of the Torah, the prayers themselves are chanted and sung. In a 

typical Jewish religious service there tends to be more singing or chanting than speaking. Before 

the Haskalah, (the Jewish Enlightenment which began in the 1770s and led to, among other 

things, the “modernization” of Jewish prayer services, which included newly composed music, 

modeled after church hymns,35) prayers in a synagogue service were mostly chanted, and 

occasionally sung to a recognizable tune. The chanting, while improvisatory, is not formed from 

a random choosing of notes, but from specific modes which developed over time in the Jewish 

Diaspora (possibly influenced from as far back as the Second Temple Period, see the Idlesohn 

quote below), with different localized variations in every region where Jews settled. This paper 

focuses here on the chanting of the Jews of Eastern and Central Europe, but acknowledges that 

there are Sefardic, Mizrahi and many other variations of chanting wherever Jews have lived. 

Prayers were mostly chanted in an improvisatory way within a particular musical framework or 

mode. This is referred to as nusach. The word nusach  literally means “formula” and actually 

35 Mendes-Flohr, Paul; Reinharz, Jehuda, editors, The Jew in the Modern World a Documentary History, 
Third Edition, Oxford University Press, 2011 
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refers to the structure of the prayer service within the minhag or custom of the place and is not an 

inherently musical term. But over time it has come to mean the method of chanting in any 

synagogue service.  

There are different theories of how nusach developed, and musicologist Joseph A. Levine 

suggests that nusach did not develop regionally, but perhaps stems from a central, 

already-established way of chanting from the time of The Temple in Jerusalem. In his book 

Synagogue Song in America, Levine quotes Idelsohn saying,   

“ Idelsohn considers [nusach] echoes of Bible reading, though with variations and 
additions of motifs… many of the neume motifs that form the basis of Bible reading in 
the 16 diaspora traditions analyzed by Idelsohn exhibit amazing similarity, particularly 
Lamentations.... This widespread similarity known as 'diffusion' in ethnomusicological 
terminology suggests to Idelsohn ‘that they were already folk-song before the destruction 
of the Second Temple.’" 36 

 

As for the recognizable, even “hum-able” tunes sprinkled in among nusach chanting, 

these were now-familiar melodies used that are so old that no one remembers who wrote them or 

what their origin was. They are said to come “Mi Sinai” - from the biblical time of the Jews 

receiving God’s commandments at Mt. Sinai. According to Cantor Leib Glantz, in a lecture he 

gave to the fifth annual Convention of the Cantors Assembly in 1952, “Poetic legend has it that 

God himself sang these melodies to Moses on Mt. Sinai, when He gave him the To’rah. To our 

forefathers it was unthinkable that God should not reveal Himself in music. How lofty an origin 

does our tradition ascribe to the music of our prayers!”37 Idelsohn explains that “The birthplace 

of these missinai-tunes was Southwestern Germany [between the 11th and 15th centuries] in the 

old communities of Worms, Meyence, Speyer, and the Rhineland, which were for several 

37 Glantz, Jerry, The Man Who Spoke to God, a publication of Tel Aviv Institute for Jewish Liturgical Music, 
2008, pg. 331 

36 Levine, Joseph A., Synagogue Song in America, White Cliffs Media Company, Crown Point, Indiana, 
1989, pg. 83 
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centuries the center of Judaism and through which Talmudic Judaism was spread throughout 

Central and Eastern Europe”38 However, the service was predominantly chanted in nusach. 

The nusach of any given service, the musical sound and character of the chanting, 

changes throughout the day, on different days of the week and different times throughout the 

year. As Leib Glantz said, “...every prayer has its traditional setting and every holiday its specific 

musical aroma…”39 There is a nusach for weekdays, and during each day, a nusach  for a 

morning service, an afternoon service and an evening service. There is a different nusach for 

Shabbat. And there are different nusachot (pl.) for festivals and holy days. Technically, one could 

go into a synagogue unaware of what day or time it is and know by the nusach the time of day, 

whether it was a weekday or Shabbat and perhaps even the time of year. Rabbi Lord Jonathan 

Sacks writes of music’s place in Judaism in his essay, The Spirituality of Song: 

…”when we pray, we do not read: we sing. When we engage with sacred texts, we do not 
recite: we chant. Every text and every time has, in Judaism, its own specific melody…So 
by music alone we can tell what kind of day it is and what kind of text is being used. 
Jewish texts and times are not colour-coded but music-coded. The map of holy words is 
written in melodies and songs.”40 
​  

One of the elements that give nusach distinct character, or even emotional expression, are 

the synagogue modes. It is common to hear chanting in more than one mode in any given 

service. The modes are what provide the musical framework for the nusach - which notes are ok 

to sing and which notes are not. A mode (from the latin modus meaning "manner”) is in a sense a 

fragment of a scale, but nusach itself is not a scale. If a scale is a series of notes or pitches 

40 Sacks, The Spirituality of Song, 
https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/haazinu/the-spirituality-of-song/ 
 

39 Glantz, pg. 329  
38 Idelsohn, pg. 136 
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arranged by whole steps and half steps that creates the harmonic framework for a tune, nusach is 

a collection of motifs and gestures in a particular mode that when put together with the artistic 

application of the Cantor, creates an improvisatory expression of the words being sung. It is an 

immediate, even spontaneous composition done “in the moment” depending on both the emotion 

called for by the words as well as the personal expression of the Cantor themself. As 

musicologist Eric Werner wrote in his book A Voice Still Heard…The Sacred Songs of the 

Ashkenazic Jews, “a mode is supposed to express a special "mood," [and] the trained hazan, even 

in our own time, pays attention to the specific and typical significance of each. The theological 

basis of this categorization of moods or emotions corresponds to the traditional rabbinic order of 

prayers.”41  

There are three modes used in Ashkenazic nusach: Adonai Malach, Magein Avot and 

Ahavah Rabbah. Some include a fourth mode, Slichah, used for the Slichot service before the 

Yamim Nora’im. Others also include the Ukrainian Dorian, or Mi Shebeirach Mode, related to 

Ahavah Rabbah. Each mode is associated with a different mood or emotional character. Joseph 

Levine, Cantor Baruch Cohon, Eric Werner and Cantor Charles Davidson each wrote about the 

function and the emotional qualities or “mood” of each of the modes:  

Adonai Malach  Levine calls this the “model of prayer mode…connoting regal 
tenderness, its mood suiting any prayer-text voicing Divine praise.” Werner simply says 
that it is used for “praising and thanksgiving prayers.” Cohon describes it as having “a 
majestic feel to it…used for a number of services that require a grand atmosphere.” 
Likewise, Davidson associates it with “grandeur and majesty.”  
Magein Avot  Levine calls this the” didactic prayer mode.” Cohon says it “is used in 
simple davening, or prayer chant, often by means of a single recitation tone, which the 
cantor uses to cover a large amount of liturgical text in a quickly flowing style. The 
simplicity of both the mode and the chanting associated with it is meant to reflect the 

