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FROM THE EDITOR

The Issue of Women Cantors: Landmarks Along the Way
H�stor�an Jonathan Sarna notes that, “l�ke women, mus�c �s both allur�ng 
and dangerous … demand�ng careful regulat�on … and ult�mately defin�ng 
what Amer�can Juda�sm �s all about.”1 In a recent book, Professor Sarna 
cons�stently re�terates to what extent Jew�sh women �n part�cular benefited 
from the �nd�v�dual freedom afforded by Amer�can democracy, beg�nn�ng 
w�th the�r r�ght to s�ng �n synagogue cho�rs (1818) and to enjoy a v�ew of the 
r�tual proceed�ngs unobstructed by a screen (18�5).� On one early occas�on 
they also served as lay cantors for an �nformal Yom K�ppur serv�ce (18�1).� 
It wasn’t unt�l 1907 that women of the Reform movement were �nv�ted to 
become temple members and officeholders.� By the 1950s, wr�tes Sarna, “a 
sexual role sh�ft reportedly took place, women replac�ng men as the dom�nant 
presence w�th�n the synagogue portals.”5 Dur�ng the same per�od, Conserva-
t�ve women had to content themselves w�th the pr�v�lege of m�xed seat�ng, 
wh�le be�ng almost completely excluded from the B�mah. In 195�, however, 
the Rabb�n�cal Assembly Law Comm�ttee d�d accept a m�nor�ty v�ew that 
allowed women to be called to the Torah.6

The celebrat�on of Bat M�tzvah, wh�ch had been around s�nce 19�� when 
Rabb� Mordecha� Kaplan of the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary faculty offic�ated 
at the ceremony of h�s daughter Jud�th, �s what eventually opened the door for 
full female part�c�pat�on �n Conservat�ve synagogue r�tual. Hav�ng sampled 
the wonder of lead�ng prayer, of handl�ng the Torah, of chant�ng from �t and 
then address�ng the congregat�on about what the exper�ence meant to them 
as B’not M�tzvah, Conservat�ve young women saw l�ttle just�ficat�on �n the�r 
be�ng den�ed the chance to do so as adults.

The 1960s w�tnessed a wave of fem�n�st act�v�sm on a broad scale, �n wh�ch 
Jew�sh women played a d�sproport�onately prom�nent role. Rabb�n�c recal-

1 Jonathan Sarna, “The Question of Music in American Judaism: Reflections at 350 
Years,” Keynote address given at the Milken Conference on American Jewish Music 
(New York: Jewish Theological Seminary), the writer’s notes, Nov. 7, 2003.

2 American Judaism — A History (New Haven: Yale University Press), 2004: 47.
3 Ibid. p. 50.
4 Ibid. p.195; in Rabbi Stephen S. Wise’s Free Synagogue, New York, NY.
5 Ibid. p. 286; in Park Forest, IL.
6 Ibid. pp. 286-287.
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c�trance prov�ded one of many “oppress�ve-male” targets, as Ezrat Nashim 
— the organ�zat�on of young Conservat�ve women — demanded equal r�ghts 
�n all areas of Jew�sh l�fe, �nclud�ng the rabb�nate and cantorate. The�r struggle 
took a back seat when Sally Pre�sand rece�ved ord�nat�on as the first woman 
Reform rabb� �n 197�, Sandy E�senberg Sasso became the first Reconstruc-
t�on�st woman rabb� �n 197�, and Barbara Ostfeld was the first woman to be 
�nvested as a cantor by the Hebrew Un�on College’s School of Sacred Mus�c �n 
1975. Over the next quarter-century �n the Un�ted States, ��5 women would 
be orda�ned as Reform rabb�s and 98 women as Reconstruct�on�st rabb�s, 
wh�le 1�0 women would be �nvested as Reform cantors.7

My own survey of contemporary Jew�sh worsh�p8 summar�zed the “V�ew 
from the R�ght” at that t�me. 

 Orthodox fem�n�sts observed these developments as spectators from the 
s�del�nes, but w�th great �nterest nevertheless. The�r conclus�on: when the 
t�me came for them to take the l�turg�cal play�ng field they would have to 
set the�r own ground rules. Lack of rud�mentary Jew�sh knowledge was 
(and �s) anathema to the grow�ng ranks of Orthodox women who have 
completed advanced study programs for select scholars at all-female 
�nst�tutes �n Jerusalem (MaTan, M�dreshet L�ndenbaum, She’ar�m College 
and N�shmat) or New York (Dr�sha). The degreed women had become 
as halakh�cally knowledgeable as many male rabb�s, and the�r hard-won 
expert�se more than qual�fied them to arrange and lead a m�nyan for 
women only. In fact, s�nce the m�d-1970s, Orthodox women had been 
worsh�p�ng �n the�r own prayer groups for the first t�me �n 700 years.

Women �n the German commun�t�es of Worms and Nuremberg were 
conduct�ng the�r own worsh�p serv�ces as late as the th�rteenth century, as 
chron�cled by Rabb� Leo Landman.9

 The women conducted serv�ces �n a separate bu�ld�ng. Somet�mes these 
sect�ons were adjacent to the male sect�ons and at t�mes connected by a 
gallery. Women w�th l�turg�cal and mus�cal talents were engaged to lead 
these serv�ces. Some of these women-cantors became famous. One was 
named R�chenza of Nuremberg, the other, Uran�a of Worms. The ep�taph 
on the tombstone of Uran�a reads: “Th�s headstone commemorates the 

7  Ibid. p. 341; Nina Salkin, “In A New Voice — How Women Are Changing the 
Cantorate,” Reform Judaism, Fall 1995: 29.

8  Joseph A. Levine. Rise and Be Seated — The Ups and Downs of Jewish Worship 
(Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson), 2001: 214-217.

9  Leo Landman. The Cantor — An Historic Perspective (New York: Yeshiva Uni-
versity), 1972: 68; citing Lowy, Jewish Chronicle (London: Dec. 30, 1892), p. 11, transl. 
taken from I. Abrahams, Jewish Life in the Middle Ages (New York: Meridian), 1958: 
26. 
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em�nent and excellent lady Uran�a, the daughter of R. Abraham who was 
ch�ef of the synagogue s�ngers. H�s prayer for h�s people rose up to glory. 
And as to her, she too, w�th sweet tunefulness, offic�ated before the female 
worsh�pers to whom she sang the hymnal port�ons. In devout serv�ce her 
memory shall be preserved.”

By the late-fourteenth century, whatever m�nor pr�v�leges women formerly 
enjoyed �n publ�c worsh�p had been resc�nded. The s�xteenth-century Gal�-
c�an author�ty Rabb� Moses Mat10 cred�ts h�s predecessor Rabb� Jacob Moell�n 
(Maharil), head of the Jew�sh commun�t�es �n Germany, Austr�a and Bohem�a, 
for th�s rul�ng. How �ron�c, for �n anc�ent Israel, gender att�tudes had been 
more l�beral!

Of the ��,�60 Jews who returned to Jerusalem from Babylon, almost �50 
were descr�bed as male and female s�ngers — “to pra�se God” — accord�ng to 
commentator Ibn Ezra.11 It �s arguable that the synagogue — mikdash me’at 
(“sanctuary �n m�n�ature”)1� — first developed as an �nst�tut�on dur�ng the 
Israel�te ex�les’ 70-year sojourn on the T�gr�s and Euphrates R�vers’ shores.1� 
In allow�ng women to jo�n w�th men �n s�ng�ng the sacred Songs of Z�on 
the ex�les were only cont�nu�ng a trad�t�on begun by K�ng Dav�d, who had 
separated all the lev�t�cal fam�l�es accord�ng to the�r part�cular ass�gnments 
�n the House of God. To the fourteen sons and three daughters of He�man 
ben Yo’el went the task of s�ng�ng, accompan�ed by cymbals, harps and Lyres 
(F�rst Chron�cles �5: 5-6). Under K�ng Hezek�ah, “all the s�ng�ng men and the 
singing women ment�on [K�ng] Jos�ah �n the�r lamentat�ons to th�s day, … and 
behold, they are wr�tten �n the Lamentat�ons” (Second Chron�cles �5: �5). The 
role that women played �n synagogues dur�ng Greco-Roman t�mes �s d�scussed 
by Hannah Safra� �n our open�ng sect�on, HISTORY, HALAKHAH, AND 
CURRENT CONCERNS.

* * * * * *
Three m�llenn�a later, Orthodox women aga�n have the�r own Tef�llah 
Network1� that coord�nates over 100 local groups worldw�de, compr�s�ng 

10  Sefer Matei Moshe, Inyanei Milah 4: 5.
11  On Ezra 2: 65 and Nehemiah 7: 67.
12  BT Megillah 29a, based on Ezekiel 11: 16.
13  Louis Isaac Rabinowitz, s.v. “Synagogue — Origins and History,” Encyclopedia 

Judaica (Jerusalem: Keter, 1972), 15: 580.
14  “What Made Women’s Prayer Groups Expand,” National Post & Opinion, Feb. 

12, 1997; “Reading Torah, Women’s Group Tests Judaism,” New York Times, Feb. 16, 
1997; “A Turning Point for Jewish Women,” Naomi Grossman, Post & Opinion, Mar. 
10, 1999.
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approx�mately �0,000 regular worsh�pers. Many of the same women attend 
an annual conference of Orthodox fem�n�sts that the network organ�zes �n 
New York. By �ts second year, 1998, of forty-one sess�ons on the conference’s 
agenda, th�rteen — almost a th�rd — devoted themselves to halakh�c ques-
t�ons �nvolv�ng women and t’fillah.

Fem�n�sts l�ke Blu Greenberg15 no longer hold back when attend�ng syna-
gogue serv�ces w�th the�r husbands, desp�te the fact that they are seated sepa-
rately. Greenberg sees s�gns of th�s everywhere; Orthodox women are now 
s�ng�ng out w�th full vo�ces, even rec�t�ng Kadd�sh along w�th the menfolk. 
She pred�cts an �mm�nent convergence of two recent phenomena, both of 
wh�ch are unstoppable by any other means. In her v�ew, the real�ty of women 
�ncreas�ngly serv�ng as Reform, Conservat�ve and Reconstruct�on�st rabb�s, 
and the real�ty of more and more Orthodox women engag�ng �n h�gher Jew-
�sh learn�ng, are about to coll�de. Whether th�s w�ll result �n the orda�nment 
of Orthodox women rabb�s rema�ns to be seen.

To keep the halakh�c kettle s�mmer�ng unt�l that transp�res, Blu Greenberg 
ra�ses an �mmed�ate object�on to one aspect of the Orthodox str�cture aga�nst 
women funct�on�ng as cantors for m�xed congregat�ons. The ban states that 
any person who does not have a spec�fic rel�g�ous obl�gat�on cannot fulfill 
that obl�gat�on for others.16 Women are thus exempted from pos�t�ve precepts 
that must be observed at fixed t�mes, l�ke pray�ng three t�mes a day at the 
appo�nted hours. Thr�ce-da�ly prayer �s based on the b�bl�cal verse (Psalms 
55:18), “even�ng and morn�ng and afternoon I w�ll pray �ncessantly,” wh�ch 
women cannot fulfill because of an overr�d�ng obl�gat�on to care for the�r 
ch�ldren. They are therefore �nel�g�ble to lead others �n a formal serv�ce at 
those — or any other — t�mes.

Greenberg notes the amb�gu�ty of th�s pos�t�on, s�nce both the Talmud17 and 
Ma�mon�des18 state categor�cally, as she puts �t: “No set t�mes are g�ven �n the 
Torah but rather were formulated subsequently by the rabb�s. The … or�g�nal 
commandment cannot be cons�dered t�me-l�m�ted, so women are obl�gated 
[to pray].” If so, a woman could be allowed an exempt�on from obl�gatory 
prayer dur�ng her ch�ldbear�ng years, say, unt�l the youngest reaches age 1� 
when �t �s respons�ble for observ�ng m�tzvoth on �ts own. Then, as one who 

15  Blu Greenberg. On Women and Judaism (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Soci-
ety), 1981, passim.

16  BT, Rosh HaShanah 30a; M’nahot 43a. 
17  BT, Berakhot 20a.
18  Mishneh Torah 2: Laws of Prayer I: 1-2.
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�s aga�n obl�gated to pray �n a quorum,19 a woman could enable every other 
person present to fulfill her obl�gat�on, e�ther through her part�c�pat�on �n the 
m�nyan or — �f she �s capable — by her leadersh�p of �t as a sh’li’ah (fem�n�ne: 
sh’lihat) tsibbur.

* * * * * *
Am�dst th�s ferment �n other movements, reports Jonathan Sarna, “Conserva-
t�ve Jew�sh leaders engaged �n an �ntr�cate pol�t�cal dance of sh�ft�ng all�ances, 
stud�es undertaken, comm�ss�ons formed, hear�ngs held, mot�ons tabled, 
and votes counted.”�0 The halakh�c ground sh�fted sl�ghtly �n 197� when the 
Law Comm�ttee acknowledged women’s r�ght to be counted �n a m�nyan, 
and fem�n�sts began to don kippot and tallitot. In 198� the Sem�nary faculty 
— afra�d that the�r �nst�tut�on would m�ss an h�stor�cal boat that was about 
to embark w�th or w�thout them — voted to adm�t women to the Rabb�n�cal 
School. Amy E�lberg was first to be orda�ned, �n 1985, and by then the com-
m�ss�on�ng of Conservat�ve women cantors was only a matter of t�me.

As stated earl�er, the Reform movement had been comm�ss�on�ng women 
cantors s�nce 1975, and women had actually been funct�on�ng as cantors �n 
Conservat�ve synagogues over most of that same decade. Ela�ne Shap�ro, 
who had rece�ved a Bachelor of Sacred Mus�c from the Cantors Inst�tute at 
JTS but no cantor�al orda�nment, was the first woman Conservat�ve cantor 
to be appo�nted, by the 700-fam�ly Congregat�on Temple Beth El of West 
Palm Beach, Flor�da �n 1979. Deborah Katchko Gray stud�ed hazzanut under 
the t�me-honored apprent�cesh�p system; she accepted a full-t�me cantor�al 
pos�t�on at Temple Beth El of Norwalk, Connect�cut �n 1981, as d�d An�ta 
Hochman, a graduate of Gratz College’s Cantor�al program , at M’kor Shalom 
�n Cherry H�ll, NJ. Deborah went on to found the Women Cantors Network �n 
198�. That same year her WCN co-founder, Jane Myers, accepted the canto-
r�al pos�t�on at Ph�ladelph�a’s Germantown Jew�sh Center. Deborah Marlowe, 
tra�ned as an operat�c coloratura soprano, would succeed her. In 198� L�nda 
Sh�vers graduated from the Cantors Inst�tute w�th a BSM and was granted 
�mmed�ate membersh�p �n the Reform movement’s Amer�can Conference 
of Cantors under a supposedly rec�procal agreement w�th the Conserva-
t�ve Cantors Assembly. However, the CA would not agree to accept women 
graduates of e�ther the Reform Hebrew Un�on College’s School of Sacred 
Mus�c or the Conservat�ve Sem�nary’s Cantor’s Inst�tute as members unt�l 
1991. Nancy Abramson was elected full-t�me cantor at Congregat�on Sons of 
Israel �n Br�arcl�ff Manor, New York, �n 198�. Three years later the Sem�nary 

19  (T’fillah b’-Tsibbur) BT, Megillah 23b.
20  Sarna, American Judaism, op. cit., p. 341.
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awarded full cantor�al status to two women graduates of �ts Cantors Inst�tute 
— Marla Barugel and Er�ca L�pp�tz — who assumed pulp�ts at B’na� Israel of 
Rumsford and Oheb Shalom of South Orange, both �n New Jersey. 

* * * * * *
The stage was now set for two final p�eces of the puzzle to fall �nto place: of-
fic�al recogn�t�on of �ts women cantor�al graduates by the Jew�sh Theolog�cal 
Sem�nary, and adm�ss�on of women �nto the Cantors Assembly. How that 
came about �s related �n the cont�nuat�on of our open�ng sect�on by Samuel 
Rosenbaum and Stephen J. Ste�n. It �s a tale marked by good �ntent�ons on 
both s�des of the �ssue. If anyth�ng, those �n favor preferred to err on the s�de 
of caut�on rather than v�olate a long-held trad�t�on and s�multaneously run 
afoul of a Rabb�n�cal Assembly Law Comm�ttee that had — �n 197� — vali-
dated both the pro and con positions concerning whether women may serve as 
shelihei tsibbur. To �ts everlast�ng cred�t — as well as that of JTS Chancellor 
Ismar Schorsch, who appl�ed a 198� dec�s�on concern�ng the orda�nment of 
women rabb�s to graduates of the Cantors Inst�tute — the Cantors Assem-
bly Execut�ve Counc�l voted overwhelm�ngly to approve the acceptance of 
women members �n 1989.�1 Robert K�eval, Pres�dent of the CA at that t�me, 
recalls the enormous pressures exerted by proponents on both s�des of the 
�ssue. Halakh�c support for the CA’s pos�t�on came almost a decade later �n 
a responsum from the Va’ad Halakhah of the Rabb�n�cal Assembly of Israel, 
headed by Dav�d Gol�nk�n. In �001, the 5�th annual Cantors Assembly Con-
vent�on for the first t�me held a sess�on devoted exclus�vely to the concerns of 
�ts women members. We’re proud to present the remarks of Janet Krupn�k, 
who cha�red that sess�on.

By �005, when Steven Stoehr became pres�dent of the Cantors Assembly, 
he real�zed that most of the students �n cantor�al schools were female. He 
saw th�s “as a pos�t�ve development.”�� Yet, Stoehr acknowledged that “women 
cantors have … a more d�fficult t�me be�ng accepted than women rabb�s.” They 
have to overcome the sound of a male cantorate whose Golden Age ended 
only w�th the Second World War, and wh�ch st�ll l�ves on �n the folk memory 
of contemporary Jewry.

 To hear the same prayers �n the t�mbre of a woman’s vo�ce can be shock�ng. 
It’s not so much an �ssue of halakhah as �t �s a psycholog�cal and emot�onal 

21  Cantors Assembly Jubilee Journal, Jack Chomsky & Solomon Mendelson, eds., 
New York, 1998: 370-371.

22 Pauline Dubkin Yearwood, “Local Cantor is National President,” Chicago Jewish 
News, June 24, 2005.
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�ssue, hear�ng the trad�t�onal sounds �n a non-trad�t�onal way …. It’s st�ll 
an evolut�on �n the Conservat�ve movement.

The thrust of these ed�tor�al comments �s to recast the whole �ssue of 
women cantors �n terms of the�r role �n Amer�can culture generally. L�ke our 
male colleagues, women members of the Cantors Assembly are cons�dered 
m�n�sters �n the broad perspect�ve of Amer�can rel�g�on, and �t m�ght prove 
�nstruct�ve to compare the�r progress w�th that of the�r female counterparts �n 
other denom�nat�ons. Islam �s, of course, out of th�s p�cture, but Chr�st�an�ty 
offers �nterest�ng parallels �n the turf wars that are st�ll be�ng waged between 
sen�or male and jun�or female clergy �n Protestant churches. That tens�on 
m�rrors the r�valry w�tnessed �n L�beral Temples. Women cantors often find 
themselves caught between the Cyll�s of congregants demand�ng that they 
teach B’ne� and B’not M�tzvah to lead Adon Olam to tunes l�ke “Su�c�de �s 
Pa�nless”�� and the Charybd�s of male rabb�s censor�ng every tune they s�ng 
— almost always w�th the acqu�escence of lay congregat�onal leadersh�p.

Perhaps the h�story of early Modern Roman Cathol�c�sm has lessons to 
teach us about resolv�ng these tens�ons, after all, �ts Reformat�on preceded 
Juda�sm’s by three centur�es. It took Protestant�sm five centur�es after Mart�n 
Luther to orda�n �ts first female m�n�sters. It took  only 16� years for Amer�-
can Reform to do l�kew�se after Israel Jacobson’s 1809 �nnovat�ons �n Kassel, 
Germany.

And what about the k�nder and gentler way �n wh�ch women m�n�sters and 
rabb�s lead worsh�p nowadays? Sunday Mass at St. James Angl�can Church, 
P�ccad�lly, London: “We now r�se and walk, hand �n hand to the altar, as 
our cantor (also a woman) leads us �n s�ng�ng Psalm 118, ‘The Lord �s My 
Strength.’” From an oppos�te perspect�ve, how would Baylor Un�vers�ty’s “Best 
Preacher” award w�nner Barbara Taylor measure up aga�nst B�lly Graham 
�n h�s Evangel�cal pr�me? Or how would any of today’s rabb�n�c funct�onar-
�es compare to Stephen S. W�se as he fulm�nated aga�nst Naz�sm �n a mass 
rally at Mad�son Square Garden, New York �n 19��? The fact �s that ne�ther 
can contemporary male cantors hold a candle to the blaz�ng emot�on of a 
Zavel Kwart�n or the vocal prowess of a Yossele Rosenblatt. Why should we 
expect our women colleagues to even remotely approx�mate the fire of a Bas 
Sheva or the fluency of a Gold�e Malavsky, whose stor�es — along w�th those 
of other Khazntes — are told by Ar�anne Brown �n our open�ng sect�on: A 
WOMAN’S VOICE.

23  Words by Mike Altman, music by Johnny Mandel, 1970; a satiric view of the 
Vietnam conflict.
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* * * * * *
The sect�on’s four art�cles g�ve ev�dence that Conservat�ve Juda�sm �s 

tra�l�ng the cantor�al curve �n th�s respect, Jew�sh women have been lead�ng 
Hebrew prayer for a long t�me. The l�ves of s�x Khazntes who flour�shed �n 
the U. S. from the 19�0s to the 1970s attest to th�s. Hayley Kob�l�nsky Pose-
row places the�r careers �n h�stor�cal perspect�ve and Pamela Kordan shows 
how certa�n passages �n the class�cal cantor�al reperto�re can be made less 
awkward for the female vo�ce. V�ctor Tunkel documents the l�fe and mus�c of 
17th-century composer Leonora Duarte, and Sam We�ss’s retrospect�ve and 
apprec�at�on of the late Israel� songwr�ter Naom� Shemer’s l�fet�me oeuvre 
closes the sect�on.

THE WORK OF HER HANDS h�ghl�ghts art�cles wr�tten by and about 
Jew�sh mus�c�ans who happen to be women. Galeet Dardasht� reveals how the 
burgeon�ng des�re of Israel’s M�zrah� commun�ty to hear �ts own trad�t�onal 
mus�c has sp�lled over �nto the publ�c sphere. Amal�a Kedem exam�nes the 
quant�tat�ve and qual�tat�ve pace of mus�cal change �n an Israel� Ashkenaz�c 
congregat�on, and Naom� Cohn Zentner g�ves examples of the �nfluences that 
London’s Sephard�c trad�t�on has had upon Ashkenaz� synagogue mus�c and 
pract�ce. Point / Counterpoint juxtaposes N�ra Rousso’s first-person account 
of what �t’s l�ke to s�ng �n a profess�onal Israel� chamber cho�r — Camer� of 
Tel Av�v — w�th Edward Katz’s reflect�ons on h�s more than th�rty years of 
part�c�pat�on �n four synagogue cho�rs �n Montreal. Dorothy Goldberg closes 
the sect�on w�th an or�g�nal Name-Chang�ng serv�ce wr�tten for women who 
have arr�ved at a crossroads �n the�r l�fe.

 A LITERARY GLIMPSE offers Deborah We�sgall’s touch�ng rem�-
n�scence of grow�ng up �n a 1950s Balt�more ne�ghborhood anchored by 
a Conservat�ve synagogue where her grandfather had been the cantor for 
th�rty-five years.

The REVIEWS sect�on opens w�th Arnold Jacob Wolf ’s appra�sal of 
Marc�a Falk’s tra�lblaz�ng fem�n�st “S�ddur,” A Book of Blessings. K�mberly 
Komrad reacts to mus�cal sett�ngs of excerpts from Falk’s work composed 
and performed by L�nda H�rschorn and Fran Avn�. Patr�ce Kaplan analyzes 
the approach taken by Andrew Bernard’s new book �n teach�ng the prayer 
modes. Sharon Bernste�n finds much useful mater�al �n the CA’s �5th-An-
n�versary Ed�t�on of Emunat Abba: The Sacred Chant of Abba Yosef Weisgal, 
one of �ts found�ng members. Roslyn Barak offers a profess�onal op�n�on on 
what today’s pract�t�oners can st�ll learn from Great Cantors of the Golden 
Age and Great Cantors in Cinema, two v�deos that have just been re-mas-
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tered as DVDs w�th seven add�t�onal sect�ons. Deborah Togut assesses our 
recently ret�red colleague Hans Cohn’s �nsp�r�ng account of how he rose from 
the ashes of the Shoah to become a “Mus�cal Messenger” �n Amer�ca. Josée 
Wolff compares two antholog�cal CDs of Eastern European synagogue choral 
performances — h�ghl�ghts of the London Jew�sh Male Cho�r’s 80 Years of 
gala concerts — and the first �n a projected ser�es of record�ngs led by Sholom 
Kal�b, based on h�s monumental study The Musical Tradition of the Eastern 
European Synagogue.

Our MUSIC sect�on offers a movable feast of rec�tat�ve templates that can-
tors can use as benchmarks based on long-stand�ng trad�t�ons that st�ll have 
someth�ng to say to us today, no matter what vo�ce-type or gender �s s�ng�ng 
them. The twenty select�ons — one for each of the years that women have 
been offic�ally recogn�zed as Conservat�ve cantors — take as the�r start�ng 
po�nts the dual defin�t�ons of hazzan�c rec�tat�ve offered by Max Wohlberg�� 
and Adolph Katchko�5: “�nsp�red add�t�ons to paragraph end�ngs;” expressed 
through “comb�nat�ons of short mot�fs wh�ch fit each �nd�v�dual word sepa-
rately, and longer s�ng�ng phrases fitted to a few words.”

At the end of each rec�tat�ve a short l�st of alternate texts appears, for wh�ch 
the mus�cal templates w�ll work equally well. Through the�r juxtapos�t�on of 
neume-l�ke mot�fs and rec�t�ng tones, the twenty rec�tat�ves sp�n mus�cal 
m�drash that, �n the words of Rabb� Abraham Isaac Kook, renew the old and 
sanct�fy the new. If the select�ons we have chosen can help every cantor who 
reads th�s �ssue to ach�eve that l�turg�cal renewal of all-too-fam�l�ar prayer 
texts, then the myth of a male/ female d�chotomy �n hazzan�c vocal style may 
one day be put to rest. The myth has already been d�spelled by our colleagues 
Arlyne Unger and Jud�th Na�mark, who test-drove all twenty rec�tat�ves at 
the Journal’s request and found them roadworthy.

* * * * * *
 The Journal staff applauds Ms. Isabel Belarsky for her cont�nu�ng support. 
We commend her for keep�ng her father S�dor’s name al�ve through an an-
nual ad �n these pages, just as the Juda�ca Sound Arch�ves at Flor�da Atlant�c 
Un�vers�ty keep the sound of Belarsky’s and other �n�m�table vo�ces al�ve for 
anyone who v�s�ts the�r webs�te ( www.fau.edu/jsa ).

24  Max Wohlberg, “Some Thoughts on the Hazzanic Recitative,” Journal of Synagogue 
Music, Vol. 9, No. 3, November, 1979: 82.

25  Adolph Katchko, “Changing Conceptions of Hazzanut,” Journal of Synagogue 
Music, Vol. 4. Nos. 1-2, April, 1972: 15.
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In th�s 40th year s�nce The Journal of Synagogue Music first appeared (Feb-
ruary 1967), I gratefully acknowledge the s�x d�st�ngu�shed colleagues who 
preceded me as ed�tor and who d�d so much to ensure the publ�cat�on’s h�gh 
standards:

      Charles Dav�dson (1967-1969);
      Morton Shames (1970-1979);
      Abraham Lub�n (1980-1987);
      Jack Chomsky (1988-199�);
      Er�c Snyder (199�-1998); and
      Scott Sokol (1999-�00�).
  Joseph A. Lev�ne

(�00�- 0000)
It should be noted that Charles Dav�dson ed�ted the Journal’s forerunner, 

The Cantor’s Voice, from 1959 to 1966, and that Morton Shanok preceded 
h�m from 1950 to 1958.

