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Obituary:  

A Remembrance of Rabbi Ezekiel Nissim Musleah, (1927-2020) 

When he passed away of COVID-19 at age 92 on 

July 14, 2020, Rabbi Musleah was best 

remembered for his style of chanting Torah, 

which it is said put him in a class by himself. 

After leaving his native Kolkata, Musleah spent 

more than half a century ministering to several 

congregations in Philadelphia, including historic 

Mikveh Israel, the fourth oldest congregation in 

the U.S. and the second longest standing 

synagogue in the Sephardic tradition after 

Shearith Israel in New York. For nearly 70 years 

altogether, he enthralled congregants at four 

synagogues on two continents by bringing the 

expertise of a scholar and the dramatic flair of a storyteller to his reading of Torah 

through precisely pronouncing phrases in order to convey the full meaning of the 

Biblical account. 

Having dedicated his efforts at age 10 to a meticulous three-year undertaking to 

learn to chant the entire Torah, in part to console himself after the untimely death 

of his mother, Musleah further developed his skills while studying at the Jewish 

Theological Seminary in New York for five years beginning in 1947. According to 

his daughter Rahel Musleah, who was 6 when she came to America and has been 

well known for her studies of Indian Jewry, “His Torah reading was masterful. 

Every letter, every vowel, every trope was resonant with his understanding of the 

text.” Adam Laver, a lawyer who began studying with the rabbi as a teenager, 

recalls, “When Rabbi Musleah read Torah in the synagogue, it was like hearing the 

voice of God.” 

Two Remarkable Rabbis 

The way timing and fate worked out, I was the first American student to work 

closely with Rabbi Musleah when he arrived at K.K. Mikveh Israel in 1964, just a 

year after my bar mitzvah in January 1963 under the training of Rev. Alan Corré 

(1931-2017), an eminent linguist who left soon after to take a university position. 

This was a rather brief but very intense period of learning, or actually relearning, 

Torah reading that had a profound impact, along with other rich and valuable 

experiences, on a young and unknowing teenager taking part in a congregation that 

was founded in 1740 and played a key role in the War of Independence but was 
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going through a turbulent phase. Only in retrospect, with the recent passing of 

these remarkable teachers, Ezekiel Musleah and his predecessor Alan Corré, who 

represented very different components of the Sephardic tradition—South Asian 

and Spanish Portuguese, respectively, with their distinct customs and procedures, 

both contrasted with mainstream Ashkenazi styles—did I come to appreciate 

deeply the significance of what it meant to work so intimately with the two rabbis. 

The Mikveh Israel synagogue building at that time was an extraordinary edifice 

that was constructed in 

1909 in limestone in the 

Greek Revival style, with 

stately Ionic columns, 

mammoth arched bronze 

doors, 40-foot ceilings, 

and marble floors. The 

Bimah faced the ark from 

a distance, with the 

congregants sitting in 

pews to the left or right of a central walkway used for carrying the Torah and 

women seated in balconies. The opulent design, which created a genuine allure 

filled with awe and mystery, was at first suited to the location on North Broad 

Street and York, near Temple University, that was becoming a fashionable 

neighborhood. In the 1960s the congregation had prominent members like William 

Chomsky, father of Naom, who ran the Hebrew school and also led Gratz College, 

built right behind the synagogue, and taught at the prestigious research facility on 

Hebrew and Cognate Languages at Dropsie College situated next door. In addition, 

Arlen Specter, then a rising politician who later served several terms as U.S. 

Senator, regularly attended the High Holidays. 

However, this building had become outdated by the early sixties, because of its 

meager office space, inefficient washrooms, and the absence of other expected 

amenities, plus the surrounding area was greatly affected by urban decay. It was 

difficult to find suitable housing for the rabbis to be able to walk to the synagogue 

on Shabbat and holidays. Mikveh Israel, with its historical importance, was 

awaiting an ambitious plan to be relocated to the newly redeveloped colonial 

district in downtown Philadelphia. Due to various complications, including a series 

of ten unrealistic designs offered by famed architect Louis Kahn, the move did not 

take place until 1976, as the nation’s bicentennial celebrations in that area were 

getting underway.  