41 Werner, Eric, A Voice Still Heard…The Music of The Ashkenazic Jews, The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1976 pg. 53 
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atmosphere of Shabbat.” Davidson concurs that its peaceful atmosphere connotes the 
“calmness appropriate to the spirit of Shabbat.” 
Ahavah Rabah, Levine calls the “Mode of Supplication.”42 Werner says it is used for “a 
plea for God’s mercy or a supplication or a remembrance of the dead,” and further says, “ 
In Eastern European tradition it is the dominant mode, used for all kinds of prayers. 
Among the Hasidim it is almost the only mode known.”43Cohon calls it “the most 
Jewish-sounding of all the prayer modes…used in many Jewish folk songs, such as Hava 
Nagila…”44 Davidson quotes Idelsohn who said, “as a rule, Ahavah Rabba is applied to 
texts with a sad or serious content, confessions of sins, penance, and lamentations over 
national calamities. The chanting of such texts…is characteristic of the East European 
Synagogue…”45 
 

​ Beyond the function of nusach, the art of nusach is how it is used by the Cantor. Since it 

is not a written out melody, it is up to the Cantor to improvise a melody within the confines of 

the mode driven by the rhythm and meaning of the words of the prayers to create the dynamics 

and emphasis of what the Cantor is communicating. Great Cantors truly made this into an 

expressive art, as recorded in historical documents. Idlesohn writes that “a record of the 

Chmelnitzki pogroms in 1648 describes a chazzan Hirsch of Ziviotov, who, through his 

emotional chanting of the the memorial prayer El Mole Rachamim, moved the Tartars to save 

three thousand Jews from the hands of the raging Cossacks.” He goes on to say,  

“At the end of the seventeenth century, Rabbi Selig Margolis of Kalisch describes that 
quality in the Eastern chazzanuth which tended to stir people and move them to tears. He 
claims that the Eastern chazzanim were capable of inspiring the people with their singing 
much more than the rabbis by their preaching; that it frequently happened that people 
who did not cry even when their parents died and had no desire to pray, were moved to 
tears and to repentance through the touching song of the chazzan Baruch of Kalisch.” 
 

45 Davidson, Charles, Immunim Benusach Hatefilla I, A Study Text and Workbook for the Jewish Prayer 
Modes, Ashbourne Music Pub., Inc. Elkins Park, PA 1996 

44 Cohon, Baruch Joseph, The Structure of Synagogue Prayer Chant, Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 3, no. 1,1950 pg. 17-32 

43 Werner, pg. 46 
42 Levine pg. 84-96 
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Cantor Pamela Kordan Trimble described the techniques that made the music of the “Golden 

Age of Chazanim” so touching in her 1991 HUC Master's thesis. Trimble explains the names of 

some of these techniques such as, 

 “The Valsalva maneuver” which is explained technically “as a “controlled expiration of 
the breath against a closed glottis,” leading to a sort of “grunt” at the end of each phrase.” 
and the “Mueller Maneuver” [which] leads to a type of “grunt” at the start of a phrase” 
and “the famous male krechts (Yiddish: “groan”; referring to an emotionally driven vocal 
crack). She observes that the Valsalva and Mueller maneuvers characterized 18th-century 
Italian Bel Canto singing, which was also in vogue during the “Golden Age” of cantorial 
singing early in the 20th century.”46  
 

These techniques plus the range and tessitura of the tenor voice added a wailing or crying 

expressivity to their improvisation, which was employed when appropriate for the words they 

were singing. This emotionally expressive style was what Eastern European Cantors were known 

for and what moved their congregations as written above by Idelsohn. Even if one did not 

understand the Hebrew, one could be emotionally moved by the music itself and the way it was 

sung. 

Music as Language 

​ If music is a language that can express emotion then there must be elements that enable it 

to be expressive. Music theorists and musicologists have identified and studied the rhetorical 

structures of music, just as literary scholars and writers have identified the rhetorical structures 

of literature and how the written word tells a story. In a story or play there is a Narrative Arc 

consisting of these elements: 

Exposition: Introduction to characters, setting, and initial situation. 

Rising Action: Events that build tension and develop the conflict. 

46 Goldberg, Dorothy, Review Essay: Changing Challenges for Women Cantors - Dora Krakower’s 
“Trusting the Song” and Pamela Trimble’s “Kol Hazzanit” Journal of Synagogue Music September 2016 
Volume 41 No. 2, pg. 70 
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Climax: The peak of tension, the turning point in the story.​

​ Falling Action: Events after the climax, leading toward the conclusion. 

Resolution/Denouement: The conflict is resolved, and loose ends are tied up.47 

 

In music there are similar structural elements that “tell a story,” such as exposition, conflict, 

climax, and resolution, but instead of using words, music uses melody, harmony, rhythm, and 

dynamics. The following is a simple explanation of how music tells a story without words. 

Most music begins with some kind of “opening statement” that establishes the musical  

key and  style and the beginning of whatever “story” it is telling or “journey” it is taking the 

listener on. Often phrases will have a “question and answer” structure to them, referred to in 

musical terms as “antecedent-consequent” phrases. This means that the antecedent phrase ends 

but doesn’t have a feeling of completion. There’s a sense that it is not resolved. The consequent 

phrase then “answers” by landing back on the tonic of the key (musical terminology will be 

explained below). There is a sense of resolution, a sense of landing or “coming home" when this 

happens.  

Next, new information is given - perhaps some chromaticism is introduced, meaning 

accidentals or notes that are not in the key signature. Or perhaps the music modulates 

temporarily to a different key. This adds complexity and sometimes tension, similar to “rising 

action” in literature. Other ways of developing the “story” are changes in dynamics or tempo or 

meter. Repeating a phrase or a sequence a third or fifth higher adds emphasis. Eventually, the 

musical tension builds to a climax which may be expressed in higher notes or in loud dynamics, 

or even a change in tempo or a musical pause. Then the complexity tends to begin to simplify, 

47 Narrative Elements Explained, PDF, Lewis University Writing Center, Lewis University, Romeoville, 
Illinois, https://www.lewisu.edu/writingcenter/pdf/narrative-elements-1.pdf 
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perhaps repeating musical material from the beginning to give a sense of “returning to where we 

began.” Then the music comes to a conclusion with a sense of “landing” or “coming home,” a 

sense of resolution and completeness.  