Th�s year also marked the sudden death 
at age 85 of conductor S�egfr�ed Landau, 
a found�ng faculty member of the Can-
tors Inst�tute at JTS. If faculty cha�r Hugo 
We�sgall, the son of a cantor, favored the 
“Sulzer” approach of synagogue mus�c 
wr�tten by a cantor for other cantors, then 
Landau, the son of a rabb�, champ�oned 
the “Lewandowsky” strategy of synagogue 
mus�c wr�tten by a composer for cantor and 
cho�r to support congregat�onal prayer. As 
for h�s not-to-be-m�ssed Fr�day morn�ng 
class �n Ensemble S�ng�ng and Conduct�ng, 
Mr. Landau’s one-l�ners st�ll resonate �n 
the collect�ve memory of h�s former stu-
dents, perhaps the most devastat�ng be�ng: 
“Gentlemen, that was not an attack; �t was 
a heart attack!”

 We mourn h�s pass�ng as we cher�sh the 
hazzan�c sk�lls and mus�cal knowledge that 
he worked so hard to teach us.

Siegfried Landau (1921-2007)
Sketch by Joseph Levine, 1958.
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WOMEN AND THE ANCIENT SYNAGOGUE1

by Hannah Safrai

In anc�ent t�mes the synagogue (beit ha-knesset or, as �t �s also called �n the 
sources, (beit ha-eidah) const�tuted a center for the Jew�sh commun�ty. Here 
the Jew�sh congregat�on assembled, not only for worsh�p of God but also for 
a w�de var�ety of publ�c act�v�t�es.� Th�s congregat�on �ncluded men, women, 
and ch�ldren.

In var�ous contexts, the sources repeatedly ment�on that the women of the 
commun�ty funct�oned �n the synagogue and found the�r place w�th�n �t. Ac-
cord�ng to the Book of Acts, even wh�le the Temple stood, Paul, when he was 
st�ll called Saul of Tarsus, expected to find women among the congregants 
when he ant�c�pated v�s�t�ng the synagogue �n Damascus to uncover those who 
were s�nn�ng, err�ng, and bel�ev�ng �n the forb�dden new church.� Later, as a 
follower of Jesus, Paul v�s�ted a synagogue �n Salon�ka (�n modern day Greece), 
where he drew the attent�on of women w�th h�s sermons.� Important women 
were among the mult�tude that heard h�m preach. In all cases, �t �s clear to the 
author of Acts that �t was natural for women to be found �n the synagogue. 
The presence of women d�d not arouse any amazement or surpr�se.

Ph�lo of Alexandr�a (�0 B.C.E.- 50 C.E.), �n h�s On the Contemplative Life, 
descr�bes the prayer assembl�es of Therapeutae (a sect of Jew�sh ascet�cs, 
qu�te s�m�lar to the Dead Sea sect). He tells us that when the group gathered 
�n publ�c assembly, both men and women were found together, although they 
were seated separately. Together they sang songs of pra�se to the Creator of 
the World. Ph�lo del�ghts �n the harmony of the�r s�ng�ng; he �s filled w�th 
enthus�asm for the�r devot�on. He �s not at all surpr�sed that the women of 

1 This article was translated from the original Hebrew.
2 See S. Safrai, Be-shilhei ha-Bayit ha-Sheni U-be-Tekufat ha-Mishnah (in Hebrew) 

(Jerusalem: Misrad ha-Hinukh ve-ha-Tarbut: ha-Mahlakah le-Tarbut Toranit), 1981: 
143 ff.

3 Acts 9: 2.
4 Acts 17: 1-4.
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the company are seated �n the same meet�ng hall.5 Elsewhere, �n d�scuss�ng 
the personal status and way of l�fe of the Alexandr�an Jew�sh commun�ty, 
Ph�lo states that women must preserve the�r modesty and avo�d appear�ng 
�n publ�c, except when they are on the�r way to the synagogue.6 To Ph�lo, as 
well as to the author of Acts, �t �s clear that women were found �n gather�ngs 
of the commun�ty and �n the locat�on of these gather�ngs – the synagogue.

Often, �n the course of rabb�n�c halakh�c d�scuss�ons, �t �s made clear that 
women’s presence �n the synagogue was common. In a c�ty where all the �n-
hab�tants are pr�ests (kohanim), everyone goes up to bless the congregat�on, 
“[And] who says ‘Amen’ after them? The women and ch�ldren”.7 Women, as 
well as ch�ldren, do not mount the platform to g�ve a bless�ng, but there �s 
no doubt that women are found w�th�n the synagogue when the pr�ests are 
g�v�ng the bless�ng. Th�s passage assumes there w�ll never be a congregat�on 
lack�ng �n women and ch�ldren to answer amen. Tractate Sof ’rim assumes 
that both men and women attend the read�ng of the Torah, observ�ng the 
holy scroll and the wr�tten words, and are obl�ged to say “ve-zot ha-Torah 
(“And th�s �s the Torah . . .”).8

In the same way, the synagogue �s portrayed as a place that a woman can 
v�s�t for a br�ef t�me �n the course of her da�ly rout�ne. “A woman puts her 
food pots upon the stove, leav�ng her non-Jew�sh servants alone at home, 
unt�l she comes from the bathhouse or the synagogue, and �s not concerned.”9 
Th�s means that a woman should not hes�tate to leave her non-Jew�sh woman 
servant �n her home for a br�ef t�me to go off to the publ�c �nst�tut�ons where 
she normally would go. The rabb�s chose the synagogue as one of the obv�ous 
examples of such an �nst�tut�on.

L�kew�se, there are halakh�c d�scuss�ons deal�ng d�rectly w�th the attendance 
of women �n the synagogue: Is a woman perm�tted to enter the synagogue 

5 Philo, On the Contemplative Life, p. 32 ff. He emphasizes here that women, just 
like men, also arrive regularly at these gatherings. It is possible that he meant to imply 
that there was something unique about this. It is also possible that nothing surprising 
is implied in this comment.

6 Philo. On the Special Laws, bk. 3, p. 171. He speaks about the sanctuary (mikdash), 
but we may assume that these words are only a use of Alexandrian terminology, and 
that he intends a reference to the house of worship in Alexandria, the synagogue.

7 JT Ber., end of chap. 5.
8 Sof ’rim 12: 14.
9 Av. Zar. 38a-b.
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dur�ng her menstrual per�od?”10 Is a jealous husband author�zed to stop h�s 
w�fe from go�ng to the synagogue because of h�s jealousy?”11 For our purposes 
here, the answers are not �mportant; rather, what �nterests us �n the real�ty 
that emerges from the quest�ons themselves – women were accustomed to 
attend the synagogue.

Hav�ng establ�shed th�s fact, we may now �nqu�re �n more deta�l about 
women’s place there. Where d�d women s�t? Were women present �n the 
synagogue bu�ld�ng �tself, or was there a separate locat�on for the�r act�v�t�es, 
an ezrat nashim? D�d the women have defined roles �n act�v�t�es w�th�n the 
synagogue? What was the�r soc�al or rel�g�ous stand�ng �n the synagogue or 
�n the organ�zed commun�ty of the synagogue?

In an extens�ve and conv�nc�ng art�cle, Samuel Safra�, my father and teacher, 
proved that there �s no archaeolog�cal ev�dence from the anc�ent per�od, e�ther 
�n Israel or the D�aspora, to �nd�cate that there was a spec�al, separate place 
for women �n the synagogue.1� In add�t�on, s�nce none of the l�terary and 
halakh�c sources �nd�cat�ng the presence of women �n the synagogue prove 
that women were separated from men, �t �s h�ghly doubtful that a husband 
would be jealous of h�s w�fe �f she would be s�tt�ng only among women. There 
�s room for jealousy, however, �f he env�s�oned her s�tt�ng among men and 
d�d not trust her.”1�

In the synagogue at Phocaea (a Greek settlement on the Aegean Coast of 
As�a M�nor), a generous woman, known as Tat�on, was awarded a golden 
crown and the pr�v�lege of s�tt�ng �n a seat of honor �n the synagogue. From 
our archaeolog�cal finds we know that, �n anc�ent synagogues, seats of honor 
were to be found �n the front of the synagogue (prohedria). Th�s esteemed 
woman could only have been s�tt�ng �n a congregat�on where �t was poss�ble 
to honor women as well as men, by seat�ng them �n a prom�nent locat�on.1� 
Paul, �n h�s speech to the Cor�nth�an congregat�on, warns the women not 
to speak up �n the commun�ty, not even to ask any quest�ons, but to �nqu�re 

10  See S. Safrai, “Was There an Ezrat Nashim in the synagogue of the Ancient Pe-
riod?” (In Hebrew) Tarbitz 32: 4 (1963): 335.

11  JT Sot. 1: 2.
12  S. Safrai, “Was There an Ezrat Nashim,” 331-33. Cf., more recently, a long and 

penetrating discussion by B. J. Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue 
(Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press) 1982: 103-138.

13  See S. Safrai’s discussion on this matter in “Was There an Ezrat Nashim,” p. 336.
14  S. Reinach, “Une nouvelle synagogue grecque à Phocée, “ Revue des Etudes Juifs 

12, 1986: 236-43.
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of the�r husbands at home.15 H�s statement clearly �nd�cates that women sat 
w�th�n the congregat�on, l�ke the�r fellow men and husbands. Th�s �s the p�cture 
that emerges from both Jew�sh and early Chr�st�an sources: men and women 
s�tt�ng together dur�ng act�v�t�es �n the synagogue or commun�ty house.

As we exam�ne the range of synagogue act�v�t�es �n wh�ch women part�c�-
pated, we must d�v�de our d�scuss�on �nto two separate sect�ons: (1) the erec-
t�on of the bu�ld�ng, �ts phys�cal structure and �ts adm�n�strat�ve management; 
and (�) the worsh�p of God that took place w�th�n �ts walls.

In her book Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue, Bernadette Brooten 
has gathered a wealth of mater�al on the adm�n�strat�ve role of women �n an-
c�ent Jew�sh and early Chr�st�an congregat�ons. From ded�catory �nscr�pt�ons, 
as well as �nscr�pt�ons found on tombstones throughout the Jew�sh D�aspora, 
we know of women who bore offic�al t�tles related to the �nst�tut�on of the 
synagogue. We also learn about generous women who contr�buted to the 
bu�ld�ng of synagogues. In add�t�on to Tat�on of Phocaea ment�oned above, ar-
chaeolog�cal excavat�ons at the synagogue of Apamea (�n what �s north of Syr�a 
today), have uncovered n�ne �nscr�pt�ons relat�ng to generous women, five 
�nscr�pt�ons on the generos�ty of women ment�oned together w�th men, and 
two add�t�onal �nscr�pt�ons descr�b�ng donat�ons made �n honor of women.16 
A s�gn�ficant number of other �nscr�pt�ons demonstrate the �nvolvement of 
wealthy women �n the bu�ld�ng of synagogues throughout the Jew�sh world.17 
There �s, then, clear ev�dence that women felt themselves to be �nvolved and 
respons�ble part�c�pants �n th�s �mportant Jew�sh �nst�tut�on.

From all these �nscr�pt�ons, one can extract an �mpress�ve l�st of honorary 
t�tles connected to the synagogue that were awarded to women. Three women 
are t�tled “Head of the Synagogue,18 two �nscr�pt�ons ment�on “leader” (fem. 
Manhigah),19 and s�x relate to “venerable women.”�0 Two Greek �nscr�pt�ons 
read “Mother of the Synagogue.”�1 It has been w�dely assumed that these t�tles 
should not be �nterpreted as descr�b�ng the actual part�c�pat�on of women 
�n the synagogue but that they were only honorary t�tles. Brooten however, 
qu�te just�fiably cla�ms that there �s no proof that these t�tles, descr�pt�ve of 

15  I Cor. 14: 34-35.
16  See n. 12.
17  See Brooten, Women Leaders, 143, and the appendix listing inscriptions of women 

donors, pp. 157-65.
18  Ibid. 5ff
19  Ibid. 35 ff.
20  Ibid. 41 ff.
21  Ibid. 57 ff.
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pos�t�ons filled by men, were only honorary when appl�ed to women. We 
are not able to spec�fy exactly what these d�st�ngu�shed women d�d, but the 
str�k�ng ev�dence before us �s of women who were �nvolved and act�ve �n these 
commun�t�es. If the male holders of these t�tles were respons�ble for ongo-
�ng adm�n�strat�on of the synagogue; �t �s reasonable to assume that women 
part�c�pated �n these respons�b�l�t�es as well.

The worsh�p of God �n the synagogue serv�ce �s focused around three areas: 
read�ng from the Torah (the most anc�ent of these pract�ces), prayer, and the 
sermon and communal publ�c study. It clearly emerges from our sources that 
women part�c�pated as part of the congregat�on and poss�bly even took part 
�n every one of these areas.
Torah Reading
Tanna�t�c halakhah states; “Everyone �s �ncluded �n the m�nyan of seven [to 
go up to read the Torah on the Sabbath], even a woman, even a ch�ld.�� In 
the early synagogue, �t was customary for the same people who rec�ted the 
bless�ngs to read from the Torah. Essent�ally, women could have been among 
those rec�t�ng the bless�ngs and read�ng the Torah.�� However, �n the Tosefta 
we find the reservat�on that proh�b�ts women from read�ng the Torah for 
the congregat�on: “One does not call up a woman to read to the mult�tude.”�� 
Whatever the reason�ng beh�nd th�s reservat�on may be, �t seems that, �n fact, 
women d�d not read w�th�n the synagogue. The Tosefta cont�nues, and clar�fies: 
“[In] a synagogue that only has one person who reads, he stands and reads, 
then s�ts down, gets up and reads, then s�ts down . . . even seven t�mes.�5 The 
one capable [male] reader w�ll repeat the bless�ng and read [for each al�yah], 
but a woman w�ll not be �ncluded among those who are called to read. In the 
Babylon�an Talmud, we find a bara�ta that offers a k�nd of rat�onale for th�s 
pract�ce: “But the Sages sa�d, a woman shall not read, because of the honor of 
the congregat�on.”�6 It becomes clear that at first, women were perm�tted to 
be called up and rec�te the bless�ngs dur�ng the Torah read�ng, but add�t�onal 
cons�derat�ons served to d�stance them from th�s role �n the synagogue.

The term “honor of the congregat�on” spec�fically refers to synagogue 
act�v�t�es, yet �ts prec�se mean�ng �s unclear. Th�s phrase appears elsewhere: 
A poheah–a person whose cloth�ng �s unkempt and �mmodest�7 — may not 

22  Tosef. Meg. 3: 11
23  See Safrai, “Was There an Ezrat Nashim, “ 335, and n. 44.
24  Tosef. Meg. 3: 11.
25  Tosef. Meg. 3: 11-12.
26  BT Meg. 23a.
27  JT MK 3: 7
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read from the Torah because of the honor of the congregat�on.�8 A prayer 
leader �s not perm�tted to uncover the Torah scroll �n publ�c because of the 
honor of the congregat�on.�9 In the synagogue, �t �s proh�b�ted to read from 
scrolls of �nd�v�dual books of the Torah rather than from a complete Torah 
scroll because of the honor of the congregat�on.�0 Regard�ng the women and 
the poheah, �t seems that we are deal�ng w�th matters of modesty. There �s no 
doubt that the case of uncover�ng the Torah scroll �s more related to burden-
�ng the publ�c w�th add�t�onal t�me spent �n the synagogue, and �t seems that 
the proh�b�t�on of read�ng from �nd�v�dual books of the Torah �s assoc�ated 
w�th the types of r�tuals su�table for the synagogue.

Perhaps an exam�nat�on of the underly�ng rat�onale beh�nd “honor of the 
congregat�on” �n all of these proh�b�t�ons can a�d our understand�ng of why �t 
�s cons�dered �mproper behav�or for women to serve as Torah readers �n the 
synagogue. We cannot cla�m that the proh�b�t�on of women read�ng because of 
a concern for the “honor of the congregat�on” stems from a halakh�c dec�s�on 
that women were not perm�tted to fulfill a publ�c obl�gat�on. A d�scuss�on 
elsewhere �n the Bablon�an Talmud rejects the suggest�on that a decree of 
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakka�, proh�b�t�ng pr�ests from wear�ng sandals when 
they bless the people, �s based upon the concept of the “honor of the con-
gregat�on.” Rav Ash� there understands that Rabban Yohanan was concerned 
w�th the halakh�c connotat�on of such an act d�squal�fy�ng the pr�est from 
serv�ce rather than any concern for the “honor of the congregat�on.” �1 The 
honor of the congregat�on, accord�ng to th�s and the above sources, seems to 
have been a soc�al �ssue, whatever �ts exact mean�ng, and not a halakh�cally 
related �tem. Therefore, women were d�stanced from read�ng the Torah �n 
the synagogue because, �n the world of the anc�ent synagogue, hav�ng women 
readers seemed undes�rable.��

28  BT Meg. 24b.
29  BT Meg. 39b.
30  BT Git. 60a.
31  BT Sot. 40a. However, the Talmud continues, citing R. Ashi who disagrees with 

the reason, suggesting another.
32  Judith Hauptman, “Women and the Conservative Synagogue,” Daughters of the 

King — Women and the Synagogue, Susan Grossman & Rivka Haut, editors (Philadel-
phia: The Jewish Publication Society), 1992: 163; “It seems clear that [the Sages] viewed 
women as members of a group generally considered socially or intellectually inferior. 
If women were of equal social status with men, a female reader would not affront the 
community’s dignity.”
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In none of our sources have we found that women were obl�gated �n weekly 
or hol�day Torah read�ng. In contrast, women were obl�gated �n the Meg�l-
lah read�ng,�� and on th�s subject we learn: “All are obl�gated �n the Meg�llah 
read�ng, all are fit [el�g�ble] to read the Meg�llah. Includ�ng whom?”�� Includ-
�ng women.” Women were obl�gated �n the read�ng and, therefore, were able 
to fulfill th�s obl�gat�on for others, even men.�5 Indeed, here we do not find 
a dependence on the concept of the “honor of the congregat�on.” Theoret�-
cally, women were able to rec�te the bless�ng or read. However, th�s was not 
acceptable �n the soc�al m�l�eu of the anc�ent world. Only because women 
were spec�fically obl�gated to read the Meg�llah was the proh�b�t�on of the 
“honor of the congregat�on” not used to spec�fically forb�d them from read�ng 
the Meg�llah �n publ�c.

What �s the relat�on between obl�gat�on and the use of the rat�onale “honor 
of the congregat�on”? What should we �nfer from the d�fferent approaches 
reflected �n our sources? Is the so-called soc�al perspect�ve more suscept�ble 
and changeable �n the face of other �ssues? It �s appropr�ate for us to ask: D�d 
(or should) the nature of th�s soc�al proh�b�t�on change �n the d�fferent soc�al 
real�t�es of later per�ods?�6

Prayer
The M�shnah spec�fically states: “Women, slaves , and m�nors are exempt 
from rec�t�ng the Shema and from [wear�ng] tefillin and are obl�gated �n 
prayer, �n mezuzah, and [�n rec�t�ng] the Grace after Meals.”�7 It �s doubtful 
that th�s m�shnah obl�gated women �n public prayer, as �t conta�ns only the 
bas�c obl�gat�on to pray and not spec�fically to jo�n �n prayer w�th�n a con-
gregat�on. Nevertheless, we have already seen that women’s presence �n the 
early synagogue �s beyond d�spute. In Ph�l�pp� (�n contemporary Turkey), Paul 
walks from the town to the r�ver, where the Jews are accustomed to meet �n 

33  BT Meg. 4a.
34  BT AR. 3a.
35  See Rashi, Ibid., s.v., ”l’-atuyei mai?”
36  Hauptman, Women and the Conservative Synagogue, p. 169f. 

Anyone who reads the Talmud w�th an open m�nd soon not�ces that the rabb�s 
of the past frequently found themselves similarly troubled … by the underlying 
assumptions of halakhah, … but with great ingenuity they were able to solve the 
problem. When they sensed that the trad�t�ons transm�tted to them were eth�cally 
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necessary changes. For �nstance, d�spleased w�th the fact that the Torah does 
not allow a kohe�n to bury h�s w�fe — only parents, s�bl�ngs and ch�ldren (Lev. 
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stretch�ng these norms to fit the�r emerg�ng soc�al outlook (BT Yev. 90b).

37  Mish. Ber. 3: 3.
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prayer. There he meets the women as well as the men.�8 It could be that the 
r�ver was s�mply a meet�ng place and not a synagogue, but we may deduce 
that women d�d �ndeed part�c�pate �n publ�c prayer. So too, John Chrysostom 
(b. Ant�och c. ��7-�07 C.E., Patr�arch of Constant�nople and Church Father) 
test�fies that many women were accustomed to go to the synagogue on Rosh 
Hashanah for prayers and the blow�ng of the shofar as well as on other fest�val 
days.�9 Indeed, he urges husbands to forb�d the�r w�ves from attend�ng the 
synagogue or the theater.
Sermons
Women were present dur�ng sermons and Torah study �n the synagogue, 
even though they were not cons�dered to be under the same obl�gat�ons as 
men to study.

Comment�ng on the verse, “You are all stand�ng here today . . . your ch�l-
dren, your women . . .” (my emphas�s; Deut. �9: 10), the m�drash states: “Even 
�f they [the women] do not understand, they come to hear and to rece�ve 
from everyth�ng. Th�s teaches that everyone who enters the synagogue and 
hears the words of Torah, even though he may not understand, mer�ts and 
rece�ves four th�ngs as a reward . . .”�0 Accord�ng to the m�drash, women are 
not erud�te �n Torah learn�ng but they do come �n order to l�sten and to mer�t 
the reward of one who frequents the synagogue and the house of study. The 
verse from Deuteronomy does not relate to the synagogue, but the author 
of th�s m�drash v�ews �t as an example of synagogue act�v�t�es. It �s clear that 
everyone �s present: men, women, and ch�ldren. Th�s real�ty seems to the 
expounder to be an outstand�ng mark of Jew�sh super�or�ty; �n add�t�on, the 
expounder uses what seems to be a well-known hom�ly,�1 wh�ch spec�fically 
�nd�cates that women are not �ncluded �n the obl�gat�on of learn�ng Torah.

S�m�larly, we find elsewhere: “Because of th�s, young Israel�te g�rls cus-
tomar�ly came to the synagogues, so that those who br�ng them would mer�t 
reward, and so that they themselves would be rewarded.”�� Th�s concept �s also 
appl�ed to the b�bl�cal verses relat�ng to women’s presence at the assembly for 

38  Acts 16: 13.
39  Adv. Jud. 2: 4-6; 4: 3.
40  Midrash ha-Gadol on Deuteronomy, ed, S. Fish (Jerusalem: Mosad Rav Kook), 
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the read�ng of the Torah once every seven years (Hak-heil)�� and, to a certa�n 
extent, also at the g�v�ng of the Torah.��

Accord�ng to these sources, women were �ncapable of study and were not 
obl�gated to study, but they were encouraged to be present �n the house of 
study and the synagogue to l�sten. Perhaps they were not perm�tted to ask 
quest�ons �n publ�c, but there seems to be no doubt that they were present 
dur�ng the t�me of the sermon. However, we seem to have no ev�dence of 
women preachers.

Preach�ng was not confined to the synagogue. As noted above, Paul went to 
the r�ver outs�de the c�ty of Ph�l�pp�. There he encountered a woman named 
Lyd�a, who sold fine text�les. She l�stened to Paul speak and was conv�nced 
by h�s words.�5

Sermons were often del�vered �n the study house, where women were 
also present. Targum Onkeles (second century C.E.) On the verse, “You w�ll 
be pra�sed among the women �n the tent” (Judg. 5: ��), states: “You w�ll be 
blessed as one of the women who serve �n the study house.” The word “ohel,” 
tent, �s �nterpreted as the study house, and there s�t women who serve as 
students of the Sages: that �s to say, women who s�t and l�sten to the�r words. 
There �s a well-known story about a woman who used to l�sten to the words 
of R. Me�r every Sabbath eve, and ult�mately aroused the �re of her husband.�6 
Th�s �s a story of an �ndependent woman who spent t�me �n the house of 
study w�thout her husband and learned from the scholars, contrary to her 
husband’s w�shes.
Summary
To summar�ze, the part�c�pat�on of women �n the synagogue �s well docu-
mented �n our sources. Women occup�ed a d�st�ngu�shed pos�t�on �n the 
synagogue and certa�nly part�c�pated �n �ts found�ng and adm�n�strat�on. The 
�nvolvement of women �n the bu�ld�ng of centers of worsh�p �s an anc�ent tra-
d�t�on, ment�oned �n the torah. The respons�b�l�ty that the daughters of Israel 
had toward the worsh�p of God and the ed�fice des�gnated God’s sanctuary 
goes back to the bu�ld�ng of the Sanctuary �n the desert. Exodus repeatedly 
makes th�s po�nt: “Men and women, all whose hearts moved them” (Exod. �5: 
��); “And all the sk�lled women spun w�th the�r own hands” (Ib�d. �5); “And 
all the women who excelled �n that sk�ll” (Ib�d. �6). 
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Although there �s no ev�dence that women led prayers, �t �s clear that women 
were present �n the synagogue for the worsh�p of God conducted w�th�n �ts 
walls. The m�drash for the sect�on of the B�ble about the g�v�ng of the Torah 
repeatedly emphas�zes that the women stood alongs�de the men and took 
upon themselves the burden of the Torah and the obl�gat�on to observe the 
commandments.�7 Prayer �s one of the commandments to wh�ch women are 
obl�gated. Moreover, as recorded �n the Babylon�an Talmud (Ber. �1a-b), the 
trad�t�on of publ�c prayer proudly reaffirms and emphas�zes that the prayer 
of a woman, Hannah, �s the model for the order of Jew�sh prayer. The n�ne 
bless�ngs �n the Rosh Hashana Am�dah are ordered after the n�ne t�mes Han-
nah ment�oned the name of God �n her prayer; Hannah or�g�nated the term 
Adonai Ts’va’ ot (“Lord of Hosts”) �n her prayer; Hannah �nvented the s�lent 
prayer; Hannah stood to pray, from wh�ch the Am�dah prayers der�ve (amidah 
means “stand�ng”); and Hannah determ�ned the structure of prayers w�th�n 
the Am�dah, beg�nn�ng w�th pra�se of God, followed by pet�t�ons, and end�ng 
w�th thanksg�v�ng. Hannah’s prayer �s a class�c example of Jew�sh worsh�p.

The actual part�c�pat�on of women �n the act�v�t�es of the anc�ent synagogue 
and �n �ts prayer serv�ce seems to have been �nterpreted by the soc�al real�ty 
and the soc�al att�tudes acceptable at the t�me. Thus, we have no hard ev�dence 
for women serv�ng as Torah readers, prayer leaders, or preachers. Neverthe-
less, �t seems l�kely that women themselves made an effort to be �ncluded 
�n the var�ous events go�ng on �n the commun�ty, that they took part �n the 
commun�ty’s rel�g�ous l�fe, and that men assumed they were r�ght to do so.

If appl�ed to today, the role of women �n the synagogue of the anc�ent world, 
as �t appears �n our l�terary and archaeolog�cal sources, would probably not 
be extens�ve enough to sat�sfy the modern woman’s yearn�ng for greater 
synagogue part�c�pat�on. Perhaps, though, the example of anc�ent women’s 
�nvolvement can serve as a start�ng po�nt from wh�ch a new path for greater 
�nvolvement can be forged, �n a style appropr�ate to modern generat�ons.

