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OFAN
Program Notes:

The piyyut (a poem on sacred Jewish subject) “Ofan” was written in the 11th century by
Rabbi Meir Ben-Ohev Hanasi, and is of the genre of “Ophanim”, poems that refer to
descriptions of God’s chariot in Ezekiel’s vision. Not much is known about Ben-Meir
Hanasi, a Sephardic poet. He is mentioned in The Book of Kabbalah by Abraham Ibn
Daud, and three of his piyyutim were published in Hizzunim (1585). The word Ofan
means wheel and refers to the wheels of God’s chariot.

The study of Ezekiel’s vision was considered sensitive by Jewish law and rarely done in
practice except by the wisest of students?. However, Ezekiel’s vision is mentioned in the
morning prayer, and during holidays the Ofanim were recited within the synagogues of
Sephardic communities in Al-Andalus. Several Ofanim have survived and published.
Those that survive were written during the 11-12 centuries by prominent Sephardic
poets such as Shlomo Ibn Gvirol, Moses Ibn Ezra, and Yehuda Halevi3. The Ophanim,
much like most Sephardic poems, were written with a strict rhyming pattern.

In Ofan by Ben-Meir Ha-Hanasi, the heavenly spheres and the angelic deities that inhabit
it are described in vivid detail. The piyyut is written in a strict rhyming pattern, and
closely resembles another piyyut, “Malakhim mamlikim” by Moses Ibn Ezra*.

The musical setting of Ofan is polyphonic, combining stylistically contrasting melodic
lines and homophonic textures. The text of the poem is sung in homophonic setting and
by female voices, and the words “Kadosh Adonai Tzevaot” are used as a backdrop for
the drama of the poem in extended vocal techniques. The use of these contrasting
musical devices creates two spiritual spheres, corresponding to the legend of two
Jerusalems: The Jerusalem on Earth, and Jerusalem in Heaven. For most of the time, the
choir represents the Jerusalem of Heaven, as described in the poem, in homophonic
harmony and pure open intervals. Echoes and fragments of earthly Jerusalem
occasionally break into the texture, such as melodies from synagogues and mosques,
echoing the soundscape of a multitude of prayers that [ would hear while walking the
streets of earthly Jerusalem.

1 Berenbaum, Fred and Michael (2007). Ohev Ben-Meir Ha-Nasi.in F. & M. Berenbaum (ed.) Encyclopedia
Judaica. Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA in association with the Keter Pub. House.

2 M. Hagigah 2:1

3 Sason, Amnon. Ofan. The Website for Piyut and Prayer.
https://web.nli.org.il/sites/nlis/he/Song/pages/Articles/|9IX_nxn.aspx. Accessed June 17, 2021

* Ibid



Ofan (Angel) / by Ohev Ben-Meir Hanassi

Tens of thousands of angels and cherubs

Assemble, worshipping in awesome glory,

To sanctify together the name of a God of wonders—

They say “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord!”

And of the six-winged Seraphim, who fly

Above the span of the sky and the earth—

Their words and the beating of their wings are as the
sound of multitudes, or many waters,

As a vibrant expression foretold in prophecies of an
admired God.

He is a figure of pure sapphire and his throne stands on
four figures.

They whisper —and on their heads, as an awesome eye
made of ice—

Is a figure of pure lightning, that they bless with a loud
clear voice,

And they uplift with pleasant words the holy figure as it
wills.
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Transliteration to latin characters

Ofan (Angel) / by Ohev Ben-Meir Hanasi

Er’elim/vechashmalim la’alafim veribo’ot
Nikba’tsim uma’ari’tsim be’rov ei’mot venora’ot,
Lehakdisham Yachad shem El ose nifla’ot —

Omrim “Kadosh Kadosh Kadosh Adonai Tseva’ot!”

U’sera’fim asher a’fim, ba’a’lei shesh kna’fa’yim,
Mima’al el ma’al chug e’rets ve’shama’yim —

Divrey’hem vechanfei’hem kekol hamon kekol ma’yim

ke’niv nimrats le’€l na’a’rats bi’nevu’ot niba’ot.

Beches nikba berosh arba dmut sapir ha’te’hora.

Niv rachsham —ve’al rosham ke’ein kerach hanora

Demut bazak bekol chazak mevarchim besafa veru’ra,

Yeromemu veyan’imu kedusha ka’asher te’ot.
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Note: slash notations (/) in Hebrew indicate unites of prosodic rhythm, common in classical Arabic poetry



NOTATION INDEX

Cup hand around mouth.

Cover mouth

Beat Palm over mouth:

Tremolo

In rhythm, hitting mouth on circles

Close lips, while singing vowels

Grace note — to be sung before the beat

Sing into a megaphone (20 Watts) or a rolled cardboard sheet

*If not available, cup hands around mouth. Only in bass voice

Phonetic notation — indicated with square brackets

Gradually transform indicated speech sound to next sound

Heterophonic singing, deliberately not synchronized (communal
prayer effect).
Quarter tone flat — always as the middle pitch of a minor third

melodic progression. Derived from the magam scale system

Additional Techniques:

Spoken Whispered  No defined pitch. = Hum Sprechstimme  Breath sound
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quarter tones can be played as flat.
see notation index for vocal production

**inverted flat symbol is quarter tone flat.
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* palm tremolo over mouth-

hit mouth (gently) with palm as fast as possible
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