It has been tested and documented that these sensations of question and answer, rising 

tension and release, and conclusion are universally felt.48 As Steve Larsen writes in Musical 

Forces, “Millennia of writings describe music in terms of motion. Centuries of treatises 

implicitly or explicitly describe musical events in terms of one or more musical forces.” He goes 

on to use words such as musical gravity, musical magnetism, and musical inertia to describe 

these forces in music that make the listener feel a sense of movement in the music, even though, 

as he describes,  

“this visceral, immediate sense of motion is a metaphor. Nevertheless, that metaphor is 
experienced so deeply by members of our musical culture that we not only think about 
music as if it were shaped by musical analogs of physical gravity, magnetism and inertia, 
but we also actually think in music in terms of “melodic gravity” (the tendency of notes 
heard as above a stable platform to descend, “melodic magnetism” (the tendency of an 
unstable note to move to the closest stable pitch, a tendency that grows stronger as the 
goal gets closer), and “musical inertia” (the tendency of motion to continue in the pattern 
perceived.)”49 
 

This use of music as language will be illustrated below in the analyses of various musical works.​ 

 

 MUSICAL ANALYSIS 

​ Seven pieces of music were chosen from different time periods of synagogue song, as 

early as mid 19th century (Sulzer, Lewandowski) to mid 20th century (Helfman, Janowski, 

Hirsch), to later 20th century (Friedmann), to contemporary 21st century (Warshawski). These 

are the pieces that will be analyzed: 

49 ibid. 
48 Larsen, Musical Forces, Pg. 311 
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Oseh Shalom - Nurit Hirsch 

Yedid Nefesh - Josh Warshawski 

Sh’ma Koleinu - Max Helfman 

Etz Chayim Hi - Salomon Sulzer 

Mi Shebeirach - Debbie Friedmann 

Avinu Malkeinu - Max Janowski 

Kol Nidre, traditional, arranged by Louis Lewandowski  

​ The pieces will be analyzed by showing excerpts of the notated music with comments 

included in boxes on the score and written comments above the score. They will be analyzed to 

examine how the melody and its underlying harmony (based on a chord name or piano 

accompaniment) are behaving and how that behavior illustrates the principles being set forth for 

expressive purposes. Both harmonic and rhetorical/narrative elements will be used to describe 

and explain how the music is functioning to express the words it is setting. 

​ The final piece analyzed will be Lewandowski’s arrangement of Kol Nidre - an ancient 

tune whose origin is not entirely known, but is thought of as “Mi Sinai,” which likely dates it , as 

mentioned earlier, somewhere between the 11th-15th centuries in the Rhineland region of 

Germany. Kol Nidre ushers in Yom Kippur and sets the tone for the gravity of the Holy Day. Kol 

Nidre moves some people to tears, connecting them with ancestors and tradition, bringing them 

to reflect on their lives and contemplate their mortality. The reasoning behind including Kol 

Nidre in these analyses is to make the argument that it is the music itself that gives the piece its 

gravity, since the words are not expressive, but are actually the emotionless language of a legal 

contract.  
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Musical Analyses 

Oseh Shalom - Nurit Hirsch (1969) 
 

Oseh Shalom by Nurit Hirsch has become one of the most well-known song-settings of a 
prayer in the Ashkenazik Jewish world. The words of Oseh Shalom are:  

 
“May the One who makes peace on high bring peace upon us and all Israel. And we say, 
Amen.” 
 
 The closing line of the Mourner’s Kaddish, it is a plea for peace in a world that is not peaceful, 
and at times of mourning when one seeks inner peace.  

Oseh Shalom is in the key of B minor. The music opens with a broken B minor triad, the 
root chord of the key, or I. (Fig.1) The syllable “seh” of “Oseh” lands on the 5th scale degree on 
the first strong beat of the tune (the first two notes being a “pick up” and “weaker” notes. This 
upward figure begins the opening statement like a plea with an upward motion and then stays on 
5, illustrating “on high.” On the syllable “rav” of “bimromav” the accompanying chord Bm 
changes to a B7, a major chord, which suggests forward motion and that there is more to say - an 
antecedent phrase, like a question. The raised 3rd of the major chord, a D#, becomes a “leading 
tone” leading up a half step to E, the tonic of the next chord, Em. (Fig. 2) 
 
Hirsch Fig.1 

 
 
The next measure moves up one scale degree to 6, “breaking through” past the solid-ness of 5, 
the dominant, making a plea for peace to be upon us, aleinu. The highest note on “sha” of 
“shalom” emphasizes what the prayer is asking for - peace. (Fig.2) The melody then descends 
into aleinu illustrating “upon us.” Although this phrase comes back to the I chord, the B minor, it 
stops first on D, which is 1 of the relative major. The F# on the syllable “lei” of “aleinu” is the 3 
of the relative major. But then the F# on the syllable “nu” becomes the 5 of the home key, as the 
chord changes to B minor, which is not exactly a resting place. This is a consequent phrase, but it 
feels unstable, it doesn’t land yet. 
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Hirsch Fig. 2 

 
This next phrase begins with a transition, the 4th scale degree E leading down to the 3rd scale 
degree D on “el” of “Yisrael,” but first briefly leaping to 6 on “kol” to emphasize asking for 
peace for ALL of Israel before pausing on 3, an unsettled note that wants to resolve and finally 
does on the “men” of “Amen” when the line “lands” back “home” on 1 - B and I - the B minor 
chord. (Fig.3) 
 
Hirsch Fig. 3 

 
 
The next section begins on a major I chord. We’ve been in B minor, so this indicates something 
unusual, introducing instability. Measures 11, 12 and 13 are a sequence repeating in a downward 
stepwise motion. Two things are happening harmonically in contrary motion: the raised 3 of the 
B7 is wanting to resolve up while the 7 of the B7 is wanting to resolve down, becoming the I and 
III respectively of Em. This shows that we’ve temporarily modulated to a new key (Fig.4) and 
the movement of B7 to Em behaves like a V-I. But it’s fleeting and we move to another 
temporary modulation as the A chord moves to the D chord, another V-I, this time to a major D 
chord - the relative major to B minor. And immediately the chord changes to B minor, although 
the melody note stays the same, switching its scale degree from 1 to 3. Then, back in our home 
key of B minor, we move from I to V back to I. But does it land? No because the melody line 
pauses in an upward motion on scale degree 5 of the B minor chord, not landing - antecedent. 
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​ All of this has the rhetorical effect of narrative movement. As the keys temporarily shift 
around in the circle of fourths50, our sense of resolution slips away from us, yet this creates a 
sense of cyclicality and inevitability. The “story” becomes more developed, more varied, and 
we’re brought along with it, repeating the words, “ya’aseh shalom, ya’aseh shalom, shalom 
aleinu v’al kol yisrael, pleading again and again, “make peace, make peace upon us,” with a 
pleading feeling of “please, oh, please!” 
 
Hirsch Fig. 4 

 
 
This phrase repeats with the same sequence and temporary modulations, but finally comes to a 
landing (Fig.5) on the low B, the 1st scale degree of the “home” key, B minor. We have finally 
resolved, landed, “come home” with a feeling that perhaps peace has indeed descended upon us.  
 