 
Dr. Hannah Safrai, Director of the Judith Lieberman Institute for learning for 
women in Ramat Shapira, Jerusalem, lectures and writes on women and Jewish 
tradition. Presently affiliated with the K.T.U.A. in Amsterdam, she is lecturing and 
researching Jewish tradition in Jesus’s time.
This English translation first appeared in Daughters of the King — Women and the 
Synagogue, edited by Susan Grossman and Rivka Haut (Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society), 1992, and is reprinted here with the publisher’s permission.
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Cantor Barbara Ostfeld: an Unassuming Pioneer
by Bruce Ruben

 
In the late 1960s and 1970s a powerful new fem�n�st movement arose, led 
by well-educated, l�beral women, many of whom were Jew�sh.  Th�s second 
wave of Amer�can fem�n�sm (the first got women the vote) would perma-
nently change the shape of the l�beral denom�nat�ons of Amer�can Jewry, 
from Reform to Modern Orthodox.  Those Jew�sh fem�n�sts for whom Juda-
�sm was central to the�r �dent�ty began to fight for equal�ty.  In 1970 Trude 
We�ss-Rosmar�n and Rachel Adler attacked the d�sab�l�t�es under wh�ch 
women suffered �n Jew�sh law.  That same year Betty Fr�edan, founder of the 
Nat�onal Organ�zat�on for Women, rejected the anc�ent bless�ng, rec�ted by 
trad�t�onal Jew�sh men each morn�ng, that thanked God for mak�ng them 
men.  She retorted: “From th�s day forward I trust women all over the world 
w�ll be able to say, ‘I thank you, Lord, I was created a woman.’”1   

A group called Ezrat Nashim (a play on words that refers to both the 
women’s sect�on of a synagogue and the help of women) advocated an end to 
second-class status for Jew�sh women. They presented a ser�es of demands to 
the Conservat�ve movement’s Rabb�n�cal Assembly convent�on �n 197� that 
urged full equal�ty for women. Jonathan Sarna emphas�zed the �mportance 
of th�s �ssue �n h�s �mportant h�stor�cal survey American Judaism:

 The fact that Amer�can culture cons�dered the treatment of women to 
be a gauge of modern�ty he�ghtened the stakes �n these debates. Beyond 
the�r effect on the rel�g�ous l�ves of women, the debates also p�tted the 
confl�ct�ng values of trad�t�on and modern�ty aga�nst one another and 
shaped Juda�sm’s �mage w�th�n the larger Amer�can commun�ty.� 

Central to the demands of the Ezrat Nashim was the r�ght of women to 
attend rabb�n�cal and cantor�al schools and to funct�on �n those capac�t�es �n 
synagogues.  Though the Conservat�ve movement struggled for over a decade 
to find a halakh�c bas�s for these changes, Reform Juda�sm qu�ckly embraced 
the new trends.�  It orda�ned Sally Jane Pr�esand as the first Amer�can woman 

1 Jonathan Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press), 
2004: 339ff.

2 Idem.
3 See Jack Wertheimer, ed., Tradition Renewed: A History of the Jewish Theologi-

cal Seminary of America, Vol 2, Beyond the Academy (New York: JTSA), 1997: 485ff. 
for a discussion of the controversy surrounding the ordination of women rabbis.  In 
the 1920s there had been an unsuccessful attempt to ordain a female rabbi that was 
ultimately blocked by the Hebrew Union College’s Board of Governors. See Sarna, 
American Judaism, p. 340.
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rabb� �n 197�, and Barbara Ostfeld as the first Amer�can woman cantor three 
years later.  Th�s art�cle focuses pr�mar�ly on Cantor Ostfeld’s exper�ence at 
the School of Sacred Mus�c, as the prelude to her successful career.  What �s 
remarkable �s the natural, organ�c way th�s revolut�onary �nst�tut�onal change 
unfolded, an exper�ence repl�cated �n the careers of other early women can-
tors.  

A th�rd-generat�on Reform Jew, Barbara Ostfeld was ra�sed �n Elmhurst, 
Ill�no�s at the Oak Park Temple.  At an early age she began s�ng�ng �n Cantor 
Mart�n Rosen’s ch�ldren’s cho�r.  She would adm�t �n an art�cle �n the Jerusalem 
Post years later that she had had a crush on h�m.�  He gave her many solos 
and she qu�ckly d�scovered the power �nherent �n lead�ng a congregat�on 
�n prayer. She even resented when he gave other ch�ldren solos, though she 
understood he had to be fa�r.  She also had a wonderful mus�cal exper�ence 
at the Un�on of Amer�can Hebrew Congregat�ons camp, Ol�n-Sang-Ruby, as 
she was exposed to the newer Folk-Rock genre be�ng developed �n the camps.  
Barbara unabashedly loved Juda�sm, and by the age of e�ght she had dec�ded 
that she would emulate her mentor and become a cantor as well.  

Barbara had grown up �n a very l�beral, egal�tar�an fam�ly.  Her parents 
encouraged her dream, and even after the fam�ly moved to Connect�cut, she 
held onto �t.  When she was ready to apply to colleges �n 1969, Barbara called 
Cantor Rosen to ask where he had tra�ned.  He started laugh�ng and expla�ned 
that the school d�dn’t accept women.  Barbara was �ncredulous.  She appl�ed 
anyway, as an undergraduate. In retrospect she real�zes that �t would have 
probably been smarter to attend college first, because, though the catalogue 
of classes looked l�ke that of most mus�c schools w�th a good dose of l�beral 
arts, �n real�ty �t was a profess�onal school to tra�n cantors.  When she called 
to get an appl�cat�on, the reg�strar told her that she had never rece�ved such 
a request before.  The woman’s sl�ghtly offic�ous tone rattled Barbara, but the 
woman st�ll agreed to send the mater�als.  In truth, Barbara had never really 
cons�dered the p�oneer�ng nature of her plan. Not really a fem�n�st at the 
t�me, she was merely follow�ng through on her ch�ldhood dream.  Though 
she knew of Sally Pr�esand, then start�ng her second year �n school, �t never 
occurred to her that she herself was a tra�lblazer.  Only years later would she 
real�ze the rel�g�ous s�gn�ficance beh�nd her p�oneer�ng efforts.5

Barbara encountered other challenges.  There had been l�ttle Hebrew �n-
struct�on, nor had many ch�ldren benefitted from B’na� M�tzvah tra�n�ng �n 

4 Judy Siegel, “Cantorial Belles,” The Jerusalem Post, August 21, 1978, p. 5.
5 Dave Congren, “Temple’s cantor is a pioneer in her field, Buffalo News, March 18, 

1995, page A-6. 
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her class�cal Reform congregat�on.  L�ke most, she had been confirmed, and 
though she could rec�te many prayers by heart, Barbara could not read Hebrew.  
At her �nterv�ew she adm�tted as much to Cantor Arthur Wolfson, who had 
asked her to read. Instead she rec�ted a number of prayers by rote.  She sang 
the p�eces she had also been us�ng for other mus�c school aud�t�ons, �ncon-
gruously �nclud�ng Vergin tutto amor (“V�rg�n, Full of Love,” an 18th-century 
Ital�an art song set to an anonymous text by Francesco Durante). When the 
p�ece was fin�shed she attempted to get out the door, but �t wouldn’t budge.  
It was a very embarrass�ng moment.  F�nally Cantor Wolfson had to help her.  
On the other s�de the ent�re student body of Hebrew Un�on College’s rabb�n�-
cal and cantor�al schools were eavesdropp�ng at the keyhole.  

Barbara told The New York Times that she had been very well rece�ved by 
the twenty-two other students �n the cantor�al program.6 The adm�n�strat�on 
was also support�ve.  Dr. Alfred Gottschalk, chancellor emer�tus of HUC, re-
calls that there were always women students �n the school.  Some had elected 
to become solo�sts.  But before the fem�n�st movement brought �t to the�r 
consc�ousness, �nvest�ture had not been an �ssue.7 Once Barbara ra�sed the 
quest�on, Dr. Gottschalk recalls that the faculty and adm�n�strat�on, w�th a 
few except�ons, were qu�te pos�t�ve. Though some faculty members �nclud�ng 
Er�c Werner — a mus�colog�st and one of the founders of the School of Sacred 
Mus�c — straddled the fence, Dean Paul Ste�nberg was very encourag�ng. 
Accord�ng to Dr. Gottschalk, Barbara far exceeded the school standards; not 
only was she mus�cal, but also �ntell�gent and pol�t�cally aware.8

St�ll, the first year was not easy.  Not only was Barbara the first woman, 
she was also by far the youngest student, s�nce everyone else had already 
earned e�ther an undergraduate degree or had more l�fe exper�ence. Some 
were pursu�ng second careers.  Most were also marr�ed — she served as 
the�r babys�tter. The b�ggest problem �n that year was lonel�ness.  Not even a 
women’s bathroom ex�sted on the floor where her classes took place.  The only 
woman �n the TTBB cho�r, she could only “mouth” her part and pray �t would 
go unnot�ced.  Espec�ally memorable �n that first year was her ma�den Pur�m 
serv�ce.  She accepted the challenge of chant�ng a port�on from the Meg�l-
lah scroll, not easy for someone who had just taught herself to read Hebrew.  
Never hav�ng exper�enced a Pur�m serv�ce at the school before and com�ng 
from a sta�d, Class�cal Reform background, she was unprepared for the ant�cs 

6 Joan Cook, “A Female Cantor? Two Women Who are Bucking Tradition,” New 
York Times, February 22, 1971, p. 20.

7 Private discussion with the author, July 2006.
8 Idem.
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that customar�ly ensued.  She chanted the passage where the w�cked v�z�er, 
Haman, l�terally falls on Queen Esther �n the K�ng’s presence, plead�ng for 
h�s l�fe.  At that moment one of the professors, Harry Orl�nsk�, ran up onto 
the b�mah, took off h�s t�e, unbuttoned h�s top button, took off h�s coat and 
began to pantom�me the scene. Barbara, a very ser�ous e�ghteen-year old, was 
caught by surpr�se.  She felt hum�l�ated, wh�le everyone else screamed w�th 
laughter.   It was w�th cons�derable force of w�ll that she kept on chant�ng.  

Her exper�ence �mproved by the next year.  For one th�ng, two more women 
(She�la Cl�ne and M�m� Fr�shman) entered the cantor�al school, along w�th 
more female rabb�n�cal students. Though some teachers referred to all the 
students as “boys,” Barbara encountered no prejud�ce.  She remembers be�ng 
part�cularly anx�ous at the beg�nn�ng of her second year when she walked �nto 
a class taught by the legendary trad�t�on-m�nded cantor, Israel Alter.  Not sure 
�f she would be accepted, she was afra�d to s�t down.  Alter sa�d to her: “Nu, 
�n my class all the students s�t down.”  He cons�stently showed her respect.  

Barbara loved both the school and her stud�es.  She came early and left 
late.  She attended Tefillah every day along w�th another regular attendee, Dr. 
Eugene Borow�tz, professor of Educat�on and Jew�sh Rel�g�ous Thought.  It was 
a great t�me to be at the Hebrew Un�on College-Jew�sh Inst�tute of Rel�g�on; 
her last�ng �mpress�on �s that the place was supercharged.  Among the rab-
b�n�cal students act�ve �n student government were future leaders Er�c Yoffe 
and Dav�d Saperste�n (currently Pres�dent of the Un�on for Reform Juda�sm 
and D�rector of the Rel�g�ous Act�on Center of Reform Juda�sm, respect�vely). 
The school was pol�t�cally engaged and she was very proud to be there.  Act�ve 
�n student government as well, she fought hard to get more text study �n the 
cantor�al curr�culum as well as more shared classes w�th rabb�n�cal students.  
She eventually served as student pres�dent of the School of Sacred Mus�c.

On June 8, 1975, Barbara became the first �nvested Amer�can woman 
cantor.  The New York Times, wh�ch had been follow�ng her progress at the 
school, announced: “F�rst Woman Cantor, An Alto, Invested Here.”9 There 
were telev�s�on cameras at Temple Emanu-El that day as well, as Pres�dent 
Gottschalk joyfully placed h�s hands on her head on the top step of the huge 
b�mah.  He put the moment �n perspect�ve, c�t�ng Reform Juda�sm’s com-
m�tment to g�v�ng women equal�ty. He noted: “women served as pres�dents 
of Reform congregat�ons and on temple boards, and are an �ntegral part of 
our Reform Jew�sh �nst�tut�onal l�fe.”10 Footage of the h�stor�cal moment was 

9 Irving Spiegel, “First Woman Cantor, an Alto, Invested” New York Times, June 9, 
1975, p. 65.  

10  Idem.
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shown on the local TV news �n New York.  As unassum�ng as Barbara had 
been through her years of school, she now adm�ts that all the �nterv�ew�ng 
and med�a attent�on was “very cool” wh�le �t lasted.

It �s one th�ng to obta�n the credent�als of Cantor; �t �s qu�te another to 
find employment �n the field.  Would congregat�ons accept women cantors?  
Would there be a glass ce�l�ng, as there was �n other profess�ons?  Barbara’s 
placement exper�ence was always a pos�t�ve one.  The first year out of school, 
there were no jobs ava�lable so she stayed on at her student pulp�t at Beth 
Sholom Temple �n Cl�fton-Passa�c, New Jersey.  The next year she landed a 
b�g pos�t�on at Temple Beth El of Great Neck, New York.  She sa�d that from 
the beg�nn�ng, the chem�stry was r�ght.  The temple even allowed her to br�ng 
her e�ghteen-month-old daughter to the office when necessary. In 1988 Bar-
bara left Long Island to serve as cantor at Temple B’r�th Kodesh �n Rochester 
and then �n 1990 at Temple Beth Am �n Buffalo, New York.  Further, her 
profess�onal organ�zat�on, the Amer�can Conference of Cantors, was always 
openly helpful.  Accord�ng to Ramon G�lbert, pres�dent of the Conference 
and an �nstructor at the School of Sacred Mus�c: “Male cantors greeted the 
newcomers w�thout a t�nge of ‘male chauv�n�sm.’”11

G�ven that the School of Sacred Mus�c, the synagogues, and the Conference 
have been so open to women cantors, �t �s not surpr�s�ng that the�r numbers 
have mult�pl�ed dramat�cally.  In the years 1975 to 1995 one th�rd of the 108 
cantors �nvested by the school were women.1� The large major�ty of every can-
tor�al class today cons�sts of women, and they now serve �n many of the most 
prest�g�ous Reform congregat�ons �n the country.  Women have also served 
w�th regular frequency as pres�dents and officers of the Amer�can Conference 
of Cantors — Ostfeld herself now serves as d�rector of placement. 

Th�s qu�et revolut�on, begun by one unassum�ng young woman, has trans-
formed the field.
Bruce Ruben is the newly appointed director of the School of Sacred Music. He 
received a Master’s degree in Religious Studies at Indiana University, a diploma 
of Hazzan at the Jewish Theological Seminary, and a doctorate in Jewish History 
at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. As an active cantor he 
served Temple Shaaray Tefila in Manhattan for twenty-four years. This article is 
based on a lengthy interview he held with Barbara Ostfeld in July of 2006.

11  Judy Siegel, “Cantorial Belles,” The Jerusalem Post, August 21, 1978, p. 5. 
12  Nina Salkin, Reform Judaism, Fall, 1995, p. 29.
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Founding the Women Cantors’ Network 

by Deborah Katchko Gray
 
Hav�ng grown up �n a cantor�al fam�ly, I was used to hear�ng the sounds and 
�ssues surround�ng the cantorate. My father, son of the legendary Adolph 
Katchko (1886-1958), was a wonderful part-t�me cantor �n h�s own r�ght, w�th 
a full-t�me l�quor store — he used to say he dealt in spirits. Fortunately, he 
sang and never drank. Unfortunately, h�s store was never successful because 
he had no pass�on for what was �n �t. H�s pass�on was for the b�mah where 
he chanted h�s father’s magn�ficent mus�c, espec�ally for Hashkiveinu when 
he would be transformed �n my eyes �nto a mus�cal prophet.

My mother was h�s accompan�st for many years, and then helped run the 
store so he could go off to h�s Fr�day even�ng pulp�t. I would go along w�th 
my father most Fr�day n�ghts, the two of us often s�ng�ng together all the way 
to h�s synagogue — and these are among my fondest memor�es. My mother, 
who later became my accompan�st, had always been both soul mate and best 
fr�end. Now, as a mother myself, I real�ze that the mus�cal exper�ences that 
both of my parents had shared w�th me were unusual and prec�ous. 

* * * * * *
As a young college student I sang �n pulp�ts every weekend, and led the 

Boston Un�vers�ty H�llel’s Conservat�ve H�gh Holy Day serv�ces for over �,000 
people. I knew then that th�s �s what I wanted to do. I d�dn’t th�nk �t was pos-
s�ble s�nce I had no female role models. But daven�ng was �n my blood, so I 
dec�ded that hazzanut must have been transm�tted to me wh�le grow�ng up, 
w�thout my be�ng aware of �t. 

The follow�ng Spr�ng my father took me to a Cantors Assembly conven-
t�on. He had attended the School of Sacred Mus�c �n �ts early days but d�d not 
graduate. There was too much pressure on h�m just because he was Katchko’s 
son. He loved to s�ng but d�dn’t enjoy synagogue pol�t�cs, nor d�d he have the 
ego necessary to surv�ve �n such an atmosphere. Now at the convent�on, my 
father was proudly �ntroduc�ng me to some of h�s former classmates. 

I w�ll never forget the�r comments when he told a few of h�s colleagues that 
I was s�ng�ng as a cantor �n the Boston area. 

  “Oh, what w�ll come next — topless on the b�mah?”
 “What else w�ll they th�nk of to fill the pews!”
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I was embarrassed and shocked, and held my father’s hand t�ghter. It would 
take twenty-five years before I became a full member of the Cantors As-
sembly. 

The �nsecur�ty and resentment I exper�enced at that convent�on w�th my 
father led me to feel al�enated from the profess�onal cantorate dur�ng my 
college years. I loved s�ng�ng �n Conservat�ve pulp�ts, and d�dn’t want to be 
part of the Reform movement. As an undergraduate I had v�s�ted the Hebrew 
Un�on College �n New York, th�nk�ng about �ts cantor�al school. But I was 
turned off by what I perce�ved as a certa�n el�t�st�sm and h�gh-clergy coldness 
that was al�en to my hazzan�c roots. (Had Jack�e Mendelson been teach�ng 
there at the t�me I would have felt d�fferently!)

My stud�es w�th Professor El�e W�esel �n college had left a last�ng �mpress�on 
on me. He taught that be�ng Jew�sh was a m�racle — a her�tage that has become 
ever more prec�ous because we are entrusted w�th �t after a Holocaust that 
w�ped out a th�rd of all the world’s Jews. If each of us were to take on the soul 
of one of the s�x m�ll�on who were martyred and thereby l�ve a doubly Jew�sh 
l�fe, our l�ves would take on more mean�ng. We would be l�ght�ng Shabbat 
candles not just for ourselves, but for a soul who was prevented from do�ng 
so. I have taken that suggest�on to heart ever s�nce. I w�ll always be grateful 
to Professor W�esel for th�s �ns�ght and h�s pass�on for all th�ngs Jew�sh. It 
has g�ven a purpose and dr�ve to my Jew�sh ex�stence.

* * * * * *
In 1980 after hear�ng that a pos�t�on was open �n Norwalk, Connect�cut, I 

asked the congregat�on’s rabb�, Jonas Goldberg, �f he would aud�t�on a woman 
cantor. He sa�d, “We’ve l�stened to e�ghteen men; at th�s po�nt we would au-
d�t�on a monkey!” After my prev�ous hum�l�at�on at the Cantors Assembly 
convent�on I was del�ghted to be chosen by the Norwalk comm�ttee over all 
the other cand�dates. Of course, �t was not so much the Cantors Assembly, 
as �nsens�t�ve remarks from a few �nsecure male cantors — but �t had stung 
none the less.

The taunts cont�nued even after my pos�t�on �n Norwalk was secured 
— from a d�fferent quarter. The one Reform rabb� �n town asked my rabb�, 
“What’s next? Gett�ng r�d of the talle�s�m?” I looked around the area and real-
�zed there were no colleagues to work w�th or to ask a quest�on. The follow�ng 
May (1981) I went aga�n to a Cantors Assembly convent�on — th�s t�me alone 
— and sat w�th a whole table of women! One of them, Ela�ne Shap�ro, was 
already funct�on�ng as the first full-t�me Conservat�ve woman cantor, �n West 
Palm Beach, Flor�da — w�thout offic�al �nvest�ture. We agreed to get together 
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dur�ng that convent�on w�th other women �n the same s�tuat�on and see �f we 
could organ�ze ourselves �nto a support group. A dozen of us met the next day, 
some study�ng hazzanut pr�vately — s�nce the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary 
was not grant�ng a cantor�al degree to women who had completed the full 
course of study at �ts College of Jew�sh Mus�c — the same curr�culum that 
was earn�ng rel�g�ous accred�tat�on for �ts male cantor�al graduates. 

I �nv�ted everyone to my temple for a gather�ng. I put ads �n Moment, The 
Jewish Week and other publ�cat�ons. In May of 198� twelve women from all 
over came to Norwalk for our first meet�ng. We dec�ded to call ourselves the 
Women Cantors’ Network. I am enormously proud that our organ�zat�on has 
grown to over �50 members. St�ll, I feel that even though the status of women 
has changed �n the Reform and Conservat�ve cantorate, there w�ll always be 
a need for the WCN. We offer someth�ng very nurtur�ng and car�ng that �s 
not out there. We don’t d�scr�m�nate based on educat�on, job exper�ence, 
pulp�t s�ze, salary, ord�nat�on, cert�ficat�on or degrees. Because women were 
left out for so long �n so many ways, we do not even d�scr�m�nate based on 
gender! Be�ng nurtur�ng, car�ng, mus�cal, sp�r�tual and lov�ng �s not a female 
v�rtue alone. 

It �s therefore my prayer that our conferences keep on attract�ng cantors 
and hopeful cantors, wr�ters, mus�c�ans, cho�r d�rectors and rabb�s — men as 
well as women — whose sp�r�t �s moved by our people’s sacred mus�c. Each 
one who attends br�ngs a sense of beauty and k�ndness, an open heart and 
soul to share, and somet�mes even a shoulder to cry on. I s�ncerely hope that 
the Women Cantors’ Network can cont�nue to be a beacon of l�ght and hope, 
song and story, love and laughter for all of us.

Deborah Katchko Gray serves as hazzan at Reform Temple Shearith Israel of Ridge-
field, Connecticut, and prides herself on working with a rabbi who “appreciates, 
enhances and elevates worship and constantly tells the congregation how lucky they 
are to receive beautiful and moving Jewish music on a weekly basis.”
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My Cantorate
By Anita F. Hochman

I knew I wanted to be a cantor from the t�me I attended jun�or h�gh school. 
At the age of fourteen I had already reached several s�gn�ficant conclus�ons. 
I loved be�ng Jew�sh. Mus�c was central to my young be�ng. My synagogue, 
Temple Shalom �n Lev�ttown, PA, was my second home. Everyth�ng felt r�ght 
when I was there. And I was happ�est s�ng�ng Jew�sh mus�c. 

To me, th�s all added up qu�te t�d�ly. I w�ll be a cantor. Future dec�ded. 
That was �n 1971. It d�dn’t even occur to me that women cantors were an 

anomaly. Why d�d I even th�nk th�s was an opt�on for me? I certa�nly d�dn’t 
know any women cantors. In fact, at fourteen I suspect I knew of only one. 
Dav�d W�sn�a. My cantor. To th�s very moment �n t�me I can hear h�s haunt-
�ng Kol Nidre and h�s R’tsei that held me spellbound �n a way I thought was 
other-worldly (even �f I d�dn’t yet know what that meant). But somehow I 
knew I d�dn’t want to be a cantor l�ke Cantor W�sn�a. St�ll he rema�ns for me 
today a deeply, powerfully mov�ng �nsp�rat�on. Was he a role model? I can-
not say for sure. Just as I cannot say why, as a female �6 years ago, I thought 
I could (and was determ�ned to) see myself as a cantor.

In just a few years t�me, lead�ng songs at youth group and then camp would 
lead to my mon�ker: song leader. Every song from Debb�e Fr�edman’s Sing 
Unto God record�ng (v�nyl!) was �n my fingers and on my vo�ce. My fr�end 
and song-lead�ng partner, (now cantor) Leon Sher, and I would spend hours 
and hours together learn�ng every chord, every note by ear and then by heart. 
We th�rsted for th�s stuff. And l�ttle d�d we know that we were dr�nk�ng �n 
the first momentous drops of a t�dal wave of Jew�sh mus�c for worsh�p and 
celebrat�on.

All through my song-lead�ng years I rema�ned resolute �n my des�re to be 
a cantor, st�ll w�th no women that I knew of to look to as examples. I created 
my own path back �n the 70s. W�th song lead�ng as my l�fel�ne, and �ntens�ve 
study w�th remarkable teachers, I made my way through relat�vely uncharted 
terr�tory. Twenty-five years ago at the age of �� I aud�t�oned for the job of 
full-t�me cantor at M’kor Shalom �n Cherry H�ll, NJ. I actually thought I was 
not qu�te ready for �t at the t�me. But fortunately, the leadersh�p saw the po-
tent�al for growth �n me that I was st�ll �ncapable of see�ng. And they wanted 
a cantor who could play gu�tar. Today �t’s not uncommon for a congregat�on 
to �ntent�onally search for a cand�date who plays gu�tar. In 1981 �t was. But 
�n 1981 �t was also uncommon to find a congregat�on that was �nterested �n 



��

h�r�ng a woman. So I went to work for th�s uncommon congregat�on. It was 
a place that preferred to th�nk “outs�de the box” long before the phrase �tself 
was co�ned. A maver�ck congregat�on �n an area where the Jew�sh popula-
t�on was grow�ng stead�ly h�red th�s young woman who was determ�ned to 
be more than an anomaly.

I cont�nued to study. I was enrolled �n what was then a fledgl�ng graduate 
program at Gratz College �n Ph�ladelph�a. W�th openhearted gu�des such as 
Shalom Altman (z”l), Dr. Irv�ng Cohen (z”l), Hazzan Max Wohlberg (z”l), 
Hazzan Charles Dav�dson and Hazzan Dr. Saul P. Wachs, I �mmersed myself 
�n modes, nusah, cant�llat�on, l�turgy and h�story. And, hav�ng grown up �n 
a class�cal Reform congregat�on, for the first t�me �n my l�fe I learned what �t 
means to daven. I explored var�ous m�nyan�m �n and around my commun�ty. 
W�th my hard-earned confidence I proudly found myself daven�ng comfort-
ably w�th a trad�t�onal s�ddur �n my hands, the appropr�ate nusah flow�ng 
from my l�ps, and my body mov�ng comfortably through the t�me-honored 
choreography of many a trad�t�onal serv�ce.

But on Fr�day afternoon, the approach of Shabbat brought me home to 
what had always been most fam�l�ar; s�tt�ng qu�etly, tun�ng my gu�tar, s�ng�ng 
a fam�l�ar or new tune that I would be teach�ng my congregat�on that even�ng. 
Only now �t was as a cantor, not a songleader.

W�th�n my first few years of serv�ng M’kor Shalom I walked that challeng�ng 
t�ghtrope of s�ng�ng what was most fam�l�ar to the congregat�on, yet find-
�ng a small open�ng for change and even mus�cal correct�on to the parts of 
the serv�ce where nusah could find �ts r�ghtful place. For �nstance, teachable 
moments w�th�n the serv�ce �tself gave me the opportun�ty to expla�n that 
Ve-ahavta offers us �ts own �mpl�ed means for chant�ng. For the first t�me the 
ta’amei ha-Mikra finally became the veh�cle for our song. Our M’kor Shalom 
serv�ces have always reflected the blend of trad�t�onal and contemporary 
w�th�n the framework of our Reform awareness of mak�ng �nformed and edu-
cated cho�ces. We may have been somewhat ahead of the curve �5 years ago. 
Serv�ces l�ke ours were exper�enced at other congregat�ons on the occas�onal 
Shabbat reserved for a youth group’s “creat�ve” serv�ce. But my congregat�on 
had fash�oned �ts own prayerbook, eschew�ng both Union Prayer Book and 
Gates of Prayer �n favor of the�r own expans�ve and �nnovat�ve text; afford�ng 
us the opt�on for creat�v�ty each and every Shabbat.

I took great pr�de dur�ng the early stages of my career (and st�ll do, �n fact) 
�n be�ng assoc�ated w�th th�s unconvent�onal synagogue. The congregat�on 
�tself became qu�ckly �dent�fied as “that synagogue w�th the gu�tar-play�ng 
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female cantor.” To some th�s was a dub�ous d�st�nct�on, to be sure. But more 
often �t s�gn�fied an �dent�ficat�on not only apt, but celebrated. And �t d�st�n-
gu�shed M’kor Shalom (as d�d a number of our other un�que character�st�cs) 
as rare and �ntr�gu�ng.