The Greek Revival facade of Mikveh Israel on N. Broad St., as pictured 

in the early 1960s. 
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Meanwhile, other older synagogues on N. Broad Street were moving to suburban 

locations. This included the Reform congregation Knesset Israel, based in a 

magnificent building a mile south of Mikveh Israel, which found a modern home 

in Elkins Park, and the Conservative congregation Beth Sholom, which moved to 

the same area in 1959. Beth Sholom occupied the grand new building that was 

designed by Frank Lloyd Wright to resemble the Star of David and offer nighttime 

onlookers the appearance of a “luminous Mount Sinai.” The Reform congregation 

Rodeph Sholom founded in 1795, on the other hand, has stayed in its Moorish 

Revival edifice designed by Frank Furness in 1866 near City Hall, with a branch 

center opened in Elkins Park in the 1950s. For a while, Mikveh Israel had a facility 

nearby in a charming old mansion, where the Hebrew school was located, but this 

was torn down in the early sixties to make way for the widening of Cheltenham 

Avenue. 

Bar Mitzvah and Post-Bar Mitzvah 

My preparations for the bar mitzvah, beginning in the summer of 1962, were quite 

intense as I studied over a period of months, practicing several hours daily, with 

Alan Corré, who had joined the congregation in 1955 as a 24-year old ordained in 

London by The Haham, Rabbi Dr. Solomon Gaon, Chief Rabbi of Sephardic 

Congregations of the British Commonwealth. A couple of years later he married 

Nita Levy Corré, who hailed from Gibraltar. At the time, my understanding of 

Sephardic tradition, which seemed to be totally unfamiliar to my Jewish friends 

from public school who invariably were members of Ashkenazi congregations, was 

rooted in the Spanish Portuguese way that had passed on to London, Amsterdam, 

and New York. It seemed that the prayer books and other reading materials were 

all produced by Portuguese rabbis. 

The main element that disrupted this view was the presence of the cantor from 

Morocco, Isaac Edrehi, who served for nearly fifty years beginning in 1927 and 

wore a fez-like black head covering. Edrehi was a solitary individual, who it 

seemed only opened his mouth for singing, so there was not much to be learned 

about his background other than a vaguely exotic feeling based on intriguing 

interactions involving liturgy. On the other hand, because Corré had laryngitis the 

day of my ceremony, Edrehi did, as a rare occasion, address the congregation to 

offer a sermon. I learned decades later that he hailed from a long line of Moroccan 

rabbi-scholars, whose ancestors were forced to flee their native country because of 

a pogrom and spread to Europe, Israel, and America. 

I also eventually realized that another mysterious but inspiring figure, Rev. Mr. 

Leon Haim Elmaleh (1873-1972), who was the religious leader of Mikveh Israel 
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from 1898 to 1929 and Reverend Emeritus until his death, had a family 

background from the Ottoman Empire. He was a founder of the Levantine Jews 

Society of Philadelphia that looked after Ottoman immigrants, in addition to the 

Philadelphia Board of Rabbis, which further demonstrated the extensive outreach 

of Mikveh Israel during the early twentieth century. 

Meanwhile, we all knew that Alan Corré was a charismatic leader and teacher, who 

was also becoming a highly esteemed scholar of ancient medieval Hebrew, Semitic 

languages, and comparative linguistics. According to the obituary written for H-

Judaic by Jonathan Sarna, an eminent historian of American Judaism at Brandeis 

University who once studied with Corré, “Alan’s world was a world of genius, of 

unparalleled memory and linguistic abilities.” Sarna also said, “Alan Corré was a 

rare polyglot. In addition to knowing Hebrew and Arabic, he lectured and 

published widely on Portuguese, French, Italian, Spanish, Russian, and Judeo-

Arabic.” 

Moreover, we understood that, while serving the congregation, Corré would 

receive a Ph.D. in linguistics from the University of Pennsylvania. But my brother 

and I simply had no idea, until we saw the obituary a few years ago, that his 

dissertation was not on Hebrew or cognate languages. The topic was “The 

Structure of Tamil,” as supervised by leading scholars Zellig Harris and Leigh 

Lisker. This intriguing Indo-Judaic connection was probably due to the orientation 

of the linguistics department at Penn, the first of its kind in the U.S. founded by 

Harris in 1948. Harris was originally a Semitic studies scholar who got involved in 

studies of other classical languages, especially Sanskrit and Dravidian languages, 

and Lisker was also closely linked with the department of South Asian Studies, 

which was established decades before. 