Hirsch Fig. 5 

 
 
Now we have a third section, (Fig.6) which is not always sung, so it is indicated here as 
“optional.” This third section takes the listener to a new place, leaping up to the octave above 
“home,” the higher B. This leap up the octave adds a sense of emphasis - the prayer is really 
asking for peace. This phrase can sound pleading or it can sound triumphant, depending on the 
tempo used and the inflection of the singer(s). The line eventually descends back toward home, 
but only after a brief “escape note,” the highest note in the song, a C#, once again temporarily 
modulating to the dominant - F#. The C# is the 5th scale degree of the key of F#, so the C#7 to 

50 The circle of fourths is a musical sequence consisting of intervals of four scale degrees which functions 
as one of the common and familiar building blocks of Western music. It is called a circle because if you 
travel by fourths throughout all the key signatures, you’ll eventually land back where you started.  
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the F#7 behaves like a V-I in the dominant key. Again, this pause on F# feels unstable because in 
the home key B minor, F# is the 5th scale degree and we still want to land on the B or 1 in B 
minor.  
 
Hirsch Fig. 6 

 
 
Finally the song repeats Fig. 4 and Fig. 5 coming to a final landing and resolution at the end of 
Fig.5, with a satisfying conclusion, the end of Fig. 5, often slowing down the last measure as the 
melody comes to land on the final B on “el” of “yisrael.” 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Sh’ma Kolenu - Max Helfman (1959) 
 
Max Helfman’s Shema Koleinu has become a High Holiday classic, and is a very dramatic 
cantorial moment in a service. The text from the Machzor is: 
 
 “Hear our voice, Lord, our God. Spare us and have mercy upon us, and accept our prayers 
in mercy and favor.”  

 
The piece is in the key of E minor and opens with a keyboard introduction that brilliantly 

builds tension. The left hand builds chords on top of a pedal tone on the tonic low E that has an 
almost ominous sound. As the chords build over held notes, the harmonic tension builds with the 
piano chord leading into the vocal entrance. This complex chord contains a diminished triad 
which behaves like a dominant 7, with the D# in measure 4 leading satisfyingly to the E in 
measure 5 as the voice enters with an octave leap on the word shema, the command form of 
“hear.” It is a desperate cry and although the octave leap releases the built tension, it doesn’t 
resolve it. The open fifth in the accompaniment leaves a hollow sound and the sixteenth notes 
add an underlying agitation. (Fig. 1) 
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Helfman Fig.1 

 
 
The octave leap repeats on Adonai Eloheinu showing to whom the voice is crying out: “Please, 
God, hear our voice!” The agitated sixteenth notes continue. (Fig. 2) 
 
Helfman Fig. 2 

 
 
But next, the tension begins to subside, the texture smoothes out as the “agitated” sixteenth note 
gesture ceases, the harmony simplifies, and the time signature changes from 4/4 into 3/4, alerting 
us to a change. The pitch descends and the cry becomes less desperate and more internalized as 
the voice asks for God’s mercy and compassion to be on us - aleinu: “spare us and have mercy 
on us.” The repetition of the word aleinu adds emphasis that we want God’s mercy and 
compassion to be on us. The phrase could end with the first aleinu which lands on 1, but it 
doesn’t. It continues one step below 1 and holds there, telling the listener there’s more to say, 
with an air of expectancy. (Fig. 3) 
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Helfman Fig. 3 

 
 
The melody then begins to rise, with hope, as the voice asks for God to accept our prayer with 
mercy and favor, repeating rachamim “mercy/compassion” for emphasis. The long melisma on 
the word ratzon is a plea for God’s “favor,” albeit a less intense plea than the octave leap in the 
beginning. Although the melisma ends on an E which is 1, the harmony underneath it is IV in an 
inversion, putting the C - the 3rd of the A chord and the 6 of the key of E - in the bass, causing 
instability that leaves the listener momentarily suspended. (Fig. 4) 
 
Helfman Fig. 4 

 
 
The final phrase finally comes to a landing on I but only after it rises with a leap of a fifth on the 
“tei” of tefilateinu, “our prayer.” There is also an ornament on the word which adds emphasis 
and draws the world out longer. As the accompaniment also concludes on I, there is a brief return 
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of the agitated sixteenth notes from the beginning, recalling the tension that has now relaxed. 
(Fig. 5) 
 
Helfman Fig. 5 

 
The piece continues with an extended cantorial recitative before returning to the opening 
material expressing the building tension, agitation and cry once again. The piece ends exactly as 
this first part ends in Fig. 5, above, with a ritard of the agitated sixteenth notes into the final 
chord, ending the piece slightly unsettled.  
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Etz Chayim Hi - Salomon Sulzer (c.1850) 
 
Sulzer’s “Etz Chayim Hi” is a synagogue classic, dating back to the early days of Jewish Reform 
in Germany when the reformers were modeling their temple worship after that of their Christian 
neighbors, with a choir accompanied by organ. This new model of religious service broke with 
the nusach chanting or davening of the traditional service. Sulzer was the great composer of his 
era who transformed the role of the Chazzan and the music of the synagogue with this new 
model of Jewish prayer music influenced by the great opera music of his time.  
 
 Etz Chayim Hi is a quote from Proverbs 3:18 which says, 
No 
 “It is a tree of life to those who hold fast to it and those who uphold it are happy. Its ways 
are ways of pleasantness and all its paths are peace. Return us to you, God, and we shall 
return; renew our days as of old.”  
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The piece opens with an ascending gesture, as if looking upward at a tall tree, describing the 
Torah as a Tree of Life. (Fig. 1) The phrase continues with a brief lingering on a repeated note 
for l’machazikim ba meaning “those who hold fast to it.” The melody “holds fast” on the Bb. 
The phrase ends on the 2 of the scale, an unstable place forming an antecedent phrase so the 
listener knows there’s more to say. 
 
Sulzer Fig 1 

 
 
The second phrase starts just like the first with the same ascending notes but leaps up to the 
octave and then a 3rd higher for emphasis of how “pleasant” its ways are, like a caress. “V’chol 
n’tivotecha” is set on “wandering notes” that change intervals, like a winding path for “all it’s 
paths” and the word “shalom” comes in for a landing on 1 bringing comfort in “coming home” 
on the word for peace. (Fig. 2) 
 
Sulzer Fig 2 

 

 
This next phrase is a change of both gesture and intensity. The same gesture repeats identically 
with different words the second time.The leap from 1 to 5 on the quarter notes of “A-do-nai” and 
“na-shu-va” after the “moaning” eight notes on “vei-nu” and “cha v’” respectively  make almost 
a rocking mantra of this phrase (Fig. 3) leading to the climax of the piece.  
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Sulzer Fig 3 

 

In this climactic phrase, (Fig. 4) the melody leaps up to the octave and then a 3rd higher than that 
on “Chadeish, chadeish yameinu.” This is a plea for God to renew our days and the repetition of 
the word “chadeish” puts emphasis on the cry for that renewal. This is a powerful moment for a 
cantor, soaring to the high F and then pausing for dramatic effect on the C# of “yameinu,” 
making a very moving moment for a congregation, partly from the intensity of the high note but 
also out of nostalgia for this classic piece. “Chadeish yameinu” is then repeated again as the 
melody descends in a denouement. The piece concludes with “k’kedem” meaning “as of old” on 
descending half notes expressing the gravity of the request of God to restore us to the ideal of the 
pre-exilic times of the Temple in Jerusalem.  
 