What also set us apart at first was our part�c�patory style of worsh�p. My 
well-honed songlead�ng sk�lls have always served me well. And I’m qu�te aware 
that �t’s those sk�lls that made me the cho�ce of an exhaust�ve cantor�al search 
over �5 years ago. To th�s very day one of my greatest weekly joys comes �n 
lead�ng our Shabbat morn�ng Jun�or Congregat�on serv�ce w�th our fifth and 
s�xth graders. In many respects the sanctuary also becomes a classroom. We 
study the l�turgy, explore the choreography of worsh�p, engage �n Torah, and 
we s�ng. We s�ng and clap ourselves awake each Saturday morn�ng, a l�ttle 
groggy and t�m�d at first. But by Mi Khamokha we’re sw�rl�ng �n a round 
of shevah, even compet�ng by grade to d�scover who can offer pra�ses w�th 
more enthus�asm. And by the end of Adon Olam the k�ds have concluded a 
pep rally for God that �s �ts own model for what really matters (�n my m�nd) 
�n joyful prayer.

I am most fulfilled profess�onally when I know I am enabl�ng and empow-
er�ng adults and ch�ldren to celebrate Juda�sm and reach for the D�v�ne w�th 
the�r own vo�ces, the�r own hands and the�r own hearts. Th�s �s my cantorate. 
Th�s �s my call�ng.

Recently, w�th the loss of a dear fr�end’s father, I had occas�on to hear my 
“own” cantor, Dav�d W�sn�a, rec�te Eil Malei Rahamim. 

 It had been many, many years s�nce I had seen or heard th�s extraord�nary 
�con of my youth. W�th h�s very first notes and the cry from h�s East Euro-
pean neshomeh, I was �mmed�ately reduced to an emot�onal puddle. Sobb�ng 
welled up from w�th�n me as soon as I heard h�m beg�n. As often as mus�c 
has brought me to tears and touched places w�th�n me that were as deep as I 
thought poss�ble, hear�ng th�s man’s vo�ce accessed a part of me that I d�dn’t 
even know was there. I honestly don’t have words to express how powerful 
that exper�ence was. But �n attempt�ng to expla�n “my cantorate” for th�s 
celebratory �ssue of the Journal I have come to understand whence the call.

 

Editor’s Note: Cantor Hochman is too modest. I witnessed what she terms a “Ju-
nior Congregation service with our fifth and sixth graders” one Shabbat morning 
seventeen years ago while shul-hopping (an editor’s prerogative) during my year 
of mourning for my Dad. The only way I can describe what she did with those 200 
unruly youngsters, their indifferent teachers and us half-dozen gawking Kaddish 
zogers was: “Group Magic.”
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Breaking Past Barriers and Looking Ahead
by Marla Rosenfeld Barugel

My path to the Cantorate was a c�rcu�tous one, w�nd�ng from fore�gn-lan-
guage teach�ng to �nternat�onal bank�ng and finally to Cantor�al School. My 
goal was to comb�ne teach�ng w�th languages w�th the des�re to study Jew�sh 
mus�c �n a formal�zed manner.

When I first entered the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary, although women 
were tak�ng the same fourteen courses a semester �n Mus�c and Juda�ca as men, 
they were el�g�ble only for the Bachelor of Sacred Mus�c degree and not the 
d�ploma of Hazzan. Wh�le men were students �n both the Cantors Inst�tute 
and the Sem�nary College of Jew�sh Mus�c, women were students only �n the 
latter. The women worked very hard dur�ng the course of four years (now �t �s 
a five year program and students must go to Israel �n the first year) to prove 
that we were just as — or more — competent than the men. 

We women began pet�t�on�ng Chancellor Gerson Cohen �n 1986 soon 
after Amy E�lberg, the first Conservat�ve woman Rabb�, was orda�ned. A 
legal responsum by Rabb� Joel Roth served as the bas�s for our pet�t�on. It 
stated that women who accept the full obl�gat�ons of the t�me-bound pos�t�ve 
commandments l�ke pray�ng three t�mes a day, putt�ng on Tall�t and Tefill�n, 
hear�ng the Shofar blasts and the Meg�llah read�ng, shak�ng the Lulav, etc. 
— obl�gat�ons wh�ch trad�t�onally fell only upon men – are el�g�ble to represent 
others �n communal prayer. Th�s acceptance of t�me-bound rel�g�ous obl�ga-
t�ons �s called hiyyuv, and Rabb� Roth’s responsum on �t d�d not �mmed�ately 
extend to women cantors.

After Chancellor Cohen’s unt�mely death towards the end of my th�rd year 
�n cantor�al school, we c�rculated pet�t�ons s�gned by our male cantor�al and 
rabb�n�c colleagues. One rabb�, Rabb� Bradley Artson Shav�t, was part�cularly 
support�ve. 

In the beg�nn�ng of my fourth year we met w�th the new chancellor, Ismar 
Schorsch. We argued that our not be�ng granted the d�ploma of Hazzan — �n 
the face of the Roth responsum and our assumpt�on of hiyyuv obl�gat�ons 
— was a “sch�zophren�c pol�cy.” Why shouldn’t the same rul�ng on lead�ng 
publ�c prayer apply to women cantor�al students as well as women rabb�n�-
cal students, espec�ally s�nce we were be�ng tra�ned to perform that spec�fic 
rel�g�ous funct�on? Chancellor Schorsch agreed, and �n February 1987 we 
rece�ved word that my classmate Er�ca L�pp�tz and I would be the first two 
women to rece�ve the d�ploma of Hazzan. 
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In May of 1990 several colleagues and I co-founded the Cantors Inst�tute 
Alumn� Assoc�at�on (CIAA) �n react�on to the Cantors Assembly vote earl�er 
that month to reject women members. I bel�eve that the format�on of our 
Alumn� Assoc�at�on was cruc�al �n the Assembly’s com�ng to terms w�th 
th�s �ssue. On August �0th the Execut�ve Counc�l of the Cantors Assembly 
effect�vely overrode the general membersh�p’s extremely close vote by over-
whelm�ngly pass�ng a resolut�on (�9-1) “adm�tt�ng qual�fied women Cantors 
as full-fledged members of our organ�zat�on.” 

At the 1991 convent�on �n Los Angeles, fourteen women were voted �n by 
the ent�re membersh�p. Included �n that group were Cantors Ela�ne Shap�ro 
and L�nda Sh�vers who had graduated from the Sem�nary College of Jew�sh 
Mus�c before R�kk� L�pp�tz and myself. All of us broke �nto a chorus of “S�-
man Tov u-Mazal Tov” and tears of joy accompan�ed our s�ng�ng as we finally 
cla�med our r�ghtful place �n the folds of our profess�onal organ�zat�on.

I suppose that we who were among the first women graduates of the Canto-
r�al School at the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary have became the role models 
for those who followed us. I know for a fact that I have been a role model to 
my young Bat M�tzvah students — and perhaps beyond. My own son sa�d 
to me a few years ago: “But Mom, I thought only women were Cantors.” H�s 
best fr�end’s mom �s also a Cantor. 

After work�ng as a profess�onal cantor for two decades, I would l�ke to 
propose that the Cantors Assembly fund a record�ng of �ts women members 
�n honor of the �0th year of the�r offic�al �nvest�ture as cantors. 

Marla Rosenfeld Barugel is just entering her twenty-first year as hazzan at Con-
gregation B’nai Israel of Rumson, New Jersey. She would like to acknowledge her 
early mentors Rabbi Jeremiah Wohlberg and Cantor Jonah Binder, as well as her 
professional colleagues Cantor Faith Steinsnyder, Rabbi Jack Rosoff and Dr. Barbara 
Rosoff, who continue to inspire her work as a cantor and educator.
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JTS Approves Women to Be Cantors
by Walter Ruby

Dr. Ismar Schorsch, chancellor of the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary, announced 
yesterday that JTS w�ll henceforth award full cantor�al status to women gradu-
ates of The Cantors Inst�tute. Scheduled to complete the Cantors Inst�tute 
program at the end of th�s academ�c year are Marla Barugel and Er�ca L�pp�tz. 
They w�ll be awarded the d�ploma of hazzan at JTS graduat�on ceremon�es �n 
May. Unt�l now, women who completed the five-year program at the Inst�tute 
were el�g�ble only to rece�ve an academ�c degree of Bachelor of Sacred Mus�c, 
wh�le male graduates were el�g�ble to rece�ve both the academ�c degree and 
the hazzan’s d�ploma.

The long-awa�ted dec�s�on by JTS, to orda�n women as cantors, �s l�kely 
to mark a major controversy w�th�n the Conservat�ve movement, wh�ch �s 
st�ll sorely d�v�ded by �ts 198� dec�s�on to orda�n women rabb�s, and the 
subsequent dec�s�on by the Rabb�n�cal Assembly to accept women as con-
gregat�onal rabb�s.

Rabb� Ronald Pr�ce, execut�ve d�rector of the Un�on for Trad�t�onal Conser-
vat�ve Juda�sm, warned last November, “For the Sem�nary to orda�n women 
as cantors would be a ser�ous m�stake as well as a more ser�ous v�olat�on of 
Jew�sh law than orda�n�ng women as rabb�s. From a halakh�c perspect�ve, 
lead�ng the prayer serv�ce �s more cruc�al than teach�ng.”

However, accord�ng to Schorsch, “Th�s dec�s�on �s really a cont�nuat�on of 
the dec�s�on taken �n 198� [to orda�n women rabb�s]. What I have done now 
�s merely to apply the dec�s�on of 198� to the Cantors’ Inst�tute.” Schorsch 
expla�ned that both dec�s�ons were based on a responsum from the early 
1970s by Conservat�ve halakh�st, Rabb� Joel Roth, prov�d�ng halakh�c ac-
ceptance for women who voluntar�ly take on the t�me-honored obl�gat�ons 
of trad�t�onal Juda�sm, such as the wear�ng of tall�t and tefill�n and go�ng to 
three m�nyan�m each day.

Schorsch argued, “On the bas�s of the responsum by Professor Roth, there 
�s no d�fference [between orda�n�ng women as rabb�s and as cantors]. It �s 
really a problem of respons�b�l�ty commensurate w�th obl�gat�on.” Schorsch 
acknowledged that both dec�s�ons are “major departures from prev�ous prac-
t�ce,” but contended that “the role of women �n rel�g�ous l�fe �n Juda�sm has 
been an �ssue for �00 years. The open�ng of pos�t�ons of rel�g�ous leadersh�p 
�s merely the complet�on of a process of equal�zat�on that began some �00 
years ago w�th emanc�pat�on.”
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Schorsch sa�d he bel�eved JTS ought to have dec�ded to orda�n women as 
cantors at the t�me �t allowed women to be orda�ned as rabb�s. “Th�s dec�s�on 
�s part of what we should have done �n 198�,” he sa�d. “No one was served well 
by �gnor�ng the fact that we d�dn’t complete the process �n l98�.” He sa�d that 
“a major �mped�ment was resolved” when a delegat�on of cantor�al students, 
both male and female, met w�th h�m at the beg�nn�ng of th�s academ�c year 
to urge acceptance of women as cantors.

Accord�ng to Schorsch, the female cantor�al students made clear at that 
meet�ng that “they had no problem comply�ng w�th the requ�rements of the 
Roth teshuvah (responsum) to beg�n w�th.” Schorsch sa�d that �n the �nter-
ven�ng month, he has held extens�ve consultat�ons w�th members of the JTS 
faculty and leaders of the broader Conservat�ve movement.

Schorsch sa�d he planned to meet w�th the leadersh�p of the Un�on for 
Trad�t�onal Conservat�ve Juda�sm th�s week to d�scuss the dec�s�on. He 
acknowledged, “I don’t have any �llus�ons on be�ng able to persuade [the 
UTCJ], but �t �s my content�on that th�s dec�s�on �s a halakh�c one based on 
a balanced halakh�c teshuvah. People may d�sagree w�th the bottom l�ne of 
th�s teshuvah, but �n the course of Jew�sh h�story very few responsa have ever 
�nstantaneously won the unan�mous approval of the Jew�sh people.”

Schorsch emphas�zed, “I th�nk there �s broad support �n the Conservat�ve 
movement [for the ord�nat�on of women cantors]. There �s plenty of room for 
d�sagreement and d�vers�ty w�th�n the Conservat�ve movement, but I th�nk 
we are mov�ng �n the d�rect�on of the popular w�ll w�th�n the movement.”

This article first appeared in the Jewish Exponent, February 6, 1987, and is reprinted 
here with the editor’s permission.
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The Admission of Women into the Cantors Assembly
by Samuel Rosenbaum and Stephen J. Stein

In May 1987, Marla Barugel and Er�ca L�pp�tz became the first women to 
graduate from the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary w�th the d�ploma of hazzan. 
An announcement of the Sem�nary’s dec�s�on had been made several months 
earl�er by the Chancellor.

The quest�on of women as shlihei tsibbur was first ra�sed w�th�n the As-
sembly �n the late 1970s when �t was reported that a few Conservat�ve con-
gregat�ons had engaged women to serve as the�r cantors. It was dur�ng th�s 
t�me that Dr. Gerson Cohen, then chancellor of the Sem�nary, appo�nted a 
comm�ss�on to study the quest�on of ord�nat�on of women as rabb�s. S�nce, 
at that po�nt, th�s comm�ss�on had yet to render a dec�s�on regard�ng women 
as rabb�n�cal students, the Cantors Assembly dec�ded that �t was premature 
to take a publ�c pos�t�on on women �n the cantorate.

In 1980, concern was expressed by colleagues on the West Coast about 
the prol�ferat�on of �nadequately tra�ned men and women who were be�ng 
called to serve as cantors �n Conservat�ve as well as Reform congregat�ons. 
The quest�on arose as to whether �t was eth�cally proper for a member of the 
Assembly to prepare women for such a career. Although the Conservat�ve 
movement had not yet paved the way for women to serve as shlihei tsibbur, 
�t was the general feel�ng that our by-laws made no restr�ct�on aga�nst such 
�nstruct�on. The Execut�ve Counc�l urged those who chose to teach both men 
and women, to see to �t that all be tra�ned �n a manner that enabled them to 
serve properly.

In the spr�ng of 1981, d�scuss�on perta�n�ng to women �n the cantorate �nten-
s�fied as speculat�on �ncreased that the Sem�nary would soon orda�n women 
as rabb�s. It was clear that the �ssue, for our membersh�p, was a sens�t�ve one 
and that feel�ngs on both s�des of the quest�on were strong. Jack Chomsky, 
then a student at the Cantors Inst�tute, was asked to poll the membersh�p of 
the Cantors Assembly. H�s survey found, at that po�nt �n our h�story, that the 
membersh�p was spl�t r�ght down the m�ddle, w�th a sl�ght edge �n favor of 
conferr�ng equal status of women. Most of those who opposed the ord�na-
t�on of women as cantors, however, saw the trend as �nev�table. What Haz-
zan Chomsky also d�scovered was that, for the first t�me �n the h�story of the 
Cantors Assembly, an �ssue that was both halakh�c and pol�t�cal threatened 
the un�ty of the organ�zat�on.
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At the Execut�ve Counc�l meet�ng of September 1, 1981, Hazzan Max 
Wohlberg presented a comprehens�ve report deal�ng w�th both s�des of the 
quest�on. By the end of h�s presentat�on, �t was ev�dent that almost all of 
those present felt that the �nclus�on of women �n the Cantorate was sure to 
occur, sooner or later. It was also the consensus that, halakhically speak�ng, 
there was no ser�ous h�ndrance that could not be overcome much �n the 
way that halakhah over the centur�es had c�rcumvented those laws wh�ch 
were e�ther �mposs�ble to perform or wh�ch the people, for reasons val�d at 
the t�me, would not or could not obey. Nevertheless, there was unan�mous 
agreement that s�nce there had not yet been any ser�ous d�scuss�on �n the 
Rabb�n�cal Assembly or at the Sem�nary about perm�tt�ng women to serve 
as cantors, �t would be prudent for the Assembly to hold off any pronounce-
ments on the subject.

W�th the faculty of the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary vot�ng on October ��, 
198� to accept women as rabb�n�cal students, the quest�on of women �n the 
cantorate aga�n became the focus of d�scuss�on �n the Cantors Assembly. The 
Sem�nary, however, st�ll was unprepared to cons�der the quest�on of women as 
shlihei tsibbur. The consensus of the Assembly therefore rema�ned that unt�l 
such t�me as the Sem�nary dealt w�th the �ssue, the Assembly had no cho�ce 
but to ma�nta�n the status quo. To open membersh�p to women at that po�nt, 
would have put the CA at odds w�th the Sem�nary.

In the fall of 198� The Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary dec�ded to establ�sh an 
alternat�ve weekday and Shabbat serv�ce �n wh�ch women would be perm�t-
ted to part�c�pate on every level equally w�th men. The only caveat was that 
women who w�shed to serve as ba’aley tefillah and ba’aley k’riah would have 
to comm�t to accept�ng those m�tzvot known as hiyyuv, wh�ch are obl�gator�ly 
performed at spec�fic t�mes.

Dur�ng the next three years the top�c of women �n the cantorate cont�nued 
to be frequently d�scussed wh�le the Cantors Assembly wa�ted to see �f and 
when the Sem�nary would change �ts pol�cy.

At the Execut�ve Counc�l meet�ng of March �1, 1987, the first to be held 
after the Sem�nary’s dec�s�on to grant Marla and Er�ca the d�ploma of haz-
zan, extens�ve d�scuss�on took place on the subject. Op�n�ons both �n favor of 
and opposed to the Sem�nary’s dec�s�on were art�culated. As the d�scuss�on 
progressed �t was clear that several quest�ons were �n need of answer�ng: (1) 
What d�d the chancellor propose to do for women graduates of the Cantors 
Inst�tute from prev�ous years who had the techn�cal knowledge but who 
had not been asked to accept hiyyuv? (�) D�d th�s dec�s�on �nclude all future 
women graduates of the Cantors Inst�tute, or only those two �nd�v�duals? (�) 
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The Cantors Assembly has accepted male graduates of Hebrew Un�on Col-
lege almost as freely as �t has accepted graduates of the Sem�nary. How would 
the CA deal w�th women who graduated from the cantor�al School at HUC, 
�n regard to hiyyuv? The m�nutes of that meet�ng also reflected, on the one 
hand, a hes�tat�on to set as�de a long-held trad�t�on of allow�ng only men to 
serve as cantors and, on the other hand, a real�zat�on that open�ng our doors 
to women would help to allev�ate the acute shortage of bona fide cantors.

At the conclus�on of the d�scuss�on, Pres�dent Saul Hammerman des�gnated 
a spec�al fact-find�ng comm�ttee to explore all of the ram�ficat�ons of Chan-
cellor Schorsch’s dec�s�on. Serv�ng on that comm�ttee were Hazzan�m Saul 
Hammerman, Solomon Mendelson, Robert K�eval, Henry Rosenblum, Samuel 
Rosenbaum, Abraham Lub�n, A. El�ezer K�rshblum, Morton Shames, Isaac 
Wall and Max Wohlberg. By the end of August the comm�ttee had already met 
three t�mes for �nternal d�scuss�on and had �nterv�ewed Dr. Schorsch, Rabb� 
Ronald Pr�ce and Dr. S�mon Greenberg. The comm�ttee had also arranged to 
meet w�th Rabb�s Irv�ng Greenberg, Kassel Abelson and Dr. Joel Roth.

At the March ��, 1988 meet�ng of the Execut�ve Counc�l �t was dec�ded that 
a two-th�rds major�ty of those present and ent�tled to vote would determ�ne 
whether women would be adm�tted to membersh�p. All day Tuesday of the 
annual convent�on would be devoted to a d�scuss�on and vote on the �ssue. 
It was ant�c�pated that the vote would be close.

The mot�on to adm�t women �nto the ranks of the Cantors Assembly was 
brought before the membersh�p at the 1988 annual meet�ng, held dur�ng the 
convent�on, and was defeated. The next step was to place the quest�on before 
the Law Comm�ttee of the Rabb�n�cal Assembly.

By the fall of 1988, Dr. Joel Roth, Cha�rman of the Law Comm�ttee, reported 
back to the Assembly. He po�nted out that the Law Comm�ttee had voted �n 
August 197�, that on the �ssue of women count�ng �n the m�nyan, both the 
“yes” and “no” pos�t�ons (major�ty and m�nor�ty op�n�ons) were val�d w�th�n 
Conservat�ve Halakhah. Add�t�onally, �n June 197�, the Law Comm�ttee voted 
to val�date both the pro and con pos�t�ons concern�ng whether women may 
serve as rabb�s and cantors. The comm�ttee dec�ded aga�n that both pos�t�ons 
were val�d w�th�n the Conservat�ve movement. F�nally, the Law Comm�t-
tee had dec�ded that noth�ng was to be ga�ned by reopen�ng these �ssues, 
part�cularly �n cons�derat�on of the strong emot�ons known to ex�st on both 
s�des of the quest�on.

In h�s response to the Assembly, Dr. Roth also wrote the follow�ng. 
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 If the membersh�p of the Cantors Assembly rejected women from 
membersh�p on the sole grounds that the Law Comm�ttee had never voted 
to allow them to become Cantors, they were �n error. And �f they rejected 
women from membersh�p because only a m�nor�ty of the Comm�ttee 
voted to perm�t them to become cantors, the CA d�d not understand the 
pol�cy of the Law Comm�ttee regard�ng the status of m�nor�ty and major�ty 
pos�t�ons. W�th�n the last year or two, the Law Comm�ttee has consc�ously 
dec�ded not to vote aga�n on the �ssues of women �n the m�nyan or �n the 
rabb�nate or cantorate. S�nce all pos�t�ons had already been val�dated by 
�t, and s�nce new spec�fic v�ews had been publ�shed �n the faculty papers, 
and s�nce the Movement was d�v�ded, the Comm�ttee felt that noth�ng 
was to be ga�ned by reopen�ng the �ssues. Underly�ng th�s feel�ng was 
the Comm�ttee’s knowledge that s�nce m�nor�ty op�n�ons are every b�t 
as acceptable as major�ty pos�t�ons a new vote would not l�kely change 
anyth�ng substant�vely, and would, to the contrary, be l�kely to exacerbate 
tens�ons.

The Comm�ss�on appo�nted by Pres�dent Hammerman was now of the 
unan�mous op�n�on that �t had gathered all of the pert�nent �nformat�on 
relat�ve to th�s subject and had therefore completed �ts ass�gnment. It was 
dec�ded that a vote would once aga�n be taken dur�ng the convent�on’s an-
nual meet�ng, w�thout add�t�onal argumentat�on or d�scuss�on from the floor. 
As was st�pulated for the last vote, a clear mandate — a two-th�rds major�ty 
— would be requ�red to adm�t women to membersh�p.

The vote on the quest�on of adm�tt�ng women to membersh�p was taken at 
the annual meet�ng on May 16, 1989. F�fty-s�x percent of those vot�ng endorsed 
the mot�on. Wh�le the major�ty vote �n favor of adm�tt�ng women reflected a 
change �n mood and att�tude from the prev�ous year, �t st�ll d�d not compr�se 
the two-th�rds vote requ�red by the mandate of the Execut�ve Counc�l. It was 
clear that the �ssue could not be allowed to drag on for another year w�thout 
an attempt to reach a comprom�se solut�on. A new comm�ttee was formed, 
compr�sed of vocal advocates on both s�des of the quest�on. Appo�nted to 
that comm�ttee by newly elected pres�dent Robert K�eval were colleagues 
A. El�ezer K�rshblum, Paul Kowarsky, Jeffrey Shap�ro, Jack Chomsky, Henry 
Rosenblum and Dav�d T�lman.

The s�x met �n late August, one day pr�or to a scheduled Execut�ve Counc�l 
meet�ng. After several hours of non-stop d�scuss�on, the follow�ng compro-
m�se proposal was unan�mously agreed upon.

1) Women graduates of the Cantors Inst�tute would be adm�tted to 
membersh�p �n the Cantors Assembly at the next convent�on after 
a vote of the membersh�p requ�r�ng a two-th�rds major�ty.
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�) S�multaneously, by a two-th�rds major�ty vote, a rule would be 
adopted whereby rel�g�ous serv�ces dur�ng the convent�ons would 
be conducted as they had unt�l then, �n a trad�t�onal manner. 
Only men would be perm�tted to serve as shlihei tsibbur, read 
Torah, count to the m�nyan, be called to the Torah, lead Birkat 
HaMazon and HaMotsi, chant S’firat Ha’Omer and funct�on as 
gabba�. Women would be perm�tted to perform �n all concerts 
�nclud�ng those of hazzanut, be l�sted �n the program as hazzan, 
lead Havah Nash�r commun�ty s�ng�ng at meals, present academ�c 
papers and part�c�pate �n all educat�onal, profess�onal and bus�ness 
meet�ngs.

�) At the convent�on of 199�, a vote would be taken as to whether the 
cond�t�ons �n paragraph two would be revoked or amended. Once 
aga�n, a two-th�rds major�ty would be requ�red to �mplement any 
changes �n paragraph two.

Add�t�onally, the Execut�ve Counc�l voted to ban all wr�tten elect�oneer�ng 
or mass ma�l�ngs by e�ther s�de before or dur�ng the convent�on.

 At the annual convent�on of 1990 a th�rd vote was taken on the quest�on 
of adm�tt�ng women to membersh�p �n the Cantors Assembly. Wh�le aga�n, 
as �n the prev�ous year, most members voted �n favor of the mot�on, the 
two-th�rds major�ty that was requ�red fell sl�ghtly short. It was clear to the 
leadersh�p of the Cantors Assembly, part�cularly �ts pres�dent, Robert K�eval, 
that a new approach had to be found to resolv�ng th�s �ssue. In recogn�t�on of 
the real�t�es that women were graduat�ng from the Cantors Inst�tute as bona 
fide hazzan�m, that the�r adm�ss�on �nto the Cantors Assembly was �nev�table 
and that the v�ab�l�ty of the Cantors Assembly could no longer afford for the 
organ�zat�on to cont�nue to devote so much t�me and effort to th�s matter, 
the leadersh�p turned aga�n to �ts legal counsel.

 After consult�ng w�th our attorneys and several other legal firms and 
consultants, the officers reported the follow�ng to the Execut�ve Counc�l �n 
the meet�ng of August 1990:

 The By-Laws of the Assembly are s�lent on the quest�on of the gender 
of those to be adm�tted to membersh�p and do not �n any way restr�ct 
membersh�p to males only.... Furthermore, �n the op�n�on of all legal 
counsel, the Execut�ve Counc�l �s the f�nal author�ty �n matters of 
qual�ficat�on and acceptance or reject�on of cand�dates for membersh�p. 
The Counc�l has the author�ty to formulate add�t�onal standards or to 
delete or amend ex�st�ng qual�ficat�ons.
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 Legal counsel po�nted out that �n the case of the vote of the membersh�p 
that took place at the last three convent�ons, �t was the Execut�ve Counc�l 
who set the two-th�rds requ�rement for passage of the resolut�on on 
whether or not to adm�t women. Such a plural�ty �s not requ�red by our 
By-Laws �n dec�d�ng the outcome of a resolut�on. A s�mple major�ty �s all 
that �s requ�red.

 The purpose of subm�tt�ng those resolut�ons and the plural�ty requ�red was 
a result of a pol�cy dec�s�on of the Execut�ve Counc�l. It �s the op�n�on of 
the lawyers that s�nce the Execut�ve Counc�l has the und�sputed author�ty 
to make or change pol�cy on membersh�p requ�rements, �t can dec�de 
that �t need not subm�t the quest�on of the adm�ss�on of women to a 
convent�on.

 Wh�le the membersh�p has observed a “trad�t�on” of deny�ng membersh�p 
to women, the Execut�ve Counc�l can dec�de that �n v�ew of the 
Conservat�ve movement’s approval of the adm�ss�on of women to the 
rabb�nate, and the pol�cy of grant�ng the degree of hazzan to women 
graduates of the Cantors Inst�tute, and the overwhelm�ngly large number 
of Conservat�ve congregat�ons who are grant�ng equal rel�g�ous r�ghts to 
women, that th�s “trad�t�on” �s now subject to change.