Following Corré’s departure from the congregation to take a position at the 

University of Wisconsin in Milwaukee, where he remained as professor of Hebrew 

Studies until retirement in 1993, my sense of the breadth of Sephardic Judaism was 

greatly enhanced by the process of the search conducted for his replacement. The 

candidates selected for interviews, who led a sample service and gave a homily 

about their vision for the future of the congregation remaining vital and not turning 

into an archive, came from different parts of the globe, since there was no training 

program at the time in the U.S. After spending a dozen years in his home country 

following his stint at JTS, when he led the congregation Maghen David in Kolkata, 

established by Baghdadi Jews fleeing persecution and seeking fortune, Ezekiel 

Musleah was recruited to become the new rabbi of Mikveh Israel, where he served 

for fifteen years. 
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Rabbi Musleah and his wife, Margaret, and their three young daughters moved to 

Philadelphia and found housing within walking distance to the synagogue. One of 

his first acts was to change the term that was used for religious leader since the 

nineteenth century from “reverend” or “minister,” which seemed overly 

Americanized, to “rabbi.” By the time he arrived, it was decided by my elders that 

I would follow in my brother's footsteps by performing, with all the trimmings, a 

kind of one-year-later “post-bar mitzvah,” but for a new service. 

For the bar mitzvah I learned to read Torah without vowels or tropes appearing on 

the scroll and also performed the Musaf. My brother had done even more 

preparation than me, but our friends at various Conservative or Reformed 

congregations could hardly understand the extent of learning that was involved. In 

my heart of hearts, an appreciation of the significance of the accomplishment was 

muted by a sense of fear and trembling at the daunting task. This uneasiness was 

compounded by the fact that my parents had found us a new home in the suburbs, 

which required a major social and educational adjustment right at the time I needed 

to dedicate my time to studies. 

Prior to the first meeting with the new rabbi, I had practiced every day with my 

brother and presented to Rabbi Musleah my knowledge of Torah reading based on 

the style we knew from Alan Corré. I will never forget that as I merrily started 

chanting, Musleah stopped me after about thirty seconds and said simply, “You 

would do well to learn it a different way.” Even though the way of pronouncing 

syllables and vocalizing tropes was basically the same, or so one would think, it 

became a brand-new preparation. So, I started all over, based on his reading of the 

liturgy that was recorded on my father's office wire recorder, which was a 

primitive machine that did work well for the constant stopping and starting needed 

to replay the dulcet tones. 

On some level I knew that something wonderful and magical was going on, 

especially in the juxtaposition of what was gained from two giants. However, for 

better or worse, my contact with Rabbi Musleah fell off shortly after this. When 

my grandmother, who spent much of her life at Mikveh Israel, died, my parents 

who were already living nearby switched membership to Beth Sholom. What a 

difference in the way services were done there! The ark was behind the Bimah so 

there was no long procession to take out and return the Torah, the seats were much 

more comfortable, and the tallit worn were a bit fewer. The style of the service was 

distinctive, though by no means unfamiliar from time spent visiting similar 

synagogues attended by cousins. I did find that Wright’s ingenious design was 

impressive not only for the exterior, since the sanctuary layout fostered a profound 

feeling of intimacy between the congregants and the rabbi. 
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In 1999 it came time to help teach my son, Samuel, to read Torah for his bar 

mitzvah, which I did according to my recollection of what I had learned at Mikveh 

Israel. By then the device used for recording the melody had improved, although 

the need to stop and start it frequently had not. The service was performed at the 

Western Wall on a Monday morning, and the night before Samuel practiced by 

chanting for my father back in Philadelphia over the phone. Following the recital, 

granddad remarked that, after thirty years at Beth Sholom, this tone sounded quite 

unique. 

After leaving Mikveh Israel in 1979, a couple of years following the opening of its 

new building in the colonial district, Musleah led Congregation B’nai Abraham 

Synagogue in Society Hill and also served on the Conservative movement’s local 

and national rabbinic court, helping administer Jewish divorces. For the last thirty 

years of his life, he was the weekly Torah reader at Temple Beth Zion-Beth Israel 

in the Rittenhouse Square district of Philadelphia, where he taught Margaret to 

read Torah at age 65. 

May these two eminent rabbis, Ezekiel Musleah and Alan Corré, of blessed 

memoryלברכה זיכרונם        (zikhronim liv’rakha, or lib’rahkha in Sephardic style), 

find comfort among all who study and read and listen to Torah and Hebrew 

literature, no matter the style of pronunciation and vocalization but infused with a 

profound knowledge and appreciation for cognate as well as Indian and other 

classical languages. These two giants were so distant yet so very much linked. I 

only wish I could have served as a better vessel for their knowledge. 

Steven Heine 
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