Sulzer Fig 4 

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Avinu Malkeinu - Max Janowski (1952) 
 
Max Janowski’s Avinu Malkeinu is a beloved synagogue classic, sung on the High Holidays. It is 
a high drama piece that is a plea to God to be inscribed for another year in the book of life. 
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 “Our Father, our King51  hear our voice. Our Father, our King, we have sinned before you. 
Our Father, our King, have compassion on us and on our children. Our Father, our King, 
bring an end to pestilence, war and famine around us. Our Father, our King, bring an end 
to all trouble and oppression around us. Our Father, our King, inscribe us in the book of 
(good) life. Our Father, our King, renew upon us a good year. Hear our voice.”  

 
The piece is in F minor and opens with a quiet ascending line, like tentatively 

approaching the king and asking to be heard, “sh’ma koleinu,” hear our voice. (Fig. 1) The 
piano’s left hand plays a repeated, low F, alternating beats with the piano chords above it, like a 
heart beat or the tolling of a bell or a gong. It adds a sense of gravity with an ominous tone, 
signaling the seriousness of the request. And the next phrase again, tip toes up to “our father, our 
king,” but now we hear the reason for the hesitation - “chatanu l’fanecha,” we have sinned 
before you. (Fig. 2) 
 
Janowski Fig 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

51Sometimes these words are gender neutralized in translation as “our Parent, our Sovereign”     
 
 
 

33 

Docusign Envelope ID: 3424FB95-5A8F-88DF-80F8-3E12F10D579C



 

Janowski Fig. 2 

 
 
Next, the opening question returns, this time a third higher for emphasis with the line reaching 
the 6 of the key, which adds a plaintive air, then goes one higher to 7 which is unstable and falls 
back down to 3 in an ornamented falling gesture, followed by another ornamented falling gesture 
before landing on 1 with a drop of a 4th on “tapeinu,” as if falling on one’s knees asking for 
mercy. (Fig. 3)  
 
Janowski Fig. 3 

 
 

 
 
 

34 

Docusign Envelope ID: 3424FB95-5A8F-88DF-80F8-3E12F10D579C



 

The choir enters next, like a Greek Chorus, commenting on what the Cantor just sang while 
furthering the same material with new words. The piano’s left hand continues the off-beat bass 
notes, this time following the contour of the chord progression, but still maintaining the gravity 
and the tension over the course of this choral verse until the tension builds to a modulation to Bb 
minor - a 4th higher, led in by the beating low Bb in the piano’s left hand. (first measure of Fig 
4) 
 
The tension explodes as the Cantor re-enters on the same phrase musically as the opening, but in 
this new key, and at  forte, now a more urgent cry with heightened urgency. The choir sings 
underneath, on the words “sh’ma koleinu” hear our voice, on long half note chords, like a bell 
tolling a dirge indicating that our very mortality is at stake. (Fig. 4) The piano echoes the dirge 
on repeated quarter notes, with the left hand also adding half note pedal tones underneath. The 
Cantor’s repetition of the words “Avinu Malkeinu” add emphasis to the pleading, for the words 
are as if begging to be written in the book for a good life, “kotveinu b’sefer chayim tovim. 
 
Janowski Fig 4 

 
 
This next phrase  (Fig. 5) is the climax of the piece, with the Cantor solo rising to a high Gb, the 
highest note yet, then goes one step higher, pausing with a tenuto for dramatic emphasis on 
“chadeish,” renew us, falling a 4th, with a one step rise on the emphasized syllable of “aleinu.” 
These two words, “chadeish aleinu” are repeated again in a falling, almost sobbing cry, pleading 
for this year to be better than the last one, as if carrying all the trauma of European Jewry after 
WWII.  
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Janowski Fig. 5 

 
The choir re-enters on piano, again, like a Greek Chorus commenting on what just happened by 
echoing the same words quietly. Then the Cantor re-enters also piano but on very high notes. 
(Fig. 6) This time the plea is a quiet one, but no less urgent, repeating “hear our voice” three 
times, almost desperate, as the harmony changes underneath in the choir and piano. The choir is 
once again on half notes, but the harmonic progression descends this time, coming for a landing 
on I, with one final “bell toll” of the piano at the very end.  
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Janowski Fig 6 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mi Shebeirach - Debbie Friedmann (1987) 

Debbie Friedmann’s Mi Shebeirach has become standard in Reform Services when a prayer for 
healing is offered. It is so popular, in fact, that because of this piece, the words “Mi Shebeirach” 
are often synonymous with “a prayer for healing,” even though there are “mi shebeirachs” for 
many things besides healing.  The words to this prayer are: 
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The One who blessed our fathers, the Source of blessing to our mothers, may the Source of 
strength who blessed the ones before us help us find the courage to make our lives a 
blessing, and let us say, Amen. The One who blessed our mothers, Source of blessing to our 
fathers, bless those in need of healing with a complete healing, the renewal of body, the 
renewal of spirit, and let us say, Amen.  
 

The piece opens (Fig. 1) with the first phrase having a leap of a 4th on the syllables 
“beirach” which from the beginning suggests a plea, meaning “May The One who blessed.” The 
second measure finishes the antecedent phrase, ending on the 2nd scale degree which is unstable 
and wants to resolve to 1. This shows that there is more to say. The third measure opens like the 
first, but then leaps up a 6th on “hab’racha” intensifying the plea. The fourth measure is the 
consequent to the antecedent, but doesn’t land. It ends on 3 which suggests there is more to say.  
 
Friedmann Fig 1 

 
 
 
The next phrase (Fig. 2) again moves upward on “may the source” continuing this pleading 
gesture. The harmony moves from VI to III (F#m to C#m) but even though III is not a strong 
chord, the G# in the melody on “strength” is the 5 of III so it has a certain sturdiness in its 
seeking. The next measure’s downward motion on “blessed the ones” is like looking back to the 
ancestors, in contrast to the upward motion of the request. The harmony on “before us” is I but 
the melody is on 3, so it doesn’t land yet. It feels like it’s getting closer to landing, though. 
 