 After all who had asked to speak had been heard, the quest�on was called. 
The resolut�on passed by a vote of twenty-n�ne �n favor of �t and one opposed. 
There were two abstent�ons. The Pres�dent declared that the resolut�on had 
been carr�ed and that properly qual�fied women would be adm�tted to mem-
bersh�p �n the same manner as qual�fied men.

Samuel Rosenbaum (1920-1997) was hazzan at Temple Beth El of Rochester, New 
York from 1946 until 1987. He served the Cantors Assembly as president, and then 
as executive vice-president for almost forty years. An outstanding poet, he excelled at 
writing texts for musical works presented on radio and television, and in translating 
Yiddish folk songs .

Stephen J. Stein, who is hazzan at Beth El Congregation in Akron, Ohio and who 
also served the Cantors Assembly as its president, succeeded Samuel Rosenbaum as 
Executive Vice-President in 1999.

This article is reprinted from their collaborative chronicle, “The Second Twenty-Five 
Years: 1973-1977, Cantors Assembly Jubilee Journal, Jack Chomsky and Solomon 
Mendelson, editors (New York: Cantors Assembly), 1998: 368-371.
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Women in the Minyan and as Shelihot Tsibbur
by the Va’ad Halakhah of the Rabbinical Assembly of Israel �

Question:
Are women requ�red to rec�te the am�dah three t�mes a day? Are they requ�red 
to rec�te Musaf and N’�lah? Is �t perm�ss�ble to count them �n the m�nyan for 
Bar’khu, Kadd�sh, and the repet�t�on of the Am�dah? May they serve as cantor 
for Shahar�t, M�nhah, Ma’ar�v, Musaf, and N’�lah?

Responsum:
Accord�ng to the M�shnah (B’rakhot �:�), women are requ�red to rec�te 

the t’fillah, and t’fillah �n the M�shnah does not mean “prayer” but rather the 
Am�dah or the e�ghteen bened�ct�ons. The d�scuss�on of th�s M�shnah �n the 
Bavl� (�0b) has been preserved �n three d�fferent vers�ons and the R�shon�m 
ruled accord�ng to the text that they had �n front of them. The R�f, Ma�mon�des 
and others ruled that tefillah was or�g�nally a pos�t�ve commandment for men 
and women w�thout a fixed t�me or text; when Ezra and h�s court enacted 
fixed t�mes and texts, men and women were obl�gated equally. Halakhot 
G’dolot, Rash� and Ramban ruled that t’fillah was or�g�nally a rabb�n�c enact-
ment, wh�ch appl�ed equally to men and women s�nce t’fillah �nvolves ask�ng 
God for mercy. In any case, accord�ng to the M�shnah, the Bavl� �n all of �ts 
vers�ons and the R�shon�m c�ted �n the responsum, women are requ�red to 
rec�te the Am�dah three t�mes a day exactly l�ke men. Furthermore, there 
are many test�mon�es from the Talmud�c per�od unt�l the e�ghteenth century 
wh�ch prove that women actually prayed every day and even three t�mes a 
day at home or �n the synagogue just l�ke men.

There �s a d�sagreement among the Aharon�m as to whether women are 
requ�red to rec�te Musaf, but the proofs adduced by both s�des are not very 
conv�nc�ng. In such a case, �t �s preferable to rely on the early sources and, 
accord�ng to the pla�n mean�ng of the M�shnah and the Rambam, women 
are requ�red to rec�te Musaf and N’�lah just as they are requ�red to rec�te 
Shahar�t, M�nhah and Ma’ar�v.

Barekhu, Kadd�sh and the loud repet�t�on of the Am�dah are usually called 
d’varim shebi-k’dushah and many author�t�es forb�d women from be�ng 
counted �n the m�nyan for these prayers. On the contrary, a careful read�ng 
of the Talmud and the Rambam reveals that �t �s perm�ss�ble to count women 
�n the m�nyan for these prayers. The Talmud der�ves the need for a m�nyan 

1  T’shuvot l’-Yameinu, vol. 6 (1995-1998), 4th Responsum.
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for certa�n ceremon�es from a d’rashah found �n Megillah ��b (also B’rakhot 
�1b). The very same d’rashah appears word for word �n Sanhedrin 7�b as an 
asmakhta for sanct�fy�ng God’s name �n the presence of a m�nyan. The latter 
passage �n the Talmud assumes that Esther and other women are requ�red to 
sanct�fy God’s name �n the presence of ten Jews, and th�s was cod�fied by the 
major codes of Jew�sh law. Furthermore, a number of author�t�es ruled that 
women may even be counted �n the m�nyan requ�red for the sanct�ficat�on 
of God’s name. It �s clear from the �dent�cal d’rashot adduced �n these two 
passages that d’varim shebi-k’dushah and kiddush ha-shem are two s�des of 
the same co�n, s�nce they both stem from the des�re to sanct�fy God’s name 
�n publ�c. Therefore, �f �t �s perm�ss�ble to count women �n the m�nyan for 
kiddush ha-shem, they can be counted �n the m�nyan for Bar’khu, Kadd�sh 
and K’dushah as well. 

 F�nally, there �s a bas�c pr�nc�ple that whoever �s obl�gated to do some-
th�ng, may fulfill the obl�gat�on of the congregat�on (M�shnah Rosh HaShanah 
�: 8). We have proved above that women are requ�red to rec�te the am�dah 
�n every prayer serv�ce and that they are requ�red to sanct�fy God’s name �n 
publ�c. As a result, �t �s perm�ss�ble for them to act as cantor for all of the 
parts of the serv�ce under d�scuss�on.

Rabbi David Golinkin
In favor: Rabbi Michael Graetz
Rabbi Gilah Dror
Rabbi David Frankel
Rabbi David Lazar
Rabbi Simchah Roth
Opposed: Rabbi Yisrael Warman  
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A Conservative Woman Cantor Speaks Out�

by Janet Roth Krupnik

It’s h�ghly grat�fy�ng for me to cha�r th�s sympos�um on �ssues that are �mpor-
tant to us as women cantors; we hope and pray �t w�ll be dupl�cated every year 
at Cantors Assembly convent�ons. From the responses that many of you sent 
to my quest�onna�re, I’ve comp�led a w�sh l�st of top�cs for d�scuss�on, now 
and �n the future. Please bear w�th me �f I exerc�se my prerogat�ve as cha�r 
and paraphrase some of your words rather than quote them d�rectly. Also, 
because the major�ty of your suggest�ons showed up �n mult�ple responses, 
I w�ll not attr�bute any of them to spec�fic �nd�v�duals.

F�rst and foremost on all of our m�nds — although you state �t �n d�fferent 
ways — �s the quest�on of how women m�ght ga�n respect as cantors. Someone 
c�ted Hin’ni He’ani mi-Ma’as the cantor’s self-referent prayer that opens the 
Musaf serv�ce on Yamim Nora’im.

  Here I stand, defic�ent �n deeds and awed by You,
  Yet I dare to plead on behalf of Your people.

The text pet�t�ons that the hazzan’s prayers be worthy, as �f he were an “ex-
per�enced elder, whose l�fet�me has been well spent and whose beard �s fully 
grown.” As women cantors we have to ask ourselves: what �n the female lex�con 
of metaphors could we poss�bly subst�tute that would command the same 
reverence as that patr�archal male �mage? A few of you have jok�ngly replaced 
the phrase uz’kano m’gudal w�th �ts fem�n�st fl�p s�de, shaddayim nakhonu, 
after the prophet Ezek�el’s descr�pt�on of a Jerusalem that had grown exceed-
�ngly beaut�ful, w�th “firm breasts and luxur�ant ha�r” (16: 7).

But ser�ously, the fact rema�ns that external cons�derat�ons l�ke phys�cal ap-
pearance and dress (always a factor when women appear �n publ�c roles) have 
currently assumed pr�macy of place, at the expense of values wh�ch formerly 
defined the cantorate. Juda�c knowledge and vocal prowess are no longer 
v�ewed as dec�s�ve qual�t�es for female — or even male — cantors. The bottom 
l�ne: l�ke �t or not, we’re �n the same boat as our superstar male counterparts 
�n try�ng to recla�m the d�gn�ty and respect due our sacred call�ng.

Secondly — and �t’s only natural, cons�der�ng that almost all of us are st�ll 
w�th�n our ch�ldbear�ng years — we share the des�re to see a standard prov�-
s�on added to cantor�al and rabb�n�c contracts, that would grant us matern�ty 

1  This session took place at the 54th Annual Convention of the Cantors Assembly 
(Ellenville, New York: Nevele Grande Resort), May 6-10, 2001.
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leave. To start that ball roll�ng we would need an offic�al statement from 
both the CA and the Rabb�n�cal Assembly, address�ng patern�ty — as well 
as matern�ty — leave. Many of you would also l�ke to see prov�s�on made for 
flext�me, and cons�derat�on of the phys�cal problems enta�led by s�ng�ng or 
fast�ng dur�ng pregnancy (not to ment�on fall�ng on one’s face dur�ng the 
H�gh Hol�day Ale�nu and Avodah).

For any of these changes to take place we would have to �nv�te our male 
colleagues — espec�ally our elected officers — to attend our sess�ons, to s�t 
on our panels and to part�c�pate fully �n our d�scuss�ons. How are we ever 
go�ng to ra�se the�r consc�ousness �f we keep d�scuss�ons l�ke th�s one off-
l�m�ts to men?

 Hav�ng sa�d that, I must add that there was also a consensus among you 
on the need for women cantors to network on the�r own. Th�s could be done 
through an e-ma�l l�st access�ble only to those of us who subscr�be to �t, �n 
add�t�on to our own convent�on sess�ons. It would enable us to reach out to 
one another, to create what many of you have called a Commun�ty of K�nd-
ness w�th�n the larger organ�zat�on, one that would lead the way �n valu�ng 
all �ts members as colleagues.

Here are some suggested projects that such a car�ng commun�ty m�ght 
undertake: comm�ss�on�ng or adapt�ng trad�t�onal rec�tat�ves for our vo�ces; 
mentor�ng younger colleagues, part�cularly first t�mers; �nv�t�ng each other 
to appear as featured solo�sts at reg�onal concerts; and organ�z�ng a ch�ldren’s 
cho�r to s�ng synagogue reperto�re at convent�ons — an exper�ence that many 
of us m�ssed out on when we were grow�ng up.

That last �tem leads me to a number of other �deas you have spelled out for 
future convent�on planners to �mplement.

•	 G�ve more than one cho�ce when schedul�ng educat�onal sess�ons, even �f 
�t means reduc�ng the number of concerts. For example, �t would enable 
people to attend both the chapla�ncy and the conduct�ng workshops �f 
those sess�ons were not run concurrently.

•	 Inv�te more women presenters.
•	 Schedule a women’s lunch-table d�scuss�on.
•	 Schedule women’s coach�ng sess�ons.
•	 Gear some of the programm�ng to new cantors.
•	 Make the programm�ng more �nteract�ve, less frontal.
•	 Schedule more cont�nu�ng educat�on sess�ons.
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•	 Offer workshops �n profess�onal sk�lls such as adm�n�strat�on, public 
relations and marketing.

•	 Offer sess�ons on �mprov�ng cantor/rabb� commun�cat�on.
F�nally, almost all of you expressed a des�re for more recogn�t�on w�th�n 

the CA �tself, poss�bly by means of a concert, a record�ng or a publ�cat�on. At 
the 10th ann�versary of women be�ng accepted �nto the CA, wasn’t there even 
one women deserv�ng of an award? As cha�r, I feel obl�gated to play dev�l’s 
advocate by counter�ng these leg�t�mate quest�ons w�th several of my own. 
F�rst, have we ever stopped to ask ourselves what we can do for the CA? Up 
unt�l now the CA has not been able to persuade capable women cantors to 
assume pos�t�ons of respons�b�l�ty w�th�n the organ�zat�on. Wh�le some of us 
have served on the Execut�ve Counc�l, as a group we have refused to cha�r any 
comm�ttee, agree�ng only to co-cha�r Plann�ng for a few recent convent�ons 
and steadfastly avo�d�ng the n�tty-gr�tty of Management.

 Our women members need to know that before there can be women 
officers, there must be women who are w�ll�ng and able to assume the same 
respons�b�l�t�es that the�r male colleagues have assumed on the�r way to 
h�gher office. Women w�th small ch�ldren (many of us) are the least l�kely to 
volunteer away any more of the�r prec�ous t�me w�th the�r fam�l�es than �s 
absolutely necessary for the�r work. But they could st�ll share �deas v�a the 
Internet, as ment�oned earl�er, and they could st�ll recru�t other women who 
do have the t�me and the energy demanded by cha�r�ng a comm�ttee.

I’ll close on that upbeat note, thanks for your attent�on, and above all for 
your thoughtful �nput.

Janet Roth Krupnik is hazzan at the Summit Jewish Community Center in Summit, 
New Jersey.
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The Khazntes–The Life Stories of Sophie Kurtzer, Bas 
Sheva, Sheindele the Khaznte, Perele Feig, Goldie 
Malavsky, and Fraydele Oysher

by Arianne Brown

Introduction
Long before women could even dream of the actual�ty of becom�ng cantors, 
long before the cantor�al schools of any denom�nat�on even cons�dered ac-
cept�ng women, long before women’s vo�ces were heard on a b�mah, there 
were a few spec�al women who challenged the confines of trad�t�on and dared 
to dream. 

Jew�sh trad�t�on s�lenced the vo�ces of many women — women who may 
have been able to use the�r vo�ces w�th�n the parameters of Juda�sm to s�ng to 
God, to �nsp�re others and to upl�ft the sp�r�ts of the�r people. Due to soc�al 
confines and �ssues of kol ishah — the rabb�n�c not�on that a woman’s vo�ce 
can be seduct�ve and thus should not be heard — women were not encour-
aged to s�ng �n publ�c. Young Jew�sh boys learned how to daven and read 
Torah. They were encouraged to use the�r vo�ces to express the�r rel�g�ous 
feel�ngs. Young g�rls d�d not rece�ve the same encouragement or educat�on. 
They often learned Y�dd�sh folk songs from the�r mothers and were fam�l�ar 
w�th the prayer serv�ces and Sabbath-table zemirot that they heard frequently, 
yet they rema�ned qu�et. One only has to walk �nto one of many synagogues 
today �n wh�ch there �s separate seat�ng to observe the phenomenon of 
fervent prayer on the men’s s�de �n the form of l�vely s�ng�ng, and equally 
fervent prayer on the women’s s�de — escap�ng from closed l�ps that barely 
make a sound. Both types of prayer can be val�d and beaut�ful. What happens, 
however, when the s�lent plea �s not enough and a woman needs to express 
herself through s�ng�ng?

There �s no proper term to descr�be the women who w�ll be d�scussed �n 
th�s art�cle. They were not cantors, for they were not formally allowed to lead 
congregat�ons �n prayer, yet the�r heartfelt rend�t�ons of prayers undoubtedly 
caused the�r aud�ences to exper�ence emot�on and to pray. Many of them were 
called “khazntes.” The Y�dd�sh fem�n�ne end�ng for the Hebrew term hazzan 
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(cantor) l�terally refers to a cantor’s w�fe. Yet when used �n conjunct�on w�th 
these women’s names, �t was understood to mean a female cantor or a woman 
who sang cantor�al mus�c. 

What caused these s�x women to r�se to fame �n a field occup�ed only by 
men? Surely there had to have been other women who attempted to s�ng 
hazzanut. What was �t about these s�x women that allowed them to break 
through the barr�er of gender assoc�ated w�th cantor�al mus�c?

There are four common denom�nators among the s�x khazntes. The first 
�s the�r �mmers�on �n a world of Jew�sh culture and hazzanut. Each of the s�x 
women came from a mus�cal fam�ly. Soph�e Kurtzer’s father and husband 
were both cantors. Bern�ce Kanefsky (Bas Sheva) and Gold�e Malavsky were 
daughters of cantors as well. Jean Gorn�sh (She�ndele) was from a mus�-
cally talented fam�ly. Both she and Gold�e Malavsky had the�r first s�ng�ng 
exper�ences around the Shabbat table. Both women’s brothers descr�be the 
wonderful harmon�es the�r fam�l�es would create around the Shabbat table 
as ne�ghbors came and sat by the w�ndows to l�sten. Perele’s father was a 
lay baal tefillah, and her brother was a synagogue cho�r d�rector. Fraydele 
Oysher was a descendant of seven generat�ons of cantors and the s�ster of 
the famous cantor Mo�she Oysher (1907-1958). Each of these women was 
deeply �mmersed from her earl�est days �n a world of hazzanut. 

The second common denom�nator among these women �s the�r vocal talent. 
Wh�le there were other women who attempted to s�ng cantor�al mus�c, these 
women had the talent requ�red to perform �t successfully. Furthermore, they 
shared s�m�lar vocal qual�t�es. The khazntes all sang �n a low chest reg�ster. They 
l�stened to record�ngs of famous cantors and tr�ed to �m�tate them, push�ng 
the�r alto vo�ces as low as they could poss�bly go. Soph�e and She�ndele sang 
�n contralto keys w�th a qual�ty that could cause confus�on about whether the 
s�nger was male or female. Perele Fe�g, whose vo�ce actually sounded l�ke that 
of a man, was the khaznte who rema�ned closest to the male cantors. Gold�e 
Malavsky sounded l�ke a boy alto. Bas Sheva’s and Fraydele’s vo�ces were 
clearly female, though they almost never made use of the�r head reg�ster and 
�nstead carr�ed the�r low chest reg�ster as h�gh as �t could poss�bly go. Most 
people were not ready to accept women s�ng�ng hazzanut, even outs�de the 
context of the synagogue. However, �f the women sounded l�ke men, there 
m�ght have been an aspect of psycholog�cal comfort that allowed greater ac-
ceptance than would have been the case w�th the soprano vo�ce. 

The th�rd common character�st�c among these women �s the�r possess�on 
of strong personal�t�es and progress�ve att�tudes. They all had to advocate for 
themselves �n order to advance the�r careers. They were famous because they 
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were novelty acts. Yet, had they been male, they would not have had to fight 
for the�r r�ght to s�ng hazzanut. Perele Fe�g was able to seek fame as a s�nger 
of hazzanut wh�le l�v�ng among trad�t�onal Jews and ma�nta�n�ng her Ortho-
dox l�festyle. She�ndele, as a teenager, bypassed her parents’ strong feel�ngs 
aga�nst her s�ng�ng hazzanut wh�le not ava�l�ng herself of opportun�t�es to 
become a popular s�nger. S�ng�ng songs was �nsuffic�ent; only hazzanut sat�s-
fied her soul. Fraydele moved away from her parents at the age of fifteen and 
came to New York to pursue a s�ng�ng career. Because there were no Y�dd�sh 
shows that featured a khaznte �n the lead role, she had Y�dd�sh playwr�ghts 
and songwr�ters create shows for her, prov�d�ng her w�th the opportun�ty to 
s�ng hazzanut on the Y�dd�sh stage.

F�nally, each of these s�x women had a deep love and pass�on for hazzanut. 
Th�s love steered the�r hearts and the�r l�ves �n an unusual d�rect�on. The�r 
contr�but�ons to the world of Jew�sh mus�c are �mmeasurable, for they cre-
ated deep �mpress�ons upon all who heard them, and certa�nly caused many 
people to th�nk about the role of women’s vo�ces �n Jew�sh mus�c. The khazntes’ 
prayers were not s�lent; rather, they were broadcast, recorded, and preserved 
for future generat�ons. The�r stor�es and the�r vo�ces deserve to be heard. 

Lady Cantor Madam Sophie Kurtzer (�896-�974)
 To beg�n l�sten�ng to th�s record�ng w�thout pr�or knowledge of who �s 

perform�ng can be an unsettl�ng exper�ence. The vo�ce �s uncanny; �t �s 
not qu�te fem�n�ne, nor �s �t mascul�ne. The �mage that comes to m�nd �s 
that of an unusually robust boy alto on the verge of a vo�ce change. It �s a 
sound apparently cult�vated through d�rect �m�tat�on of cantors.1 

The Chicago Daily Tribune of Apr�l �5, 19�1 tells an �nterest�ng story �n-
volv�ng Soph�e Kurtzer. The headl�ne reads: “Concert Fund, Manager Fl�t, 
Crowd R�ots — Art�sts, Unpa�d, Refuse to G�ve Program.” The art�cle tells of 
a concert about to beg�n when �t was suddenly d�scovered that the concert’s 
promoter had walked away w�th the concert proceeds. Upon hear�ng the 
news, the art�sts — Soph�e Kurtzer, advert�sed as “the only woman cantor �n 
the world,” and P�astor Bor�ssoff, a Russ�an v�ol�n�st — refused to perform 
unt�l they were pa�d what they had been prom�sed, desp�te the two thousand 
people who were crowded �nto Carmen’s Hall.

The crowd clamored for the concert to start. After some plead�ng, the art�sts 
agreed to perform part of the�r program. Desp�te Soph�e Kurtzer’s s�ng�ng of 
“a number of Hebrew hymns” and Bor�ssoff’s v�ol�n play�ng, some aud�ence 

1  Weiss, Samuel, liner notes to Mysteries of the Sabbath (Yazoo, 1994).
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members st�ll felt they had not rece�ved the�r money’s worth. The story ends 
w�th a pol�ce search for the culpr�t. 

We learn several th�ngs from th�s �nc�dent. F�rst of all, Soph�e Kurtzer, 
along w�th one other performer, was able to attract two thousand people to 
the concert. Although she was only twenty-four years old at the t�me, and 
had not yet released her record�ngs, she must have already made a name 
for herself. How she accompl�shed th�s �s a mystery. There �s no ev�dence of 
Soph�e s�ng�ng on the rad�o, and even �f she had, no nat�onal rad�o network 
ex�sted at the t�me.

Wh�le the amount of d�scovered �nformat�on about Soph�e Kurtzer �s not 
great, her vo�ce has been preserved on three modern record�ngs. The first �s 
called Di Eybike Mame: Women in Yiddish Theater and Popular Song, 1905 
— 1929, released �n �00� by Wergo Records. L�sted as “Lady Cantor Madam 
Soph�e Kurtzer (Adesser Khaznte, Cantor from Odessa),” Soph�e’s Kiddush for 
Shabbat evening �s �ncluded �n th�s comp�lat�on. The same p�ece �s �ncluded 
�n a CD ent�tled Mysteries of the Sabbath — Classic Cantorial Recordings: 
1907-1947 produced by Henry Sapozn�k and R�chard Nev�ns on the Yazoo 
label �n 199�. Soph�e �s the only woman �ncluded among cantor�al Master’s 
such as Yossele Rosenblatt, Gershon S�rota, Zavel Kwart�n and Dav�d Ro�t-
man. The last of the three modern record�ngs that �nclude Soph�e Kurtzer’s 
Kiddush �s a new �005 release by Tara Mus�c ent�tled Great Cantorial Singers: 
Masterpieces of the Synagogue, wh�ch also features the vo�ces of Bas Sheva, 
She�ndele, Perele Fe�g, and Fraydele Oysher.

It �s not apparent whether or not Soph�e Kurtzer was aware of how monu-
mental her record�ngs were. Wh�le the other khazntes sought fame cont�nually, 
Soph�e d�d not pursue s�ng�ng �n the later years of her l�fe. Perhaps the great-
est �mpact she made dur�ng her l�fet�me was on her n�ece, Bern�ce Kanefsky, 
who would later r�se to fame as “Bas Sheva”. 

Bas Sheva — Soul of a People (1925-1960)
 Just a few years ago the ent�re mus�cal world was saddened by the unt�mely 

death of Bas Sheva, the lovely young Pennsylvan�a-born s�nger whose 
magn�ficent vo�ce had electr�fied theater and concert aud�ences across the 
country. The daughter of a cantor and concert s�nger, she sang the anc�ent 
Hebra�c chants w�th a remarkable degree of authent�c�ty and emot�onal 
express�on, though as a woman, she was �nel�g�ble for the cantor�al call�ng 
herself. Th�s re-�ssue of her or�g�nal Cap�tol album conta�ns s�x prayers 
as they m�ght have been sung �n some l�ttle East European synagogue, or 
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�ts counterpart �n one of the great Amer�can c�t�es where �mm�grant Jews 
settled.�

Bas Sheva became the lead s�nger �n her husband Al Hausman’s band, and 
together they performed at wedd�ngs and became popular �n the “Borscht Belt” 
c�rcu�t of Catsk�lls resort hotels: Youngs Gap, G�lberts, P�nes, the Concord, 
and many others. The general layout of a Catsk�lls hotel show would cons�st 
of a s�nger who performed a forty-five m�nute set, followed by a comed�an 
who enterta�ned for an hour. 

Styl�st�cally, Bas She-
va was a Catsk�lls pop 
s�nger, molded �n the 
style of Judy Garland, 
who had someth�ng ex-
tra spec�al. Example 
1 .  shows a publ�c�ty 
photo of Bas Sheva at 
the outset of her career. 
She would s�ng popular 
songs �nclud�ng Rock a 
Bye Your Baby With a 
Dixie Melody and Fly-
ing Purple People Eater. 
In the m�ddle of her set, 
the l�ghts would d�m, 
a drum roll was heard, 
and Bas Sheva would 
put on a lace head cover-
�ng before s�ng�ng a b�g 
cantor�al number. Th�s 
un�que versat�l�ty was 
what set her apart from 
other female s�ngers. 

Example 1 . Publicity photo of Bas Sheva at the 
outset of her career.

The aud�ences reacted most strongly to Bas Sheva’s s�ng�ng of hazzanut. 
Only ten years had passed s�nce the end of World War II, and many a Holocaust 
surv�vor �n the Catsk�lls crowds broke out �n tears at Bas Sheva’s cantor�al 

2  Liner notes to Soul of a People.
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rend�t�ons. It �s reported that the comed�ans could not get a laugh out of the 
aud�ence after Bas Sheva sang!

Mark Hausman, the only ch�ld of Bas Sheva and Al Hausman, has ch�ldhood 
memor�es of h�s parents rent�ng a bungalow �n the Catsk�lls. Summert�me 
was espec�ally prosperous for the Hausmans, w�th Bas Sheva and Al be�ng 
sought after by hundreds of hotels and bungalow colon�es.� 

Newspaper ads and rev�ews found �n the Miami Herald, New York Times, 
Los Angeles Times, and even the Christian Science Monitor prov�de us w�th 
a tableau of h�ghl�ghts from Bas Sheva’s career.

She appeared �n a 19�9 film called Catskill Honeymoon that was made as 
an advert�sement for the Youngs Gap Hotel. The v�deo of �t, st�ll ava�lable for 
purchase from the Nat�onal Center for Jew�sh F�lm at Brande�s Un�vers�ty, 
features a var�ety of acts �n a Catsk�ll revue show, starr�ng popular s�ngers, 
actors and comed�ans. Bas Sheva �s �ntroduced as “a female cantor — a 
khaznte.” She appears �n a b�g fancy wh�te dress w�th sparkl�ng earr�ngs and 
a lace kippah. A beaut�ful g�rl w�th dark ha�r and complete command of the 
stage, Bas Sheva s�ngs Israel Schorr’s famous Sheyiboneh Beis HaMikdosh w�th 
a deep, r�ch tone. She uses chest vo�ce, and the cantor�al dreydlekh (styl�st�c 
vocal turns �n Eastern European hazzanut) flow effortlessly from her mouth. 
Yet, her vo�ce has a defin�te fem�n�ne qual�ty to �t. The second p�ece she s�ngs 
�s the tenor ar�a “Vest� La G�ubba” from Rugg�ero Leoncavallo’s opera, I Pa-
gliacci. It �s easy to understand how Bas Sheva’s aud�ences would have been 
completely capt�vated by her beauty, r�ch vo�ce, command of the stage, and 
unusual reperto�re. 