Friedmann Fig. 2 
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Measure 7 (Fig. 3) jumps to lower notes and stays low with stepwise motion, as if quietly asking 
for what it’s asking for. The next measure has the same melody notes, but the harmony changes. 
Instead of moving to III it moves to a lower VI on “blessing” illustrating the depth of the request 
with a certain poignancy. The concluding phrase then moves downward with the finality of 
“amen” and finally lands on 1. 
 
Friedmann Fig. 3 

 
 
The piece continues with a second verse, whose first four measures are identical to Fig. 1 above, 
except for a reversal of “imoteinu” and “avoteinu.” The next phrase (Fig. 4) goes up to the 
highest note in the song before plunging down to the lowest note, grounding the “refua 
sh’leimah” a “complete healing.” But the melody doesn’t just land on “sh’leimah.” First it goes 
lower and comes back up, almost wrapping the “refua sh’leimah”  in a hug.  
 
Friedmann Fig. 4 

 
 
The music is coming to its conclusion now (Fig. 5). The notes are lower and the range of the 
melody is no greater than a 5th. Again, the two measures leading to the cadence, “the renewal of 
body, the renewal of spirit” are identical in melody, but the harmony changes on “spirit” to the 
poignant VI again as in Fig. 3 conveying the depth of the request for a renewal of body and 
spirit. The melody “wants” to land; it keeps going to 1, but the harmony keeps avoiding it. The 
final two measures come in for a landing with the downward motion of “and let us say.” The 
harmony resolves  V-I and the melody lands on 1 with the comforting finality of “Amen.” 
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Friedmann Fig. 5 

 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Yedid Nefesh - Josh Warshawski (2019) 
 
Josh Warshawski’s Yedid Nefesh is a recent composition setting the words of a piyyut that opens 
Kabbalat Shabbat. For this analysis the second verse only is being used, whose words are,  
 
“Resplendent, beautiful, radiance of the world, my soul is sick for Your love. Please, O 
God, heal her now, by showing her the beauty of Your radiance. Then she will be strong, 
she will be healed, and she will be Your handmaiden forever.” 

 
The piece begins with a niggun, which establishes a sense of urgency. It begins on the 3rd 

scale degree with an upward sweep of a 3rd to F# followed by a leap up to the octave B (the key 
is B minor). Then there are a series of descending drops, increasingly narrow and this first phrase 
ends on a D, which is the 3 of the key. However, the accompaniment is playing a G chord, which 
is the VI in Bm. VI is not a stable place to land, and the D is the 5 of the G chord. The VI wants 
to resolve to I and the 5 wants to resolve to 1. This is an antecedent phrase. This opening phrase 
repeats, but even in the repeat it doesn’t resolve. So there is no consequent to this antecedent. It 
invites forward motion. It is like an introduction and a set up for the story to continue. (Fig. 1) 
 
Yedid Nefesh Fig. 1  
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The story continues with the first verse of the piyyut, but I would like to focus on the 2nd verse. 
(Fig. 2) The verse begins in the relative Major to B minor - D Major with an ascending figure on 
“Hadur na’eh” meaning "resplendent, beautiful” then another ascending figure on “ziv ha’olam” 
meaning “radiance of the world.” This upward motion is as if rising or looking up to the heavens. 
But the harmony is actually moving in a downward direction. The D of “ha” of “hadur” moves 
down to a C on “ziv” and down to a B on “shi” of “nafshi, like a descending scale “D-C-B.” At 
nafshi it modulates back to B minor and the C# on “cho” of “cholat” adds a bit of tension as the 
words say, “my soul is sick…” But first there is a sweeping figure on “olam” from the E up a 
4th to A which moves down stepwise then leaps down to a B before moving upward again 
stepwise B-C#-D. This is then followed by a sighing figure on “ahavatach” meaning “Your 
love.” So the phrase is expressing “my soul is sick for Your love” and the sweeping leaps express 
the rollercoaster feeling of being sick with love.    
 
Yedid Nefesh Fig. 2 

 
 
Although the next line (Fig. 3) is identical musically to the one before it, the words are different. 
The words “Ana El na” and  “refana la” meaning, “God, please heal her” are all set on the 
ascending phrases as if pleading “up to God.” Then on the lowest ascending phrase, “b’har’ot 
la” meaning, “by showing her” gives the impression of “serving “her,” or handing her “noam 
zivach” meaning, “the beauty of Your radiance” again on the sighing gesture, connoting this 
love-sick state.  
 
Yedid Nefesh Fig. 3 

 
 
The next line (Fig. 4) sets the words, “az titchazek” meaning, “then she will be strong” on an 
upward then downward leap of a 4th, a strong gesture, almost like the swing and the blow of a 
hammer, showing strength, followed by “v’titrapeh,” meaning, “she will be healed” on a softer, 
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gentler step down of one whole step almost like a caress for healing, caring. The verse ends with 
the words, “v’haita lach shifchat olam” meaning, “she will be Your handmaiden forever” with 
“forever” being set on three longer held notes, none of which land on the tonic so the phrase 
doesn’t land, but ends with this sense of going on into infinity. 
 
Yedid Nefesh Fig. 4 

 

After each verse the music returns to the niggun refrain, which is the same musically as the last 
line of the verse. Even on the last refrain, the melody never returns to the tonic  so the piece as a 
whole never lands, never feels settled. This contributes to the feeling of angst that can describe 
being utterly in love and infatuated, a beautiful expression of the soul’s longing depicted in the 
poem.  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Kol Nidre arr. Louis Lewandowski (c.1870) 

Kol Nidre is the cornerstone of the Erev Yom Kippur Service. So important is this prayer that the 
entire service is named Kol Nidre. As noted above, the tune is ancient and mysterious in origin, 
but has been an important part of the High Holiday liturgy for hundreds of years.  

Lewandowski’s arrangement, in A minor  begins with a two measure piano introduction 
that sets the grave and serious tone by invoking a dirge with half-note minor chords. The slight 
movement of the top note in the right hand gives a little movement upward that immediately 
returns to the tonic, as if pulled down, adding to the feeling of heaviness (Fig.1). The voice 
enters on the tonic but immediately descends, first by just a half step, then by a major third, 
enhancing the gravity. The left hand of the piano moves upward in contrary motion suggesting 
forward motion. It is not static, but dynamic, even if grave. 
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Kol Nidre Fig. 1 

 

This opening section continues with a sequence of four ascending triplets, ascending almost 
chromatically by small intervals, as if cautiously even tentatively like tip-toe-ing up to someone 
fearsome, in this case, God. The G# adds drama, as it is not in the key signature. In this upward 
motion of the line, the G# adds to the pull upward and in the next measure as a leading tone into 
the A, edging the melody just a little higher. The highest note reached here is a C, which is the 3 
in this key of A minor, and upon reaching it, the melody comes back down past 1, back up past 1 
again, as if circling the tonic and then lingering on 2 before landing on 1. (Fig. 2) 
 

Kol Nidre Fig. 2 

 

The next phrase suddenly and dramatically, albeit sweetly, leaps up a fourth and continues 
melismatically, with contrary motion in the piano’s left hand, whose accidentals add to the drama 
harmonically. This harmonic complexity introduces the first “conflict” in the “story.” An 
antecedent phrase, it is open-ended, questioning and leaves the listener hanging on 3 to see what 
happens next. (Fig. 3) 
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Kol Nidre Fig. 3 

 

Riding on the melismatic motion of the antecedent phrase the consequent phrase answers by 
turning that motion into two sequential phrases of triplet motion, identical in movement, but the 
second one a step lower, landing on the tonic. The triplets give the phrase a floating quality that 
gently descends to I. The right hand of the piano first doubles the triplets, then between phrases 
echos them, keeping the line in motion. Even though the phrase lands on the tonic, we know it’s 
not complete, that there’s more to say. (Fig.4) 
 

Kol Nidre Fig. 4 

 
Then suddenly the momentum slows down practically to a stop as the triplets give way to long 
held notes. This gives a static sense to the line, but the harmony proves otherwise. The return of 
the G# adds dynamism and movement, since the G# always wants to lead to the note above it or 
below it. Note the crescendo that extends over the entire phrase - this, combined with the G# 
leading tones adds tension to the phrase. (Fig. 5) 
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Kol Nidre Fig. 5 

 

The phrase continues (Fig 6) but the next measure breaks the sequence of minor second to major 
third, major third to minor second, with a minor third, a more “innocent” sounding interval 
leading into the cadence and the end of this section of the piece. This phrase ends in a similar 
fashion to that of Fig. 2 - the melody circles the tonic before coming to a landing on it, a gentle, 
almost reluctant landing, signaling that there is more to come.  
 

Kol Nidre Fig. 6 

 
 

Next, there is a sudden change in tone (Fig. 7) which moves the “story” onward. The phrase 
starts on an inverted G minor chord, the VII of A minor, with the 5 of that chord, the B, in the 
bass, which deepens the emotion. The tempo moves forward, the note values are smaller, so 
everything is moving a little more quickly, more urgently. Then the melody leaps up an octave 
for intensity to make a statement, even if piano, switching to G major, indicated by the G# in the 
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piano’s left hand. The piano’s right hand doubles the melody line for added emphasis. But this 
forward motion abruptly stops when the phrase ends on the V of this new key of G. 
 
Kol Nidre Fig. 7 

 

The key switches to C major next (Fig.8) with a scale up the octave doubled in the piano’s right 
and left hand, making a strong, unified statement before quickly changing moods again. 
 

Kol Nidre Fig. 8 

 

This phrase (Fig. 9) suddenly shifts to a dolce, graceful gesture of dotted 8ths and 16th notes 
rising stepwise up to the high G, the 5 of C major, doubled again in the piano, before tumbling 
down the octave again, only to finish with a strong upward movement and a strong V-I in the 
piano, giving a hopeful, bright moment in all this tumult. 
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Kol Nidre Fig. 9 

 

Kol Nidre continues with two more moody, contrasting sections before coming to its dramatic 
conclusion. The harmony modulates again to the relative major C Major and the melody starts up 
on a high G, the 5, and descends to the C before dropping the octave and sweeping dramatically 
back up all the way to the penultimate high G before concluding with a strong, solid, deliberate 
V-I final cadence - a confident, crying out, if not triumphant concluding statement. (Fig. 10) 
 

Kol Nidre Fig. 10 

 

​  
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: MUSIC AND MEANING 

 

​ Having analyzed all this music and the way it expresses the words of the prayer it is 

setting, what then is the practical application of this kind of analysis and why does it matter? The 

answers to these questions lie in the multiple roles of the cantor as artist, teacher, and shaliach 

tzibur, literally meaning “messenger of the congregation.” 

On a practical level, the cantor must understand the words they are singing and impart 

that meaning to the congregation. The cantor must also understand the function of the words they 

are saying - what kind of service it is, what part of the service, and what kind of emotion or 

meaning is warranted in that moment. Therefore, if the cantor knows what they are saying, then 

as a musical artist they ideally should also understand what the music is saying to help express 

the meaning of those words. Music isn’t just an artistic way of setting words. Music acts as a 

direct line to the emotions, a medium with which to deliver the words straight into the heart of 

the hearer, the way the medicine of a vaccine is delivered in a medium through a syringe. 

Understanding that medium is crucial to using it effectively. We have all seen singers who move 

us and singers who bore us. What is demonstrated in these pages could be an explanation as to 

why that is.  

A singer expresses meaning, not only by knowing what the words mean and how the 

music functions, but also in specific techniques such as understanding and employing word stress 

and syllable stress. In speech, as in singing, not every word carries equal emphasis or weight, nor 

does every syllable. A singer must know how to emphasize stressed syllables and deemphasize 

unstressed syllables, utilize the rhythm of the words and the rhythm of spaces between words, as 

well as understand the arc of a sentence and the arc of a musical phrase, and thus move the 

energy of the breath and of the musical line in accordance to that arc. As Joshua Schwartz wrote 

in his introduction to Joey Weisenberg’s book “The Torah of Music,” 

“There is more to language than just the words. So much of how language works involves 
time, velocity, pacing, force, even the haunt of absence, of empty space… Language, in 
this way, is always already musical.”52 
 

52 Weisenberg, Joey The Torah of Music, with Translations by Joshua Schwartz, Hadar Press, 2017 pg.xix 
Translator’s note, “How to Make Words Sing.” 
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In other words, the singer must use the words and the music rhetorically to convey meaning. 

Although music is a language, it must stay dynamic in order to be effective. Music is not 

what is written on the page. What is on the page is a code of sorts, a mnemonic device for 

remembering the music, or for preserving it. But to notate music is to freeze it in time. This is 

especially true for notating nusach chant. Any notation of nusach chant is that musician’s 

interpretation of the nusach in that particular moment. The art of the cantor, in relation to nusach 

chant, is one of improvisation and ornamentation based on the words of the prayer. The cantor 

understands which words need to be emphasized and which part of the prayer is the climax of its 

meaning, and improvises the music accordingly. This is a dying art, as most synagogue services 

these days, if utilizing chant at all, have resorted to a unison melody of chant - think the first 

three blessings of the Amida. The cantor’s job, therefore, is not only to sing and express, but to 

teach and preserve the old traditions, to keep sight of where we came from and where we’re 

going so that Judaism doesn’t completely lose track of its roots as it continually innovates its 

practices. The cantor is a keeper of this knowledge for the sake of continuity. 

Beyond nusach chant, moving beyond notated music on a page is key to the effectiveness 

of the cantor. Even if one is referring to the notated music, one must be able to lift one’s face to 

the congregation in order to communicate the meaning. And only when one is familiar enough 

with the words and the music can one’s personal interpretation and expression of it really soar. A 

congregation will be able to tell if a cantor is expressing themself authentically or just reading 

words and notes on a page. The cantor has to feel the emotion of the prayer first before the 

congregation will be able to feel it.  