In 195� she came out w�th a solo album, The Soul of a People, for Cap�tol 
Records. On �t, she s�ngs the standard Sheyiboneh Beis HaMikdosh by Schorr, 
R’tseh by Aryeh Le�b Schlossberg and Habeit by Israel Alter (a compos�t�on 
that her father had prev�ously recorded). Zorei’a Ts’dokos, Mi She-Osoh Nissim 
and Sim Sholom — also �ncluded — appear to be or�g�nal arrangements of 
standard cantor�al mater�al. In a rev�ew of th�s album, Hazzan Samuel We�ss 
descr�bes Bas Sheva’s vo�ce as hav�ng the “bedrock of a cabaret s�nger” as op-
posed to the class�cal tra�n�ng of today’s female cantors.� Newspaper reports 
l�st 70,000 cop�es of her album as hav�ng been sold throughout the Un�ted 
States and Europe.5  

3  Personal interview with Mark Hausman, 2005.
4  Weiss, Samuel, posting to Jewish-Music@Shammash mailing list, March 5, 2001.
5  “Bas Sheva to Entertain Donor Guests,” Home News of Springfield Jewish Home 

for the Aged, November, 1956.
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Bas Sheva’s greatest fame came from her appearances on the Ed Sull�van 
show. Wh�le perform�ng �n a var�ety show at M�am�’s Mount S�na� Hosp�tal 
her talent was d�scovered by Ed Sull�van h�mself, the master of ceremon�es 
for that n�ght’s benefit program. L�ttle d�d he know that h�s �nv�tat�on to Bas 
Sheva to perform on h�s show would cause so much controversy.

After she appeared on the Ed Sull�van show for the first t�me �n 1956 w�th 
her standard Sheyiboneh Beis haMikdosh, the Un�on of Orthodox Rabb�s 
wrote a letter strongly object�ng to a woman s�ng�ng l�turg�cal texts on na-
t�onal telev�s�on. Interest�ngly enough, they also opposed the fact that she 
had sung these texts w�thout a head cover�ng! They d�scouraged Ed Sull�van 
from hav�ng Bas Sheva on h�s show aga�n. However, her fame was grow�ng, 
and Sull�van looked beyond the angry letters and �nv�ted Bas Sheva back for 
another appearance �n 1957. Wh�le she had appeared �n the beg�nn�ng of the 
l�neup for her first appearance, her second performance shows her �n the 
featured spot — the act just before the clos�ng number. Th�s was an obv�ous 
tr�bute to her popular�ty and effect�veness. 

The angry letters cont�nued after Bas Sheva’s second performance, and 
not only from the Orthodox Un�on. The m�nutes of the Execut�ve Counc�l 
of the Cantors Assembly, taken at a meet�ng held at the Jew�sh Theolog�-
cal Sem�nary on February �5, 1957, show an ent�re sect�on of the meet�ng 
devoted to d�scuss�ng Bas Sheva’s appearance on the Ed Sull�van show. It �s 
reported that Hazzan Charles Bloch, the Cantors Assembly representat�ve on 
the Nat�onal Jew�sh Mus�c Counc�l, publ�cly objected to Bas Sheva’s s�ng�ng 
on the Ed Sull�van show as a representat�ve of Jew�sh mus�c �n celebrat�on of 
Jew�sh Mus�c Month. Her performance was found object�onable. In reply, a 
representat�ve of the Jew�sh Welfare Board accepted respons�b�l�ty for her 
endorsement and “adm�tted that he was �n error and assured the Counc�l that 
such m�stakes w�ll not be repeated.” 

Hazzan Samuel Rosenbaum, then pres�dent of the Cantors Assembly, w�red 
a telegram to Ed Sull�van on the Assembly’s behalf, object�ng to Bas Sheva’s 
performance of l�turg�cal mus�c on h�s var�ety program. A letter was also sent 
to Cantor Lou�s L�pp�tz, honorary pres�dent of the Jew�sh M�n�sters Cantors 
Assoc�at�on who had also offic�ally endorsed “M�ss Sheva,” urg�ng h�m to th�nk 
tw�ce before g�v�ng such “unworthy and undeserv�ng” endorsements. 

Bas Sheva’s s�ster, Ga�l Taksel, remembers that although Ed Sull�van was 
very fond of Bas Sheva’s talent, he d�d not want the pressure of the rabb�n�cal 
and cantor�al author�t�es of New York. Bas Sheva offered to s�ng other mus�c, 
but Mr. Sull�van was only �nterested �n her for her un�que s�ng�ng of Jew�sh 
mus�c. Therefore, she was no longer �nv�ted to appear on h�s show. 
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An �nterest�ng d�vers�on �n Bas Sheva’s career came about when Les Baxter, 
a bandleader / composer of “lounge” or “bachelor pad” mus�c �n the 19�0s 
and 1950s, d�scovered her. Baxter heard the depth and v�sceral qual�ty of 
Bas Sheva’s vo�ce and was �nsp�red to wr�te The Passion for her — a p�ece �n 
s�x movements w�th full symphony orchestra and cho�r. The mus�c �s almost 
completely wordless, compr�sed of hums, groans, and grunts. It was extremely 
r�squé for �ts t�me. The p�ece conta�ns a movement called “lust” and another 
dep�ct�ng a ch�ld rape scene. Baxter was reportedly taken to court for federal 
pornography charges on account of �t. Accord�ng to Mark Hausman, com-
par�ng th�s p�ece to the hazzanut that h�s mother sang �s l�ke compar�ng “the 
sacred and the profane.” It shows a totally d�fferent s�de of Bas Sheva.6 

Most of her publ�c�ty came �n the form of advert�sements and rev�ews of 
the film (now a v�deo) Catskill Honeymoon and of several tour�ng Catsk�lls 
revue-type shows, such as Borscht Capades and Farfel Follies. Pra�se for Bas 
Sheva abounds �n these ads. “M�ss Bas Sheva, the daughter of a New York 
cantor, br�ngs a s�ng�ng style of a qual�ty that has attracted favorable operat�c 
not�ce.”7 Headl�nes �n the Los Angeles Times on October �1, 195� read Farfel 
Follies Boasts Notable Song Headliner, referr�ng to Bas Sheva, who “made a 
notable �mpress�on w�th her rend�t�ons of trad�t�onal Hebra�c melod�es that 
were powerful �n the�r dramat�c effect.”8

Pra�se for Bas Sheva’s un�que and powerful vo�ce abounds, yet one rev�ew, 
wr�tten by Bob Ell�s �n a M�am� newspaper �n 1951, really says �t all.

 Those who cont�nually look for reason for cast�gat�ng — and I have 
d�scovered that wr�t�ng a column and do�ng a rad�o program makes 
one a good target for such t�me wast�ng — have had a field day toss�ng 
barbs �n my d�rect�on for my not ment�on�ng Bas Sheva who �s currently 
mak�ng her first cabaret appearance at Copa C�ty. It �s a matter of record, 
however, that space �n th�s column today has been del�berately reserved 
for my comments on a woman who possesses one of the rarest talents I 
feel that I have been pr�v�leged to w�tness and hear. Bas Sheva came on the 
great Copa C�ty stage and electr�fied an aud�ence wh�ch doesn’t “electr�fy” 
eas�ly.

 Around me people sat stunned w�th the �mpact of her first song — “I’m 
Gonna L�ve T�ll I D�e.” Who �s she? What d�d the M.C. say her name was? 
Sensat�onal! Great! were some of the superlat�ves and comments. She 

6  Personal Interview with Mark Hausman, 2005.
7  Musical Alps, Los Angeles Times, June 13, 1950.
8  Schallert, Edwin. “Farfel Follies Boasts Notable Song Headliner,” Los Angeles 

Times: October 21, 1952.
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next offered “Where Can I Go” — a song brought back from abroad by 
Leo Fuld, who was g�ven the song by a Pol�sh d�splaced person who had 
wr�tten �t wh�le �n a concentrat�on camp. The rare art�stry of th�s woman 
who sang th�s song w�th a pass�on and fervor never heard on a n�ght club 
floor, was beg�nn�ng to h�t the Copa aud�ence w�th full �mpact. I glanced 
around and saw that people had stopped eat�ng — and were watch�ng and 
l�sten�ng and were exper�enc�ng that ch�ll that goes up and down one’s 
sp�ne when greatness �s be�ng w�tnessed.

 Next came the surpr�se of my l�fe �n the enterta�nment field. Bas Sheva 
had announced that she would now s�ng “Vest� La Gu�bba,” the great tenor 
ar�a from I Pagl�acc�. Who �s th�s woman who dares defy trad�t�on and 
s�ng an ar�a only our greatest tenors have dared tackle, thought I. My m�nd 
qu�etly dwelled on the poss�b�l�ty of hear�ng G�gl�, the great Ital�an tenor, 
approach w�th the same qu�et d�gn�ty an announcement that we would 
now s�ng the “Bell Song” from Lakmé. I chuckled and wa�ted — wa�ted 
for what I was sure would be a novelty vers�on, or burlesque vers�on, of 
the ar�a. I reached over for a s�p of coffee — and as I d�d so I heard a clear 
bel canto vo�ce — a vo�ce that m�ght well have been G�gl� h�mself. In clear, 
superb Ital�an, the lyr�cs poured forth — “I am but a clown, my heart �s 
broken, the world �s but a play — and every person there�n but an actor.” 
I d�d not look up on the stage aga�n, for fear that the �llus�on m�ght be 
broken – for �n my m�nd’s eye I recaptured the po�gnancy of the clown 
on the stage — s�ng�ng, though h�s heart �s broken. The ar�a fin�shed, a 
glance to the stage and she was st�ll there — Bas Sheva. I found �t almost 
�mposs�ble to bel�eve.

 The aud�ence roared approval, and Bas Sheva came back. Th�s t�me plac�ng 
on her head the cantor�al cap, or yarmulke, to s�ng l�ke I have never heard 
s�ng�ng before.“Shey�boneh Be�s Ham�kdosh” was M�ss Sheva’s next 
offer�ng. The chant of the people some for some two thousand years. The 
cry of the people whose temple had been ruthlessly defiled. Mus�c and 
words dep�ct�ng the endless str�fe, pathos and determ�nat�on to rebu�ld 
the�r house of worsh�p, and a place for themselves �n the world! The actual 
engagement and presentat�on of Bas Sheva �n a cabaret �s, to my way of 
th�nk�ng, an act worthy of part�cular commendat�on.9

I found only one rev�ew of her work that was less than glow�ng. Bagels and 
Yox of 1958, an Amer�can-Y�dd�sh Revue �n wh�ch bagels were tossed �nto 
the a�sles dur�ng the open�ng number, was not part�cularly well rece�ved by 
Melv�n Maddocks of the Christian Science Monitor. From h�m we learn that 
Bas Sheva’s role �n the show was to s�ng one cantor�al select�on, two trad�t�onal 
hymns, and one modern patr�ot�c Israel� ballad. He notes that Bas Sheva’s 

9  Ellis, Bob. Greater Miami After Dark, AM — Miami Beach, March 23, 1951.
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vo�ce has a range of more than three-and-a-half octaves, and says that her 
manner was spectacular, but that she sounded hoarse under the extreme 
demands she placed on her vo�ce.10

The demands that Bas Sheva placed upon herself as a performer grew to be 
too much for her health. Even after she gave b�rth to Mark �n 195�, Bas Sheva 
and Al cont�nued to tour, br�ng�ng the�r son along together w�th a nursema�d. 
Desp�te the �nsul�n �nject�ons that she gave herself da�ly, her health was af-
fected and she began to lose her v�s�on. Her doctors adv�sed g�v�ng up show 
bus�ness, say�ng that all of the travel�ng and perform�ng was too stressful. For 
Bas Sheva, s�ng�ng was her l�fe, and g�v�ng �t up was not a poss�b�l�ty.

In an effort to accommodate her doctors’ concerns, Bas Sheva and Al 
dec�ded to take a luxury l�ner to Puerto R�co, where she had been engaged 
to perform. Rather than fly, they would enjoy a free cru�se together, made 
poss�ble by a few performances on board. Never hav�ng been on a sh�p be-
fore, Bas Sheva suffered terr�ble seas�ckness and went to the sh�p’s doctor for 
med�cat�on. The doctor on board d�d not take her med�cal h�story correctly. 
The med�c�ne he gave her for her seas�ckness reacted w�th her �nsul�n �njec-
t�ons and �nstantly k�lled her. The date was February 11, 1960. At the age of 
��, Bas Sheva was bur�ed �n Woodbr�dge, New Jersey.

Sheindele di Khaznte (1915-1981)
 Robed woman sings Hebrew church music

 Shatter�ng the anc�ent trad�t�ons of the synagogue, a woman donned 
sat�n robes of br�dal wh�te and sang Hebrew l�turg�cal mus�c to a large 
aud�ence at Orchestra Hall yesterday afternoon. She prefers to be known 
as “She�ndele the Khazente” — khazente be�ng the fem�n�ne form of the 
Hebrew term for cantor — but actually she �s an Amer�can g�rl, Jean 
Gorn�sh of Ph�ladelph�a. Only an expert �n the h�ghly spec�al�zed field of 
Jew�sh mus�c could properly evaluate She�ndele’s treatment of the anc�ent 
prayers and chants. Convent�onal cr�t�cal standards are of l�ttle purpose 
here... Judged from the purely vocal aspect, She�ndele often appears to be 
�m�tat�ng the male tenor vo�ce, and there �s actually very l�ttle of normal 
vocal�zat�on �n her presentat�on. But there �s an unm�stakable a�r of 
art�stry �n the prec�s�on and exactness and �n the somet�mes throbb�ng 
emot�onal�sm w�th wh�ch her songs are projected. Probably the ma�n gauge 
of her ab�l�ty was the response of the aud�ence, and th�s was frequently 

10  Maddocks, Melvin, “American Yiddish Review Presented at the Shubert,” Christian 
Science Monitor, November 26, 1957. 
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stormy, often break�ng out �n unrestra�ned applause before the canteuse 
— �f that be the proper term — had even reached the end of a number.11

Born Jean Gorn�sh, She�ndele’s fame would spread far beyond her hometown 
of Ph�ladelph�a. 

Almost all of the art�cles about She�ndele show her perform�ng �n a Jew�sh 
context. A frequently used b�ography even makes the cla�m that after h�gh 
school, she had many offers to perform �n bands and at “swanky n�ght clubs,” 
but she had made up her m�nd to become a “woman cantor.” There are only a 
few �nstances, early �n her career, �n wh�ch Jean sang �n a non-Jew�sh context. 
At age e�ghteen she sang for the Halloween and New Year’s Eve part�es at the 
Lamb Tavern Inn, perform�ng under the name of “Jean Walker — Sl�ck Song 
B�rd.”1� One cannot help but wonder what her parents would have thought 
of that! It �s very poss�ble that she used th�s stage name to avo�d word gett�ng 
back to them and to the Jew�sh commun�ty.

 In 19�6 we see Jean be�ng referred to as a khaznte. The Y�dd�sh ad for the 
Buk�er Benefic�al Assoc�at�on advert�ses di yiddishe khaznte — ir vet zikher 
hanoeh hobn fun ihre khazonishe nigunim (the Jew�sh khaznte — you w�ll 
surely enjoy her cantor�al melod�es). In add�t�on, she �s b�lled several t�mes 
as di barimte odesser khaznte mis dzhin gornish (the famous khaznte from 
Odessa – M�ss Jean Gorn�sh). Know�ng, as we do, that she was from Ph�la-
delph�a, we can assume that th�s had to be a publ�c�ty stunt. 

By 19�7 Jean was appear�ng regularly on rad�o stat�ons WRAX and WPEN. 
“Jean Gorn�sh, alto” �s l�sted as be�ng a part of the prem�ere talk show This 
is the Land w�th key speaker Rabb� Edward Israel, Cha�rman of the Central 
Conference of Reform Rabb�s’ Comm�ttee on Soc�al Just�ce.1� She was also a 
featured s�nger on the Planters H�-Hat Peanut O�l rad�o show on WSBC. 

Mary Bernste�n, a class�cal s�nger who was a contemporary of She�ndele’s 
on the Planters Peanut O�l show, expla�ns that She�ndele had the freedom 
to choose her own new mater�al each week, and that var�ous s�ngers would 
s�ng the Planters theme song together. Some of these s�ngers, �nclud�ng both 
Mary and She�ndele, would also perform revue shows of duets and solos �n 
the Catsk�lls, �n Atlant�c C�ty and all around Ph�ladelph�a. Wh�le Mary and 
She�ndele never developed a close personal fr�endsh�p, Mary remembers 

11  Goldberg, Albert. “Robed Woman Sings Hebrew Church Music,” Chicago Daily 
Tribune: December 25, 1944.

12  Idem.
13  Sheindele’s Archives at the Philadelphia Jewish Archive Center.
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She�ndele as a n�ce, generous person who was �n a league of her own w�th 
her cantor�al mus�c.1� 

In 19�8, when Jean was twenty-two years old, we see a real sh�ft �n her b�ll-
�ng. Instead of “Jean Gorn�sh the alto,” she became “She�ndele the Khaznte 
— the world’s only woman cantor.”15 She�ndele performed for many organ�za-
t�ons �n the Ph�ladelph�a area, l�sted as “the famous g�rl cantor,” and di zisse 
khenevdike zingerin (the sweet, lovely s�nger). At th�s po�nt she had ach�eved 
enough fame for news of her bout w�th append�c�t�s and her recovery from 
�t to be wr�tten about �n the newspaper!16

The 19�0s represented the he�ght of She�ndele’s career. Whereas pr�nted 
programs from the prev�ous decade descr�be She�ndele perform�ng w�th folk 
s�ngers and comed�ans, dur�ng the 19�0s she was more l�kely to share a rec�tal 
or rad�o program w�th a cantor. Programs show her appear�ng w�th Cantors 
Shlomo Goldenberg, Jacob Bark�n, Peretz Lemkof and Zanvel Kwart�n, and she 
was usually the featured enterta�nment, rather than the open�ng act. She�ndele 
produced and sponsored gala shows of her own �n wh�ch she �nv�ted both 
secular and Jew�sh performers to ra�se money for var�ous char�t�es. Advert�se-
ments were taken out �n program books by fam�ly and fr�ends. She had many 
fans and supporters. There �s even ev�dence of a “Khaznte’s fan club!”17

As news of the “lovely lady cantor” spread further, so d�d She�ndele’s ap-
pearances. She performed �n Wash�ngton DC, �n M�lwaukee, and �n a monu-
mental event at Ch�cago’s Orchestra Hall — �n 19�� — under the Harry Zelzer 
Concert Management. She gave rec�tals for every hol�day, �nclud�ng Hanuk-
kah, Pur�m, Shavuot and even Mother’s Day. Example 2 . shows She�ndele’s 
personal transcr�pt�on of Jacob Rapaport’s Brokhoh fun Hallel, the cantor’s 
bened�ct�on pr�or to lead�ng the rec�tat�on of Psalms 11�-118.18

14  Personal Interview with Mary Bernstein, 2005.
15  Sheindele’s Archives at the National Museum of American Jewish History.
16  Sheindele’s Archives at the Philadelphia Jewish Archive Center.
17  Sheindele’s Archives at the National Museum of American Jewish History.
18  Her notation follows Cantor Mordechai Hershman’s recording of Rapaport’s 

composition, complete with brief instrumental riffs between sections (Philadelphia: 
Gratz College Library), Rare Books Collection of the Music Department.
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Example 2 . Sheindele’s personal transcription of Jacob Rapaport’s Brokhoh fun 
Hallel, after Mordechai Hershman’s recording.

There were some performances that blur the l�ne between She�ndele as a 
performer and She�ndele as a cantor. Wh�le she certa�nly could not lead ser-
v�ces �n a synagogue, the Passover seder was a un�que opportun�ty �n wh�ch she 
was allowed more freedom. Throughout the years, programs show She�ndele 
appear�ng alongs�de other cantors lead�ng sedarim �n Atlant�c C�ty hotels. 
Eventually, She�ndele was able to lead the seder on her own. In an undated 
cl�pp�ng, Hotel Jenoff advert�ses: “She�ndele w�ll offic�ate w�th her own cho�r 
at the Passover sedarim.”19 She�ndele ass�sted several cantors �n lead�ng H�gh 
Hol�day serv�ces that took place �n hotels, and at t�mes served as a cho�r d�rec-
tor and solo�st. She was once the featured solo�st at Ph�ladelph�a’s Metropol�tan 
Opera House w�th Hazzan Peretz Lemkof offic�at�ng. Furthermore, there are 
several examples of She�ndele actually conduct�ng serv�ces, though the type 
of serv�ce �s unclear. In 19�5, she “conducted serv�ces” for the Pennsylvan�a 
Army and Navy Serv�ce Comm�ttee. Later cl�pp�ngs show that she led ser-

19  Sheindele’s Archives at the Philadelphia Jewish Archives Center.
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v�ces at a hosp�tal. Her n�ece, Ma�da Averbach, cla�ms that she d�d lead some 
actual Shabbat serv�ces. Though she could not offic�ate �n a synagogue, �t �s 
s�gn�ficant that She�ndele d�d lead serv�ces �n some capac�ty. 

She�ndele’s arch�ves show fewer programs from the 1950s. When asked 
about th�s gap �n her s�ng�ng career, Ma�da expla�ns that She�ndele had 
problems w�th arthr�t�s and also developed a nodule on her vocal cords at 
one po�nt and had to l�m�t her s�ng�ng. She was able to recover and her fame 
certa�nly d�d not d�m�n�sh, for several of her key performances took place �n 
the early 1960s.

She�ndele began appear�ng more frequently on the Y�dd�sh stage, �nclud-
�ng the Park Theater �n Ch�cago and the Folksb�ene �n New York C�ty. She 
was always featured as a solo mus�cal performer, and d�d not appear �n any 
of the dramat�c sk�ts.

On May 1, 1960, “Cantor She�ndele” took part �n a major cantor�al concert 
�n Carneg�e Hall, starr�ng Cantors Dav�d Kusev�tsky, Bela Hershkow�tz, Zvee 
Aron� and fellow khaznte Perele Fe�g. Performances at var�ous synagogues 
and organ�zat�ons cont�nued throughout the 1960s. When She�ndele left 
her regular rad�o broadcast on the Planters H�-Hat Peanut O�l show, WSBC 
rad�o stat�on called upon all “lovers of l�turg�cal mus�c” to arrange a farewell 
banquet and concert �n her honor.�0 

She�ndele’s s�ng�ng career slowed down cons�derably as the 1970s ap-
proached. Her later years were spent �n Tenafly, New Jersey, where she worked 
at an office job �n a hosp�tal and, as always, spent t�me w�th her fam�ly. 

Exam�n�ng p�ctures of She�ndele, one m�ght guess that she was a ser�ous, 
qu�et, stud�ous type of woman. Her fam�ly says qu�te the oppos�te! She�ndele 
brought l�fe w�th her wherever she went. She was a comed�an! She l�ked jokes, 
loved to have fun, and always made everyone laugh at the d�nner table. Her 
n�ece remembers her dr�v�ng to Atlant�c C�ty wear�ng funny glasses w�th a 
mustache and a b�g nose just to get a laugh. Her brother S�dney calls her a “l�ve 
w�re,” cla�m�ng that she made every simkhe (Y�dd�sh: celebratory occas�on) 
a real simhah (Hebrew: joy). She would take over as m�stress of ceremon�es 
— enterta�n�ng, s�ng�ng and tell�ng jokes. She would lead the�r fam�ly’s se-
darim and would breathe l�fe �nto the Haggadah, dramat�cally act�ng out the 
parable of the four sons and encourag�ng everyone to s�ng and harmon�ze 
the seder songs w�th her.�1

20  Sheindele’s Archives at the National Museum of American Jewish History.
21  Personal Interviews with Honey Levin, Maida Averbach, and Sidney Gornish, 

2005.
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She�ndele loved hav�ng fam�ly come to her house. Her nephew Marv�n 
remembers v�s�t�ng She�ndele on Sundays �n the summer and go�ng sw�m-
m�ng �n her pool. She�ndele’s s�ster Honey says that �t breaks her heart to 
remember the end of her s�ster’s l�fe. She�ndele suffered from lung cancer, 
wh�ch eventually caused her death �n Apr�l of 1981 at the age of s�xty-s�x. 
Honey rema�ned by her s�de unt�l the end.�� 

 Soon after She�ndele’s pass�ng her s�ster, Sylv�a S�lver, donated much of 
She�ndele’s mater�als to the Ph�ladelph�a Jew�sh Arch�ves Center and to the 
Nat�onal Museum of Amer�can Jew�sh H�story, both located �n Ph�ladelph�a. 
There are albums full of her publ�c�ty mater�al, concert programs, newspaper 
ads, sheet mus�c, a notebook of She�ndele’s compos�t�ons, full s�ze posters 
from her performances, and var�ous objects �nclud�ng her H�gh Hol�day 
prayerbook cover and cantor�al robe. 

Perele Feig — Hungarian Khaznte (�9�0-�987)
 Dressed �n cantor�al costume, Perele Fe�g created a deep �mpress�on. Her 

vo�ce �s unusually r�ch and warm, w�th sombre qual�t�es �n low reg�ster and 
upper tenor tones of str�k�ng t�mbre. Bes�des hav�ng mastered the cantor�al 
trad�t�on, M�ss Fe�g �s an �mpress�ve s�nger by concert standards. There 
were many reward�ng moments dur�ng her s�ng�ng of cantor�al and folk 
song groups. She uses her warm, powerful vo�ce w�th the consc�ence of 
any art�st and �t was often t�mes a source of wonder how she ma�nta�ned 
such a clar�ty of l�ne when s�ng�ng so fervently. She �s an art�st whose 
resources of movement, gesture, fac�al mob�l�ty and dramat�c �nst�nct are 
uncommonly compell�ng.��

Perele’s career began rather late �n l�fe, after she marr�ed Jack Schwartz whom 
she had met through a fam�ly fr�end, and gave b�rth to the�r only ch�ld, a 
daughter named Renee. Wh�le vacat�on�ng �n the Catsk�lls, Perele was walk�ng 
around humm�ng to herself, as she always d�d. The owner of the Avon Lodge, 
Meyer Artk�n, overheard her vo�ce and told her that she had tremendous talent 
and really should do someth�ng w�th �t. Perele had been reared �n a commun�ty 
where women were not encouraged to s�ng solo, let alone s�ng hazzanut, and 
Atk�n’s s�mple encouragement was enough to get her started. 

Once she was heard, �t was �nev�table that her career would take off qu�ckly. 
Between the 1950s and 1970s, she performed on a rad�o program over New 
York’s stat�on WEVD, first on a Saturday n�ght segment, and later on Sunday. 

22  Personal Interviews with Marvin Gornish and Honey Levin, 2005.
23  Maley, S. Roy, in The Winnipeg Tribune.
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Perele was accompan�ed by composer Abraham Ellste�n and sponsored by 
Shap�ro’s W�ne. She would usually s�ng her theme, the refra�n from Joshua 
Samuel We�sser’s R’tseh Asirosom, one full cantor�al number, and one Y�dd�sh 
folk song. Because she had to s�ng new p�eces every week, Perele developed 
a vast reperto�re. Her daughter Renee remembers that although her mother 
constantly performed her favor�tes, she was always learn�ng new mater�al. 
Contemporar�es of Perele’s who sang on the Jew�sh rad�o stat�ons cla�m that 
Perele tr�ed everyth�ng, and was not afra�d to �nterpret any of the Master’s’ 
p�eces.�� 

Hazzan�m Solomon and Jacob Mendelson, whose parents were close fr�ends 
of the Fe�g fam�ly, remember Perele’s s�ng�ng of Tiher Rabi Yishmoel, a rec�ta-
t�ve that was more closely �dent�fied w�th the cantor who wrote �t — Zavel 
Kwart�n, — than any other. They cla�m that note for note, Perele sounded 
exactly l�ke Kwart�n. Jack Mendelson once played her record�ng of th�s p�ece 
for Israel Goldste�n, then dean of the Hebrew Un�on College’s School of Sacred 
Mus�c, and even he thought that �t was Kwart�n s�ng�ng! Sol Mendelson �s 
of the op�n�on that Kwart�n’s p�eces worked so well �n Perele’s vo�ce because 
h�s mus�c stayed pr�mar�ly �n a m�ddle reg�ster, w�th occas�onal upper-octave 
leaps. She never attempted s�ng�ng mater�al that requ�red a susta�ned h�gh 
reg�ster, such as that of Moshe Koussev�tsky. Perele’s trademark p�eces were 
Kwart�n’s Teka BeShofar Godol and UveYom Simhaskhem, wh�ch she would 
s�ng success�vely. The Teka opens w�th a famous dreydl wh�ch she na�led per-
fectly each and every t�me. Accord�ng to Sol, Perele could s�ng every dreydl 
and krekhts�5 ever wr�tten!�6

Perele was well known on the cantor�al concert c�rcu�t. She sang �n all of 
the Catsk�lls hotels, appeared regularly �n St. Lou�s, and even had �nv�tat�ons 
to s�ng �n South Afr�ca, wh�ch she never accepted. Other concert venues 
�ncluded the H�stadruth of New York and New Jersey, the Breakers Hotel �n 
Atlant�c C�ty, the Young Israel Synagogues of New York and Boston, Br�th 
Ach�m of Ph�ladelph�a, the Marmaros Federat�on of New York and Cleve-
land, Ocean Parkway Jew�sh Center of Brooklyn, Beth Tzedec of Toronto, 
the He�ghts Temple of Cleveland, Oh�o, and Congregat�on T�fereth Judah of 
Revere, Massachusetts.�7 

24  Personal Interviews with Renee Rotker, Barry Serota of Musique International, 
and Elizabeth Grossman, colleague of Perele Feig, 2005.

25 traditional vocal “cry” in the Eastern European style of hazzanut
26  Personal Interviews with Solomon and Jacob Mendelson, 2005.
27  Brochures from the Jewish Lecture Center Bureau, Feig Family Collection.
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Perele’s typ�cal concert cons�sted of mostly cantor�al p�eces comb�ned w�th 
a few Y�dd�sh folk songs. She appeared at prest�g�ous venues such as Town 
Hall and even Carneg�e Hall, �n a concert sponsored by WEVD and featur�ng 
Cantors Dav�d Kusev�tsky, Zvee Aron� and She�ndele d� Khaznte.

Perele also appeared on the Y�dd�sh stage, although she d�d not perform 
there as a dramat�c actress. Dur�ng a typ�cal even�ng a mov�e would be shown, 
followed by a vaudev�lle comedy act, followed by a s�nger. Perele performed 
w�th all the famous actors of the t�me, �nclud�ng Henr�etta Jacobson, Molly 
P�con and Menashe Skuln�k. She made several record�ngs on the Reena label, 
and l�ke the other khazntes, enterta�ned at wedd�ngs s�ng�ng the fam�l�ar 
ViMalei by Brody�8 and Carr�e Jacobs’ I Love You Truly.�9

A Hanukkah concert program from 1955, �n wh�ch “Khazente Perele Fe�g” 
performed as the guest art�st w�th the Jew�sh Commun�ty Cho�r and Orchestra 
of W�nn�peg, �s typ�cal. In her first set she performed Oshamnu Mikol Am, 
Modim Anahnu Lokh, VeHu Rahum Yekhaper Ovon and Sholesh S’eudes. Her 
second set �ncluded Tiher Rabi Yishmoel, Rozo DeShabbos, Birkhas Kohanim 
and Nigndl.�0 Many of these same select�ons can be heard on a recent record�ng 
of the Khazntes — Great Cantorial Singers — Masterpieces of the Synagogue 
— released �n �005 by Tara Mus�c. 

Goldie Malavsky – The Malavsky Family Singers 
(�923-�995)

 So Papa came to us and sa�d, “Ch�ldren, s�nce New York has accepted you, 
we’re go�ng to Israel, and we have to see how Israel should accept us.” In 
195�, they made a tr�p for us to Israel. It was a beaut�ful exper�ence. We 
made two, three concerts a day. We worked so hard, we all lost we�ght! 
They had all generat�ons of Israel�s come see us. They loved us so much...
espec�ally Gold�e. They kept say�ng, “Gold�e Malavsky, stay here, and Golda 
Me�r should go home.” They fell �n love w�th her. They used to follow us 
around the streets say�ng “G’veret Gold�e.” It was just beaut�ful.�1

28 Editor’s note: Brody was the name of the town where the actual composer, Marcus 
Strelisker (1806-1857) lived.

29  Personal Interview with Renee Rotker, 2005.
30  Chanukah Concert Program, Jewish Musical Club of Winnipeg, Dec. 11, 1955. 

Feig Family Collection.
31  Malavsky Sisters’ Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish Music, 

1998.
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Gold�e was born �n Ph�ladelph�a on October �9, 19��, and she was the ch�ld 
who first started s�ng�ng w�th her father Samuel at the young age of four. 
Hazzan Malavsky would take her on tour w�th h�m to s�ng �n concerts and 
�n serv�ces. By the age of s�x, Gold�e had her own rad�o program. She would 
s�ng a new p�ece each week, and her father would accompany her on p�ano. 

An advert�sement �n the Washington Post dated December �1, 19�6 publ�-
c�zes a serv�ce and concert at the Jew�sh Commun�ty Center �n wh�ch Samuel 
Malavsky would be ass�sted by “h�s talented eleven-year-old daughter, Goldele, 
who s�ngs folk songs and chants �n cantor style.” Gold�e’s boy�sh alto vo�ce 
was perfect for the solos a young boy would typ�cally s�ng, and so Samuel 
taught Gold�e these solos and traveled w�th her, astound�ng many aud�ences 
w�th the un�que ab�l�t�es of h�s young daughter. 

As young women l�v�ng �n Cal�forn�a, Gold�e and her older s�ster G�tt�e 
jo�ned together to form a duo called “the Marl�n S�sters.” Want�ng to draw on 
the�r d�verse mus�cal ab�l�t�es, they sang country, pop, and Y�dd�sh songs. An 
offer to s�ng on a WMGM rad�o program starr�ng Harry H�rschfield brought 
them to New York w�th the�r father. G�tt�e remembers the long tra�n r�de. It 
was Chr�stmas Eve, and sold�ers were travel�ng �n the same car. She relates:

 My father got really upset that the boys were mak�ng eyes at the g�rls... 
so �n the m�ddle of the n�ght he sa�d, “The only th�ng you can do to keep 
the boys qu�et �s to s�ng.” So we sang all the Chr�stmas carols... to help the 
boys qu�et down and go to sleep.��

The Malavsky Fam�ly S�ngers came �nto be�ng around the Shabbat d�nner 
table. It was there that they would spend hours s�ng�ng zemirot, harmon�z�ng 
w�th each other, and learn�ng new p�eces that Samuel composed. The ch�ldren 
�mprov�sed natural harmon�es and created a sound so �mpress�ve that �t would 
attract the ne�ghbors to come l�sten outs�de the open w�ndows. Dur�ng World 
War II the fam�ly rece�ved the�r first offer to s�ng the H�gh Hol�day serv�ces 
together, �n San Franc�sco. Th�s group performance was so successful that 
Samuel dec�ded the fam�ly should move to New York where they would have 
more opportun�t�es to cap�tal�ze on the�r collect�ve talent. 

In New York, the Malavsky fam�ly ga�ned fame and recogn�t�on. They trav-
eled frequently, s�ng�ng �n concerts, lead�ng serv�ces, and appear�ng on the 
rad�o. They were a un�que phenomenon and were sought after �n c�t�es all over 
the Un�ted States and �n Canada. As they drove thousands of m�les �n order 
to perform, the ch�ldren would s�ng to prevent themselves from fight�ng �n 

32  Malavsky Sisters’ Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish Music, 
1998.
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the car! The c�t�es where they enjoyed the�r b�ggest successes were Montreal, 
Quebec and Schenectady, New York.�� 

Desp�te all the accolades, the Malavskys also attracted a great deal of op-
pos�t�on. They usually had to daven �n spec�al H�gh Hol�day serv�ces set up 
�n hotels because the g�rls were not allowed to s�ng �n Orthodox synagogues. 
Even �n these hotel serv�ces they encountered many problems. Samuel Ma-
lavsky, however, v�ewed h�s daughters as ch�ldren who loved to s�ng, and felt 
that they deserved to be heard. Gold�e’s s�ster, Ruth Malavsky, bel�eves that 
her father would have been more famous and less controvers�al had he gone 
out on h�s own, but she adds that h�s fam�ly meant everyth�ng to h�m.��

 The b�ggest trouble we had was w�th rabb�s who had noth�ng better to do. 
They found somewhere �n the Talmud that you shouldn’t hear a woman’s 
vo�ce. They wouldn’t let us �nto the shuls, and so we sang �n hotels. And the 
rabb�s who wouldn’t let us �nto the�r shuls used to come and buy t�ckets 
to hear us. 

 Hazzan Malavsky taught h�s daughters along w�th h�s sons because, he 
sa�d, “I thought �t was an example to show ch�ldren that �t was poss�ble 
to be Amer�can — and to s�ng �n Hebrew, too.”�5 He was appalled by the 
hypocr�sy of many rabb�s and by the way they m�streated h�s daughters. 
H�s frustrat�on led h�m to publ�sh a study �n a Canad�an newspaper about 
synagogue cho�rs that �ncluded g�rls d�sgu�sed as boys �n order to ach�eve 
a certa�n vocal sound.�6  

To the g�rls, rabb�n�c oppos�t�on felt l�ke personal attacks. They had spent 
the�r ent�re l�ves learn�ng to daven, learn�ng prayers and compos�t�ons for 
Shabbat and every hol�day, and some people wanted to forb�d them from do-
�ng what they were ra�sed to do, s�mply because they were g�rls. The Malavsky 
s�sters remember an �nc�dent �n wh�ch young Has�d�m �n the Crown He�ghts 
sect�on of Brooklyn threw a st�nk bomb �nto the shul where the Malavsky 
fam�ly was s�ng�ng. It was the�r mother, Harr�et, who came to the rescue and 
restored order �n the serv�ce.

The Malavsky fam�ly appeared throughout the Catsk�ll Mounta�ns’ Borscht 
C�rcu�t hotels. They were frequent guests at the Concord and Gross�nger’s, and 
always led the Passover sedarim at one of the hotels. The�r concert programs 
were very d�verse. They would all come out onto stage wear�ng cantor�al robes, 

33  Malavsky Sisters’ Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish Music, 
1998.

34  Personal Interview with Ruth and Gittie Malavksy, 2005.
35  Gardner, Sandra. New Jerseyans, New York Times, June 10, 1984.
36  Personal Interview with Rabbi Morton Malavsky, 2005.
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prayer shawls, and skullcaps. Mi She-Osoh Nissim was the fam�ly’s favor�te 
song, and they used �t as the�r open�ng number. Th�s was followed by three or 
four add�t�onal l�turg�cal p�eces. Hazzan Samuel would then speak a b�t. He 
had a wonderful rapport w�th h�s aud�ences. The fam�ly would then leave the 
stage, and Avreml, the oldest son, would del�ver a few jokes. Apparently, he 
was so handsome that “all the women �n the aud�ence loved h�m.” Follow�ng 
the comedy act, G�tt�e and Gold�e would come back on stage, now �n n�ce 
dresses, to perform as the Marl�n S�sters. F�nally, the rest of the fam�ly would 
return to conclude w�th a few group numbers.

The Malavsky s�sters all confirm that the�r father d�d not often s�ng solos 
w�thout h�s cho�r, but that he would take the khazonishe parts of the l�turg�cal 
numbers, and that they accompan�ed h�m by s�ng�ng chords and harmon�z-
�ng on the responses. Gold�e would take the famous “boy alto” solos. She 
garnered fame for some of these solos – namely, her Kevakoros and Havein 
Yakir Li. Ruth�e jo�ned Gold�e �n the alto sect�on, Avreml and Morty were 
both bar�tones, and Menucha and G�tt�e sang soprano. Often, an alto solo 
taken by Gold�e would lead �nto a soprano — alto duet. G�tt�e and Menucha, 
who both posessed lovely soprano vo�ces, would alternate on the soprano 
solos. Accord�ng to G�tt�e, �f one squeezed the other’s hand, that was a s�gnal 
that she would take the h�gh note. It was true teamwork!�7 

The Malavsky fam�ly made many record�ngs, reportedly more than any other 
Jew�sh fam�ly ensemble �n the world.�8 The�r earl�est record�ngs were put out 
on the D�sk and Banner labels. Under the T�kva Records label, the Malavskys 
released The Passover Festival, produced by Allen B. Jacobs �n 1959, Cantorial 
Masterworks and Songs My Mother Sang to Me. Other record�ngs �nclude The 
Malavsky Family Sings Yiddish, Passover Seder Service, Hebrew Folk Songs, 
Pearls of Liturgical Masterpieces, Sabbath with the Malavsky Family, High 
Holiday Selections by the Malavsky Family, Holiday Prayers and Favorites of 
Cantors, wh�ch conta�ns an Av Harahamim cantor�al solo sung by Gold�e. 
Bes�de the more secular record�ngs that Gold�e and G�tt�e made as the Mar-
l�n S�sters, Gold�e also released several cantor�al s�ngles.�9 An advert�sement 
from Metro Mus�c Company l�sts Gold�e Malavsky separately from Samuel 
Malavsky and Cho�r, and offers a spec�al on three ten-�nch records — Yehi 
Rotson, Zokhreinu LeHayim, and Ikh Benk Aheym — for the pr�ce of $�.98. 

37  The Malavsky Sisters’ Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish 
Music, 1998.
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39  The Malavsky Sisters’ Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish 
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The Malavsky ch�ldren also worked �n Y�dd�sh Theater. Th�s meant perfor-
mances on Fr�day even�ngs and Saturday afternoons, and although Samuel 
and Harr�et would not attend these performances, they let the�r ch�ldren 
make the�r own dec�s�ons regard�ng rel�g�ous observance and perform�ng. 
Gold�e and G�tt�e were regulars at the Cl�nton Street Theater. It was through 
the theater that they really learned how to speak Y�dd�sh. 

Beg�nn�ng �n 195�, Samuel Malavsky set up tours �n Israel for h�s fam�ly. 
As stated, the group was beloved there, rece�v�ng greater acceptance from 
Israel’s rel�g�ous commun�ty than from the one �n Amer�ca.�0 

The Malavsky fam�ly’s performances slowed down as, one by one, the ch�l-
dren marr�ed. The�r spouses and �n-laws d�d not want them to travel anymore, 
and �t became more d�fficult to get the fam�ly together. The Malavsky name �s 
st�ll known and respected �n the Un�ted States and �n Israel. Many of Samuel 
Malavsky’s hazzan�c sett�ngs – �n the style of h�s mentor, Josef Rosenblatt 
— have become well known throughout the world, some of them atta�n�ng 
the status of synagogue standards. The Israel� army cho�r regularly s�ngs h�s 
st�rr�ng melod�es for Havein Yakir Li and Kevakoros. Gold�e’s daughter once 
v�s�ted the Great Synagogue �n Jerusalem. Upon learn�ng of her presence, the 
cantor dec�ded on the spot to do an ent�re Malavsky serv�ce w�th h�s male 
cho�r. The Malavsky fam�ly story never really ends, for they have kept Hazzan 
Samuel Malavsky’s mus�c al�ve by pass�ng �t on to the�r ch�ldren and grand-
ch�ldren, who cont�nue to bear the legacy of the Malavsky Fam�ly S�ngers. 

Fraydele Oysher – Oy Iz Dos a Fraydele! (�9�3-2003)
	 Blessed w�th a magn�ficent vo�ce and always surrounded by an aura 

of rel�g�ous mus�c, Fraydele Oysher’s r�se �n the Y�dd�sh Theatre was 
meteor�c, and soon she went on to become the foremost s�ng�ng star of 
that genre... The name Fraydele Oysher has become synonymous w�th 
mus�cal exc�tement. Be �t l�turg�cal chant, a theatre song, or a typ�cal 
Y�dd�sh folk song, the l�steners have the feel�ng that they are hear�ng �t 
for the first t�me. She has the un�que g�ft of mak�ng each song she s�ngs 
sound as �f �t were wr�tten expressly for Fraydele Oysher.�1

Fraydele was e�ght years old when her fam�ly em�grated to Amer�ca and settled 
�n Ph�ladelph�a. Soon after the�r arr�val, Zel�g and L�ll�e Oysher d�scovered 
the�r daughter’s s�ng�ng talent. They were extremely exc�ted by what they 

40  The Malavsky Sisters’ Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish 
Music, 1998.

41  Civic Playhouse program notes.
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heard, and began to find publ�c arenas �n wh�ch Fraydele could s�ng. She 
jo�ned M�khl Gelbart’s cho�r at the Workmans’ C�rcle, but that d�d not last 
long. M�khl told her that her vo�ce was too �dent�fiable and could not blend 
�n w�th the group. Instead, M�khl chose to work w�th Fraydele pr�vately on 
s�ng�ng Y�dd�sh folk songs.

Fraydele was soon s�ng�ng her folk songs on the major Jew�sh rad�o sta-
t�ons �n Ph�ladelph�a: WCAU; WFAN; and WREX. The first song Fraydele 
sang �n publ�c was Secunda’s A Mameh Iz Di Beste Fraynd (A Mother �s the 
Best Fr�end). Her first job was a performance for the Rouman�an Hebrew 
Benefic�al Assoc�at�on. Fraydele sang alongs�de her father �n h�s synagogue 
cho�r, often jo�n�ng h�m �n duets and tr�os. 

Meanwh�le, Fraydele’s older brother Mo�she was rap�dly mak�ng a name 
for h�mself, land�ng roles �n the Y�dd�sh Theater at the age of s�xteen. Fol-
low�ng h�s �dol, Bor�s Tomashefsky, Mo�she moved to New York to pursue a 
theatr�cal career. When Fraydele turned fifteen, Mo�she brought her to New 
York to s�ng �n a theatr�cal performance. Fraydele, who adored her brother 
and wanted to �m�tate everyth�ng that he d�d, dec�ded that New York was the 
place for her, and she never returned to Ph�ladelph�a.�� 

In a v�deo �nterv�ew w�th the M�lken Arch�ve of Amer�can Jew�sh Mus�c, 
Fraydele remembers some of her early performances. She sang at Brooklyn’s 
Amph�on Theatre alongs�de She�ndele the Khaznte, and was pa�d the non-
un�on scale of e�ghteen dollars. In the 19�0s Fraydele bus�ed herself by s�ng�ng 
three rad�o shows a day. Stat�ons WLTH, WEVD and WMCA each h�red her 
for fifty m�nute segments. Jan Peerce — already a b�g star — was pa�d $7.50 
�n those Depress�on years, and Fraydele rece�ved $5. She was sponsored by 
Margareten Matzos, and at Passover t�me, would rece�ve more matzah than 
could poss�bly be eaten! 

In 19�5 Fraydele marr�ed Harold Sternberg, who would become her l�felong 
partner and mus�cal collaborator. Harold was a son of the legendary Yossel 
Bass of Bessarab�a. As a boy soprano, Yossel was “stolen” — at first by Cantor 
Zeydl Rovner and later by Cantor N�s� Belzer — to s�ng �n the�r cho�rs and 
read Torah for them. As an adult, the soprano turned bass performed as a 
cantor throughout Europe w�th h�s talented fam�ly as h�s cho�r.

H�s son Harold was born �n Odessa, and met Mo�she Oysher — a boy alto 
at the t�me — wh�le the two of them sang �n h�s father’s cho�r. Yossel Bass 
came to Amer�ca �n 19��, followed by Harold �n 19�7 and Harold’s mother �n 

42  Oysher / Sternberg Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish Music, 
May 31, 1995.
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19�9. Although Harold could have become a cantor l�ke h�s father, he chose 
the theater. He d�st�ngu�shed h�mself as a fine basso profundo and performed 
�n Gershw�n mus�cals, �n Kurt We�ll’s 19�5 pageant The Eternal Road, and 
enjoyed a career �n the Metropol�tan Opera Chorus for forty years. He also 
served as a coach to Fraydele, who d�d not read mus�c and learned everyth�ng 
by ear. Harold had a talent for languages and was recogn�zed as the first s�nger 
to memor�ze three hundred operas!�� 

In 19�6, when Mo�she Oysher could not earn a l�v�ng wage through theater 
work, Harold’s older brother Shamma� conv�nced h�m that hazzanut was the 
way to go. Accord�ng to Fraydele, Mo�she’s “heart was �n the theater, wh�le h�s 
soul was �n the synagogue,” and h�s l�fe presented h�m w�th constant struggles 
between the two. H�s first exper�ence offic�at�ng at the Rouman�she Shul �n 
Manhattan’s Lower East S�de was met w�th shouts of an aktyor zol davnen 
in a shul (the very thought of an actor daven�ng �n a synagogue!). Desp�te the 
oppos�t�on, Mo�she came to be known �n both the world of theater and the 
synagogue world as one of the greatest. 

Throughout the�r l�ves, Fraydele, Mo�she and Harold rema�ned very close. 
Fraydele lov�ngly descr�bed her brother as “my hero, my fr�end, my every-
th�ng.”�� 

Fraydele’s career brought her to commun�t�es all over the Un�ted States, 
Canada and South Amer�ca. She took the world of Y�dd�sh Theater by storm 
w�th her talent, her un�que cantor�al ab�l�t�es, and her amaz�ng energy and 
personal�ty. She became w�dely famous even before her brother because she 
was do�ng someth�ng so unusual for a woman.

In theater, Fraydele spec�al�zed �n play�ng a yesh�va boy who, only �n the 
last scene of the play, would reveal that she was �n fact a woman. In Fraydele’s 
own words, “I was cute, I was flat and I was a terr�fic p�ece of work.”�5 Many 
Y�dd�sh plays were wr�tten for her: Fraydeles Khaseneh (Fraydele’s Wed-
d�ng) by Lou�s Fre�man; Dos Khelemer Khazndl (The Cantor of Chelm) and 
Dem Khazns Tokhter (The Cantor’s Daughter) by Morr�s Nestor; Nebekh a 
Yesoymele (Poor Orphan) by Yaakov Bergr�n; Goldene Meydele (Golden G�rl, 
later known as A Khazndl Oyf Shabes and A Khazndl Oyf Yontif) by Avraham 

43  Michaels, Marilyn, liner notes to The Oysher Heritage (MEW Productions, 
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Blum; A Khazn Kimt in Shtot (A Cantor Comes to Town); Freydele iz nit keyn 
Meydele (Freydele �s not a G�rl); and Mazl Tov Fraydele. 

Bes�de the yesh�va boy role, Fraydele often played the daughter or w�fe of a 
cantor. The fact that Fraydele could s�ng a cantor�al number on stage set her 
apart, and �n every play, she had the opportun�ty to s�ng cantor�al p�eces. 

A rev�ew of Fraydele’s Khasene states:
 Veynik Yidishe piesn hobn azelkhe fayne, tsikhtike un lirishe muzikalishe 

numern vi di komedye “Freydeles Khasene,” un in zingen iz takeh faran dos 
beste fun Freydele... iberhoypt tsu khazonish, vos zi hot fun dos ongezungen 
on a shiur, un gezungen vi an emeseh khaznte oder vi a khazn, punkt vi zi 
volt baym omud geshtanen.�6 

 Few Y�dd�sh plays have such fine, neat and lyr�cal mus�cal numbers as the 
comedy Fraydele’s Wedding, and �n s�ng�ng, �t �s really Fraydele’s best...
ma�nly �n hazzanut, of wh�ch she sang a tremendous amount, and sang l�ke 
a true khaznte, or l�ke a hazzan, just as �f she were at the prayer stand.

Fraydele’s arch�ves, now housed �n YIVO, conta�n programs from perfor-
mances throughout her l�fe. In 19�6 Fraydele and Harold took the�r first tr�p 
south of the border, v�s�t�ng Buenos A�res and Cuba. In Buenos A�res, Fraydele 
played the role of young Y�tzkhok �n Avraham Goldfaden’s Akeydes Yitzkhok, 
and also performed �n Bor�s Tomashefsky’s play Bar Mitsveh. When she saw 
the poverty of the Jews �n Cuba, Fraydele dec�ded to g�ve her concert grat�s, 
to an extremely apprec�at�ve aud�ence.

In 19�5 Fraydele was perform�ng �n the moderately successful show, The 
Little Queen, �n Ch�cago. Hear�ng that her father had taken �ll, she wanted to 
go home. Mary Mart�n, who happened to be play�ng �n the show next door, 
conv�nced Fraydele that �f she wanted to be a true performer, she should not 
leave. She stayed, and throughout her l�fe, never left a show. She even went 
on stage pregnant. Here �s Seymour Rechtze�t, �n an �nterv�ew about the play 
The Khazente, by Joseph Rumsh�nksy: 

 When Fraydele Oysher appeared �n that show she was dressed �n the garb 
of a young male hazzan. Th�s also concealed the fact that she was qu�te 
pregnant. In the m�dst of one of her cantor�al select�ons she had gone �nto 
labor pa�ns and was compelled to announce that “The hazzan �s about to 
g�ve b�rth!”�7 

In 19�7 Fraydele performed for the Bessarab�an Soc�ety of Balt�more. Her 
first Canad�an appearance took place �n 19�8 at the Mt. Royal Theatre �n 

46  Rozhansky, in Lexicon of the Yiddish Theatre, 1969.
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Montreal. Undated programs show New York appearances �n the Amph�on 
Theatre, Lyr�c Theatre, Playhouse Theatre, Erlanger Theatre and the Bronx Art 
Theater, �n Der Khelemer Khazndl. A concert program from Town Hall l�sts 
Fraydele among other famous performers such as Molly P�con, Zv� Scooler, 
M�r�am Kressyn, Seymour Rechtze�t, Hazzan Moshe Stern, Hazzan Charles 
Bloch, and comed�an Jack�e Mason. 

Out of town engagements �ncluded performances �n: Worcester, Massa-
chusetts; the Ph�ladelph�a Y�dd�sh Art Theatre; M�am� Beach, Flor�da; Con-
gregat�on Ahavas Israel of Grand Rap�ds, M�ch�gan (where she �s advert�sed 
as “the greatest l�v�ng Amer�can khaznte”); Cal�forn�a at the C�v�c Playhouse 
(�n A Khazndl Oyf Shabbes); and Ch�cago’s C�v�c Theatre and Douglass Park 
Theatre. Fraydele was part�cularly close w�th Oscar Ostroff, d�rector of the 
Douglass Park Theatre. The�r partnersh�p led to many successful Ch�cago 
engagements, and Fraydele’s arch�ves conta�n many of Ostroff’s warm let-
ters to her. Fraydele had the opportun�ty to s�ng �n South Afr�ca dur�ng the 
Aparthe�d era, but she refused to s�ng �n a concert where the aud�ence would 
be segregated. Because the concert bureau would not make prov�s�ons for 
blacks to attend, Fraydele refused to perform. 

Fraydele and Harold both worked w�th all the well known Jew�sh mus�c�ans 
of the t�me. Accord�ng to them, Alexander Olshanetsky had “soul and fire” as 
a conductor. Joseph Rumsh�nksy had “easy hands.” Sholom Secunda, however, 
was the best conductor. He “felt the pulse of a s�nger,” could transpose on the 
spot, and had a folklor�st�c streak. Fraydele and Harold loved Hazzan Yossele 
Rosenblatt — “a sweet, dear man and a great mus�c�an.”�8 Fraydele’s arch�ves 
show that she and Harold also soc�al�zed w�th Molly P�con, and were even 
�nv�ted to her e�ghty-fifth b�rthday celebrat�on!

Fraydele had a regular rad�o program, but because Harold felt that record-
�ngs m�ght cause people to stop l�sten�ng to her rad�o segments and attend�ng 
her performances, Fraydele d�d not record many p�eces profess�onally. In 
the late 19�0s she recorded four s�des on ten-�nch 78 rpms for the Banner 
records label. Abraham Ellste�n accompan�ed Fraydele’s Eilu Devorim by Ja-
cob Rapoport, Ribono Shel Olam for Sefiroh by Harold Sternberg, Oshamnu 
Mikol Om by Dav�d Ro�tman and Havein Yakir Li and Sh’ma Yisroel by Yossele 
Rosenblatt. In 1960, Songs My Brother Moishe Sang was released on T�kva 
Records by Fraydele and her daughter Mar�lyn M�chaels, followed by the 
album Yiddishe Neshomeh on Menorah Records.�9

48  Oysher / Sternberg Interview with the Milken Archive of American Jewish Music, 
1995.

49  Personal Interview with Barry Serota, 2005.



77

When asked why she d�d not appear �n any films, Fraydele related that 
she was supposed to make a film of The Cantor’s Daughter r�ght before the 
Second World War, but fight�ng broke out and changed the plans. After the 
war, the aud�ence for Y�dd�sh films had d�m�n�shed and very few were be�ng 
made. When she was finally approached to do a film, she was pregnant and 
could not part�c�pate. Harold, who acted as Fraydele’s personal composer 
and coach, must have thought that Fraydele needed to be �n a film, for �n her 
arch�ves �s a scene-by-scene descr�pt�on of Harold’s �dea of a su�table story l�ne 
for her. The t�tle �s Oy Iz Dos A Freydele, and the plot �s typ�cal. R�ght before 
Selihot serv�ces, the cantor �s �nvolved �n an acc�dent. The congregat�on and 
cho�r, already �n place for the serv�ce, pan�cs — unt�l Fraydele, the cantor’s 
daughter — enters d�sgu�sed as a boy. All goes well unt�l Jack, her love �nter-
est / agent, calls �n reporters. The congregants are opposed to the reporters 
�n the synagogue and do not understand what �s happen�ng. Fraydele takes 
off her d�sgu�se and says that she can no longer pretend, she �s not �n fact a 
hazzan; she �s Fraydele, the hazzan’s daughter. 