Music is not just a mode of artistic expression, it is a form of communication, and 

singing, all the more so. Singing cannot only be about good vocal technique or about “sounding 

good.” It has to be about saying something and having something to say. And for a cantor, all the 

more so, because the cantor is not there to entertain and move the congregation - the cantor is 

there to connect the congregation to each other and to The Divine.  

This, then, begs the question, “what is the difference between song and prayer?”  A song 

is the composer/musician’s artistic expression, using music to convey words they wrote or 

someone else’s words, from the innermost regions of their heart and soul. It expresses something 

personal. One could say the same about prayer. A prayer can be in the form of a song and a song 
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can serve as a prayer. The difference is in both the intention of the song and of the singer and to 

whom the words are addressed. A song is addressed to the listener, maybe acting out or telling 

the story of a scene between the singer and the person they are singing to or singing about. A 

prayer is addressed to God, The Divine, The Eternal.  

The cantor isn’t just telling a story with the words, the cantor is conveying the words of 

prayer, representing the congregation in their prayers, as shaliach tzibur, to The Eternal as well 

as helping the congregation make that connection themselves. As Rabbi Shefa Gold said in a 

2022 workshop with the Institute for Jewish Spirituality, she was describing the idea of being 

stuck in her own head during a service, thinking thoughts such as, “I’m really sounding good 

tonight!” and “everything is going so well!” when she paused and asked herself, “Am I building 

a mishkan or a golden calf?” 

A cantor must recognize that the service is not about them. They are a conduit through 

which The Eternal and the congregation can communicate with each other. Our ancient prayers 

facilitate this communication as words thought of by the rabbis of past centuries, thinking 

through everything a person might need to communicate about with God. Music facilitates this 

communication by being the medium through which the words are conveyed. And the rabbis 

always said that one’s prayer is not complete unless one includes their own personal words of 

prayer. This opens the door to our own creativity and expression as well as our vulnerability and 

sensitivity. The cantor must allow themself to be vulnerable as a model for the congregation in 

their prayer. 

Ultimately, one could argue, a congregant’s experience in a synagogue service isn’t 

necessarily about the words of prayer or the music of it. A congregant’s experience is about 

connection - connection to community, connection to ancestry, connection to The Divine. It is the 

job of the cantor and the rabbi to take the congregation out of the mundane and transport them 

through words and music to a holy place, a place of kodesh, a place set apart. The purpose of 

prayer is to break down what Albert Einstein called “the optical delusion,”53 the mistaken idea 

that all humans have that we are all separate beings, separated from each other and everything in 

the world around us. The truth, Einstein said, is that we humans are all connected to each other 

and to the world around us and the universe itself. There is no separation. We are not only 

53 As expressed by poet Tracy K. Smith on the podcast On Being with Krista Tippett February 26, 2026 
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connected to each other, we are each other. The separation is a perception of our limited senses 

with which we experience the physical world. Prayer is one of many media, including music and 

other forms of the creative arts, that can make us more permeable, less isolated, able to see the 

shared humanity among each other, able to see that we are all created b’tzelem Elohim in the 

image of God. That is the power of music and of prayer, and therefore the power and 

responsibility of the cantor: to use music and its meaning to break down barriers, bring people 

together in community, in humanity, and in doing so, enable all to find their connection to God.  
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APPENDIX 
 

Music Theory Primer 

For those who are not versed in basic music theory here is some musical terminology 

which will help such a person understand the musical analyses in this thesis.  Please note: all the 

musical terms here refer to Western Music. The musical vocabulary of non-Western cultures is 

beyond the scope of this thesis. 

Scale - a series of notes ascending and descending by either whole steps or half steps, or a 
combination of both whole steps and half steps.  
 
Diatonic Scale - the main building block in Western Music. It is defined by mostly whole steps 
and two half steps occurring at particular locations depending on whether the scale is major or 
minor. 
 
Scale Degree - each note in a scale is numbered from 1 to 8. (See Fig. A) Note:scale degrees are 
referred to with numbers for example, “3, 3rd scale degree, the 3rd.” (See Fig. A) 
 
Fig. A 

 
 
Chords - more than one note played at the same time. A chord can be sung by multiple voices or 
played by multiple instruments together, or on an accompanying instrument. The name of a 
chord comes from the note it is built on. For example a C chord is built from the note C and other 
notes that “harmonize” or “sound good” with a C. A basic chord is called a triad because it is 
made up of three notes, most typically scale degrees 1,3,5.   
 
Harmonic Function - The chords indicated above the notes on a staff fill out the harmony of a 
tune.  What scale degree the chord is built on determines its harmonic function. Harmonic 
function is notated with roman numerals, and helps to analyze a piece of music structurally. For 
example, the tonic, built on the 1st scale degree, is called I. The dominant, built on the 5th scale 
degree, is V. An octave is the same note as the tonic, seven scale degrees higher. A very 
common, basic harmonic pattern is I-IV-V-I.  
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Note: every chord contains a tonic and a dominant which exists within the broader harmonic 
function of tonic and dominant within a key. Therefore, sometimes tonic and dominant refer to 
the notes in a chord and sometimes they refer to a note’s or a chord’s function within a key.  
 
Major Scale - this is a scale in which the half steps occur between scale degrees 3 and 4 and 
between 7 and 8. 
Minor Scale - this is a scale in which the half steps occur between scale degrees 2 and 3 and 
between 5 and 6.   
Key Signature - the sharps or flats indicated on a staff that determine the key of a piece, which 
determines where the half steps occur. The key signature determines which note is 1. In a C 
major scale, C=1. In a B minor scale, B=1. 
Tonic - The 1st scale degree, or 1, is called the tonic or “home.” Tonic is the “function” of the 1st 
scale degree. This is where a piece of music “lands” or “resolves” and feels satisfying like 
“home.” (See Fig. A) 
Dominant - The 5th scale degree, or 5,  is called the dominant because it functions as the 
strongest note besides the tonic. The dominant “wants” to resolve to the tonic, a movement 
referred to as 5-1. Note: Every scale degree which is not 1 always “wants” to resolve back to 1 
eventually. This creates the sense of tension and resolution in music. Different scale degrees, 
depending on their “function” within the chord/harmony they are part of will resolve either 
upward or downward. (See Fig. A) 
Relative Minor - Every major key has a relative minor. This is a minor scale with the same key 
signature of the major scale but begins a 3rd (three scale degrees) lower than the 1 of the major 
scale. (See Fig. B) 
 
Fig. B 

 
Relative Major - likewise, every minor key has a relative major. It is the same in reverse - the 
same key signature as the minor scale but begins a 3rd (three scale degrees) higher. (Fig. C) 
 
Fig. C 
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