There �s an uproar �n the synagogue. How could th�s g�rl have the nerve to 
stand on the bimah and daven as �f she were a hazzan? The rabb� takes p�ty and 
asks that God be merc�ful to the g�rl for her s�n. Fraydele leaves the synagogue. 
Due to the publ�c�ty, she has r�sen to fame. She becomes successful as a rad�o 
s�nger and performer and all ends well between Fraydele and Jack.50 

Harold’s film �dea was never brought to fru�t�on. The structure of the story, 
however, shows all the typ�cal elements of the plays wr�tten spec�fically for 
Fraydele: the opportun�ty to s�ng hazzanut; fool�ng everyone �nto th�nk�ng 
she was a boy and then reveal�ng her true self; and the pursu�t of fame and 
of a love �nterest.
Conclusion and Evolution
Who was the first woman cantor? Each of the khazntes cla�med that d�st�nc-
t�on. Soph�e was certa�nly the earl�est to record, �n 19��, and she presumably 
had to have made a name for herself before then. Fraydele, born �n 191�, also 
began her career �n the 19�0s when she sang on the rad�o as a ch�ld. Bas Sheva 
and Gold�e, both born �n the early 19�0s, sang w�th the�r fathers when they 
were as young as four years old. She�ndele may have been the first to actually 
lead serv�ces, �n the 19�0s. 

These s�x were not the only women who attempted to s�ng cantor�al mus�c, 
but they were the ones who became famous for do�ng so. As early as the 19�0s 

50  Fraydele’s Archives at YIVO.
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we find references to Betty S�manoff s�ng�ng “cantor�al th�ngs” on the rad�o.51 
L�v�ya Taych�l appeared tw�ce weekly on WHOM under the pseudonym Di 
Odesser Khaznte, and Ms. Sab�na Kurtzwe�l performed on WCNW as Di 
Berliner Khaznte.5� Rad�o logs even conta�n a l�st�ng for “Gold�e Mae St�ner 
— the world’s only colored lady cantor.”5� In the 19�0s, Bobby M�ller sang 
under choral conductor Oscar Jul�us at Temple Beth El, an Orthodox Mecca 
of hazzanut �n the Borough Park sect�on of Brooklyn. She d�sgu�sed herself as 
a boy �n order to s�ng w�th the all-male cho�r for the H�gh Hol�days. Members 
of that cho�r recount how Bobby would b�nd her chest, put her ha�r up �nto 
her hat, and s�ng alongs�de the men for many H�gh Hol�day seasons unt�l her 
charade was d�scovered.5� Another popular female s�nger of Jew�sh mus�c, 
M�m� Sloan, occas�onally �ncluded a l�turg�cal p�ece �n her reperto�re.55 

When Betty Robb�ns became the first woman cantor to occupy a Reform 
pulp�t �n 1955, the Hebrew Un�on College-Jew�sh Inst�tute of Rel�g�on �n New 
York d�d not yet offic�ally adm�t women �nto �ts School of Sacred Mus�c.56 It 
wasn’t unt�l twenty years later that the first Reform woman cantor was �nvested 
by that �nst�tut�on.57 The Conservat�ve Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary’s Can-
tors Inst�tute, now the H.L. M�ller Cantor�al School, first granted women the 
d�ploma of Hazzan �n 1987.58 It was not unt�l 1991 that women were adm�tted 
�nto the Cantors Assembly (the profess�onal organ�zat�on for Conservat�ve 
cantors).59 

These dec�s�ons to adm�t women �nto the cantorate were brought about by 
soc�etal changes. The movement away from the male clergy model as d�ctated 
by trad�t�on was a natural occurrence �n an �ncreas�ngly egal�tar�an soc�ety. 
Today, the women who graduate from cantor�al programs �n accred�ted �n-
st�tut�ons of h�gher Jew�sh learn�ng are free to s�ng sacred mus�c as women, 
not �n �m�tat�on of men, �n any octave they choose. For these reasons there �s 
no d�rect relat�on between the khazntes’ careers and the formal recogn�t�on 
of women cantors �n the l�beral branches of Amer�can Juda�sm. 
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However, �t �s clear from the khazntes’ rev�ews and advert�sements that 
the�r s�ng�ng caused many people to take not�ce and to th�nk about the �ssue 
of women cantors. The�r aud�ences ev�dently marveled at the sound they 
produced — a sound that was molded as a d�rect �m�tat�on of male cantors. 
From an enterta�nment perspect�ve, the khazntes were novelty acts. From a 
rel�g�ous perspect�ve, the fact that these women were s�ng�ng l�turg�cal texts 
�n the style of hazzanut — whether on the stage or on the b�mah — challenged 
certa�n sens�b�l�t�es. 

Who was the first woman cantor? They were all firsts — Soph�e, Bas Sheva, 
She�ndele, Perele, Gold�e, and Fraydele. Each one of these women’s vo�ces was 
the first woman’s vo�ce that many people heard s�ng�ng hazzanut on the rad�o. 
Each of these women’s faces was the first woman’s face that many observed on 
the bimah of a synagogue. Each of these women’s performances caused many 
m�nds to enterta�n the thought of women as cantors for the very first t�me. 

Long before women could even dream of the actual�ty of becom�ng can-
tors, long before cantor�al schools of any denom�nat�on even cons�dered 
accept�ng women, long before women’s vo�ces were heard on a bimah, there 
were a few spec�al women who challenged the str�ctures of trad�t�on and 
dared to dream. 

Arianne Brown, a recent graduate of the Jewish Theological Seminary’s H.L. 
Miller Cantorial School, serves as cantor at Sinai Temple in Los Angeles. She 
has performed regularly with the Folksbiene Yiddish Theatre in Manhattan 
and directs the musical trio, Ashira. Researching the khazntes for her 2006 
Master’s thesis, from which this article derives, was a true labor of love.
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Kol Ishah — An Analysis of the “Khazntes” 
Phenomenon

by Hayley Kobilinsky Poserow

Who They Were
In the early-to-m�d �0th century �n Amer�ca, several observant Jew�sh women, 
�ndependently of each other, embarked on an unusual journey. These women, 
all w�th great respect for the trad�t�on and g�fted w�th un�que vo�ces, began to 
record and perform Jew�sh l�turg�cal mus�c publ�cly. Some were descended 
from generat�ons of cantors, others from generat�ons of Y�dd�sh theater 
performers. All became expert purveyors of the cantor�al style of the t�me, 
s�ng�ng lengthy, ornamented, compl�cated l�turg�cal compos�t�ons known 
as rec�tat�ves. (Unl�ke an operat�c rec�tat�ve, wh�ch �s the “speak�ng” sort of 
mus�c that advances the story and connects larger ar�as and ensemble p�eces, 
a cantor�al rec�tat�ve �s ak�n to the operat�c “ar�a.” The “speak�ng” funct�on 
m�ght be descr�bed �n cantor�al terms as laymen’s “daven�ng.”) It was unusual 
enough for women to be perform�ng �n early-�0th-century Amer�ca, espec�ally 
for observant Jew�sh women to do so, but �t was a concept wholly fore�gn to 
Jew�sh pract�ce �n all �ts man�festat�ons for women to s�ng l�turg�cal mus�c. 

Perhaps the most unusual aspect of these women’s s�ng�ng was the�r vocal 
product�on; s�nce cantor�al mus�c — or hazzanut — was heard at the t�me as 
sung exclus�vely by men, these women man�pulated the�r vo�ces and vocal 
techn�que to sound l�ke men. None of them h�d the�r female �dent�t�es, but 
from l�sten�ng to the�r record�ngs �t would be d�fficult to determ�ne whether 
the prayers were be�ng chanted by male or female cantors. The women usually 
performed w�th some sort of n�ckname or stage name, often a Y�dd�sh name 
w�th added “d�m�nut�ve” (or “l�ttle”) and “beloved” (or “dear”) end�ngs (e.g., 
She�nde becomes She�ndel (d�m�nut�ve “l�ttle” She�nde) and then She�ndele 
(�m�nut�ve “beloved” She�ndele). S�m�larly, Frayde becomes Fraydel and then 
Fraydele. Some of them added the qual�fier die khaznte, from the Y�dd�sh 
pronunc�at�on of the Hebrew hazzan: khazn — or “cantor.” Die Khaznte, �n-
tended to s�gn�fy “the woman cantor,” l�terally meant “the cantor’s w�fe.” The 
term Khaznte resulted from a Y�dd�sh fem�n�zat�on of an otherw�se mascu-
l�ne-connot�ng term. The term Khazntes soon became a way to refer to the 
ent�re group of women who sang such mater�al at that t�me, and although 
some of them never personally used the term and others rejected �t ent�rely, 
�t rema�ns the�r common appellat�on. 
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The Khazntes ga�ned popular�ty for the�r performances of hazzanut on 
record�ngs, but also �n concert, on the rad�o, and occas�onally on film and 
telev�s�on. They performed �n c�t�es w�th major Jew�sh populat�ons, �nclud�ng 
but not l�m�ted to New York, Ph�ladelph�a and Ch�cago, throughout Canada 
and var�ous South Amer�can c�t�es. They m�ght have become prom�nent can-
tors �n synagogues, were �t not for the restr�ct�ons that halakhah (Jew�sh law) 
places on hear�ng a woman’s vo�ce �n prayer. The Khazntes were thus unable 
to funct�on as sh’lihei tsibbur (des�gnated representat�ves of the congregat�on 
�n prayer). Even the most l�beral congregat�ons at the t�me would not accept 
a woman as sh’liah tsibbur, and not unt�l 1975 was the first female cantor 
�nvested by Hebrew Un�on College-Jew�sh Inst�tute of Rel�g�on, sem�nary of 
the Reform movement, and not unt�l 1987 was the d�ploma of hazzan granted 
to women by the Conservat�ve movement’s Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary. As a 
result of halakh�c restr�ct�ons the only synagogue appearances of the Khazntes 
were �n concert and as enterta�ners at bar m�tzvah and wedd�ng recept�ons. 
Two of the Khazntes also sang at Passover seders �n resort hotels and one sang 
dur�ng H�gh Holy Day serv�ces alongs�de a male cantor (thus ensur�ng that 
the prayers be deemed halakh�cally acceptable to the worsh�pers, who must 
not have been observant Orthodox Jews due to the�r tolerance of a man’s and 
woman’s vo�ce be�ng comm�ngled at the prayer lectern). 

W�th the fad�ng of the per�od known as the Golden Age of the Cantorate 
(approx�mately1900-19�0), dur�ng wh�ch t�me hazzanut was cons�dered en 
vogue and cantor�al concerts drew large aud�ences, and w�th the subsequent 
decl�ne of Y�dd�sh-speakers after the Holocaust, the Khazntes’ careers slowly 
tapered off. Wh�le some cont�nued perform�ng �nto the 1990s, the�r novelty 
had passed by the 1970s. When women offic�ally entered the cantorate �n the 
m�d-1970s, the not�on of Khazntes became obsolete.

The Khazntes represent an element of Jew�sh mus�cal h�story barely touched 
upon �n ex�st�ng research. Although the early Khazntes are ment�oned fleet-
�ngly �n many descr�pt�ons of Jew�sh women and l�turg�cal mus�c throughout 
h�story, they have been largely shunted as�de �n favor of more establ�shed areas 
of Jew�sh culture, e.g. Y�dd�sh theater and rad�o. Perhaps they have mer�ted 
so l�ttle attent�on �n h�stor�es of women and mus�c because other women as-
sumed more prom�nent roles on the Y�dd�sh stage, and male cantors of the 
day ga�ned more fame s�ng�ng �n concerts, on rad�o, and as sh’lihei tsibbur. 
Unt�l the appearance of th�s �007 Journal of Synagogue Music �ssue the most 
that has been wr�tten on the subject of Khazntes �s a paragraph or two �n or 
encycloped�a entr�es about related top�cs, such as “women �n mus�c” or “Y�d-



8�

d�sh rad�o” or “Y�dd�sh theater,” but noth�ng has been wr�tten about women 
dur�ng the Amer�can cantorate’s Golden Age. 

Research on female sh’lihei tsibbur reveals �nstances of women funct�on-
�ng as leaders of congregat�ons of other women at �solated po�nts �n h�story, 
as well as one notable �nstance of a congregat�on �n New York — Temple 
Avodah — that engaged a woman, Betty Robb�ns, as cantor �n 1955, twenty 
years before female cantors were first �nvested.1 Wh�le the Khazntes may not 
have played p�votal roles �n h�story, changed the face of Juda�sm or created a 
new group of empowered female prayer leaders, the�r success and popular-
�ty reveal a great deal about the t�me per�od, and the�r place �n Jew�sh mus�c 
h�story mer�ts study.

Outs�de of two personal arch�ves (She�ndele, a.k.a. Jean Gorn�sh, and 
Fraydele Oysher) and scattered newspaper cl�pp�ngs, the only sources of 
deta�led �nformat�on about the Khazntes are surv�v�ng relat�ves as well as 
surv�v�ng record�ngs that demonstrate the�r art. To understand the phenom-
enon of the Khazntes one must cons�der the h�stor�cal, rel�g�ous and art�st�c 
contexts of the t�me — �nclud�ng the per�od known as the Golden Age of the 
Cantorate — the rece�ved halakhah, women on the Y�dd�sh stage, and female 
prayer leaders pr�or to 1975. One must then analyze the phenomenon from 
a number of perspect�ves, �nclud�ng trac�ng �ts evolut�on from the 19�0s to 
the 1970s, d�scuss�ng acceptance and reject�on by the�r fam�l�es as well as the 
publ�c, compar�ng the�r careers, h�ghl�ght�ng matters of gender �dent�ty, of 
effects on women performers, on soc�ety �n general, and finally, evaluat�ng 
the last�ng �mpact of the�r work. 

The Cantorate’s Heyday in America
Grow�ng out of the Eastern European Ashkenaz� mus�cal trad�t�on, v�rtuoso 
hazzanut w�th �ts elaborate vocal embell�shments grew qu�ckly �n popular�ty, 
thanks �n part to the ease of d�str�but�ng record�ngs and �n part to the pract�ce 
of travel�ng cantors. Much l�ke today, synagogues �n the 1800s m�ght engage 
cantors to serve the�r pulp�t for a fixed per�od of t�me, but prom�nent cantors 
were �n h�gh demand and would go where they could earn a better l�v�ng. 
For some congregat�ons, there was not enough money to engage a cantor 
or even a rabb� on a regular bas�s. For others, there was far more prest�ge 
(wh�ch translated �nto s�gn�ficant contr�but�ons from affluent members) for 

1  Sandra Robbins, “Robbins, Betty,” Jewish Women in America: An Historical En-
cyclopedia, ed. Paula E. Hyman and Deborah Dash Moore, (New York: Routledge), 
1998: 1158-1159.
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both synagogue and cantor to h�re whoever was most popular at the t�me. 
Thus the cantor would travel vast d�stances week-to-week for h�s next engage-
ment, wh�ch would eas�ly earn h�m a small fortune. One renowned cantor 
w�th extens�ve mus�cal, l�ngu�st�c and rel�g�ous tra�n�ng from Odessa, P�nchas 
M�nkowsky, was g�ven a five-year $5,000 per year contract from Congrega-
t�on K’hal Adath Jeshurun on Eldr�dge Street on the Lower East S�de of New 
York C�ty. Cons�der�ng that the�r rabb� made $100 per year at the t�me and 
that the average worker brought home $600 per year,� the cantor was clearly 
cons�dered both an �nsp�rat�on to the congregants and a status symbol. 

Dur�ng the ta�l end of the 19th century �n Amer�ca and through World War 
I, hazzanut held �ts aud�ence. As the publ�c became more and more eager to 
hear the mus�c both �n prayer and �n concert, more cantors arose to fill the 
vo�d. The demand be�ng h�gh, a notable cantor could set the ground rules for 
h�s performance, �nclud�ng compensat�on, mode of transportat�on, length of 
tour and des�rable b�ll�ng.� Cantors rec�ted prayers w�th a w�de array of vocal 
effects des�gned to color the words and add emot�on to the�r del�very. These 
effects m�ght �nclude repet�t�on of a part�cular word or phrase, d�fficult runs 
of arpegg�os and coloratura, and dramat�c use of dynam�cs rang�ng from 
a thunderous forte to a p�an�ss�mo falsetto that tapered �nto near-s�lence. 
Fam�l�ar themes m�ght be worked �nto a rec�tat�ve, whether b�bl�cal mot�f, 
folk tune, or h�nt of opera.� Add�t�onally, much l�ke class�cal mus�c today, the 
focus was not only on new compos�t�ons, but also on a part�cular cantor’s 
rend�t�on of favor�te p�eces of the day, the t�tles of wh�ch m�ght be called out 
loud by an ador�ng aud�ence. Thus a cantor s�ng�ng �n concert or on a Sab-
bath brought not only rel�g�ous enl�ghtenment but also enterta�nment to a 
part�cular group of people �nterested �n explor�ng the�r culture’s mus�cal 
trad�t�on, espec�ally those who m�ght not have been able to afford concert 
go�ng and who went �nstead to synagogue. A comb�nat�on of h�gh cantor�al 
art�stry and the publ�c �nterest that supported �t led to the later dubb�ng of 
that epoch as the Golden Age of the Cantorate.

2  United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service, “National Historic 
Landmark Nomination,” found at http://www.cr.nps.gov/nhl/designations/samples/
ny/eldridge/pdf on the Internet; page 24.

3  Mark Slobin, Chosen Voices: The Story of the American Cantorate (Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press), 1989: 60.

4  Irene Heskes, “The Golden Age of Cantorial Artistry,” The Golden Age of Cantors: 
Musical Masterpieces of the Synagogue, ed. Velvel Pasternak and Noah Schall (New 
York: Tara Publications), 1991: 7-8.
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Kol Ishah
Halakhah does not just affect �ts adherents wh�le they’re �n the synagogue as 
observant Jews governed by �ts tenets. From what one eats to how one dresses, 
halakhah prov�des spec�fic �nstruct�ons. The observant Jew�sh woman, �n 
part�cular, must be constantly aware of certa�n restr�ct�ons deal�ng w�th food 
preparat�on and modesty, but �s exempt from many t�me-bound pos�t�ve com-
mandments such as da�ly prayer; deal�ng w�th fam�ly and home �s trad�t�onally 
cons�dered to be her pr�me respons�b�l�ty. To properly descr�be the halakh�c 
context �n wh�ch the Khazntes l�ved, one must �nvest�gate two �ssues: kol ishah 
(a woman’s vo�ce); and the not�on of a woman as sh’liah tsibbur.

Kol Ishah �s the term by wh�ch one refers to the laws deal�ng w�th men 
hear�ng a woman’s vo�ce. The restr�ct�ons stem from a sect�on of Talmud 
stat�ng that one should not hear a woman’s vo�ce when rec�t�ng the Sh’ma. 
In the Babylon�an Talmud, tractate B’rakhot, ��a, there �s a d�scuss�on of the 
cond�t�ons under wh�ch a man may or may not rec�te the Sh’ma �n bed. Var�-
ous op�n�ons are g�ven, depend�ng upon who �s present (a w�fe or ch�ldren), 
�f there �s phys�cal contact w�th the w�fe, and/or the ages of the ch�ldren. The 
d�scuss�on then turns to women’s garb, and what states of undress would 
create sexual arousement, and thus be cons�dered unacceptable t�mes for a 
man’s prayer. One example g�ven �s kol b’ishah ervah, or: “�n a woman, the 
vo�ce alone �s nakedness /sexual �nc�tement.” 

The noun ervah (nakedness) comes from the same root (Ay�n-Resh-Vav) 
as the adject�ve eirom (naked), as were Adam and Eve �n the Garden of Eden: 
“The two of them were naked… yet they felt no shame.”5 Wh�le the two terms 
are translated al�ke, they have d�fferent connotat�ons: eirom means phys�cal 
nakedness but has no sexual connotat�ons; wh�le ervah means naked w�th 
a connotat�on of sexual relat�ons that are often taboo.6 The term ervah ap-
pears repeatedly �n Lev�t�cus Chapter 18, �n the context of var�ous proh�b�ted 
sexual relat�ons. Therefore, the Talmud�c d�ctum kol b’ishah ervah �mparts 
a taboo sexual connotat�on to the vo�ce of a woman, the term ervah be�ng 
�nstantly recogn�zable to one fam�l�ar w�th the l�st of Canaan�te abom�nat�ons 
�n Lev�t�cus.

The d�scuss�on �n BT B’rakhot ��a on kol b’ishah ervah c�tes from Song of 
Solomon �: 1�, “Let me hear your vo�ce; for your vo�ce �s sweet and your face 
�s comely.” Other examples g�ven �nclude an exposed leg, quot�ng from Isa�ah 

5  Genesis 3: 1; all translations are from the JPS Tanakh, Second Edition (2000).
6  Rachel Biale, Women & Jewish Law: An Exploration of Women’s Issues in Halachic 

Sources (New York: Schocken), 1984: 177.
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�7: �, “Str�p off your tra�n, bare your leg, wade through the r�vers…your na-
kedness shall be uncovered, and your shame shall be exposed,” and a woman’s 
ha�r, quot�ng from Song of Solomon �: 1, descr�b�ng a beaut�ful woman wh�le 
us�ng an an�mal metaphor, “your ha�r �s l�ke a flock of goats.” 

Rabb�s broadened the law to �ncorporate any �nstance of hear�ng a woman’s 
s�ng�ng vo�ce. Trad�t�onal Juda�sm v�ewed both men and women’s sexual 
des�res to be equal, but cons�dered women to have the ab�l�ty to act as tempt-
resses, part�cularly through use of the�r vo�ces, and thus restr�ct�ons were 
placed �n var�ous realms: e.g. for modesty and as not to attract the attent�on 
of other men, marr�ed women’s ha�r should be covered �n publ�c.7 Th�s was 
part of the reason why women could not serve as sh’lihei tsibbur; the�r vo�ces 
would tempt men’s sexual des�res and thus d�stract them from the�r prayer, 
“…for the vo�ce of a woman leads to lewdness…”8. Restr�ct�ons such as ensur-
�ng one’s modesty through mode of dress, ha�r cover�ng, or qu�et�ng one’s 
vo�ce place the burden of tam�ng the male potent�al of �mpropr�ety squarely 
upon women. The concept of separate seat�ng �n synagogues was used as an 
add�t�onal safeguard to prevent the d�stract�on of men from the�r prayers by 
the s�ght of a woman or the sound of her vo�ce, though women had st�ll been 
allowed to conduct the�r own separate worsh�p serv�ces �n Germany as late 
as the 1�th century, led by a zogerin.9 

As men were halakh�cally obl�gated to pray three t�mes a day but women 
were largely exempt from t�me-bound pos�t�ve commandments, the same 
restr�ct�ons d�d not apply to men. If a man’s vo�ce d�stracted a woman from 
her prayer, �t was not deleter�ous, s�nce the woman was not obl�gated to say 
the prayer �n the first place. Furthermore, accord�ng to halakhah, only one 
who must fulfill the obl�gat�on of say�ng a prayer �s perm�tted to rec�te that 
prayer on behalf of a congregat�on. Hence the trad�t�onal symbol�sm of call-
�ng up a boy of Bar M�tzvah age to read from the Torah. More �mportantly, 
when the Bar M�tzvah rec�tes the bless�ng over the Torah, he �s serv�ng as 
“prayer leader,” �.e., command�ng the congregat�on to say the prayer by us�ng 
the �mperat�ve tsivui form of “to bless”: ‘Bless Adona�!’ That acceptance of the 
role of sh’li’ah tsibbur — however fleet�ng — marks the ch�ld’s entrance �nto 
adulthood and h�s assumpt�on of an adult’s prayer respons�b�l�t�es. Contrar�ly, 

7  Susan Weidman Schneider. Jewish and Female: Choices and Changes in Our Lives 
Today (New York: Simon and Schuster), 1984: 67.

8  C. Baum, P. Hyman, S. Michel. The Jewish Woman in America (New York`: the 
Dial press), 1976: 10.

9  Also referred to as forzogerin, verzogerin, or zogerke; Israel Abrahams. Jewish Life 
in the Middle Ages (New York: Meridian Books), 1960: 25.
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a woman — who �s not obl�gated to say prayers — �s cons�dered unacceptable 
to serve as prayer-leader, even momentar�ly, accord�ng to halakhah.10 

However, th�s general�zat�on �s subject to var�ous �nterpretat�ons. For 
example, though women are generally cons�dered exempt from the t�me-
bound commandment to hear the Torah be�ng read, other author�t�es state 
that women are �n fact obl�gated to hear the Torah read�ng, based upon a 
passage �n Deuteronomy (�1: 1�), 

 Gather the people — men, women, ch�ldren… that they may hear and so 
learn to revere the Lord your God and to observe fa�thfully every word 
of th�s Teach�ng. 

If women are cons�dered obl�gated to fulfill th�s commandment, then they 
should log�cally be perm�tted to read from the Torah (assum�ng there �s no 
�ssue of kol ishah or another �ssue that would prevent a woman from touch�ng 
the Torah scroll; one such �ssue would be menstruat�on, dur�ng wh�ch per�od 
a woman �s cons�dered a niddah — excluded, or unclean).11 

Forb�dden to s�ng lest they be overheard, women were (and st�ll are �n 
certa�n Orthodox commun�t�es) often �solated from elements of both da�ly 
and rel�g�ous l�fe.1� Not unt�l the 1970s d�d the Reform movement orda�n �ts 
first female rabb� and �nvest �ts first female cantor, and not unt�l a decade 
later d�d the Conservat�ve movement follow su�t. Reform had long cons�d-
ered much of the halakhah outdated for modern l�fe, and had accord�ngly 
created new r�tuals and adapted old ones to �nclude women — Confirmat�on 
over 100 years ago and Bat M�tzvah some 50 years ago. It took a b�t longer 
for egal�tar�an pract�ce to overtake Reform’s mother �nst�tut�on, the Hebrew 
Un�on College, where women were finally allowed to funct�on as clergy only 
a generat�on ago. The Khazntes, however, were part of the observant Jew�sh 
world, and had no hope of becom�ng congregat�onal cantors. 

Women on the Yiddish and Vaudeville Stages
The �nst�tut�on of Y�dd�sh theater was first to perm�t women to appear onstage, 
thereby remov�ng the st�gma of the�r perform�ng �n publ�c. Th�s st�gma d�d 
not perta�n solely to Jewish culture, but enjoyed a long h�story �n European 
and Amer�can theater. As far back as Class�cal Greek theater and stretch�ng 
forward �n t�me to Tudor England, men were preferred to women for play�ng 

10  BT Rosh HaShanah 30a; Menahot 43a.
11  Biale, Women, 1984: 24.
12  Charlotte Baum, Paula Hyman & Sonya Michel. The Jewish Woman in America 

(New York The Dial Press), 1976: 10.
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female roles onstage. Th�s convent�on may have had �ts roots �n the trad�t�on 
of Athen�an performance; �t was really a rel�g�ous ceremony, not surpr�s�ngly, 
dom�nated by the men who subs�d�zed �t.1� Even after women slowly became 
part of theater compan�es �n certa�n parts of Europe, aud�ences were not 
amenable. In 16�9 a French tour�ng company brought female performers to 
England, where they were termed “monsters” and h�ssed offstage.1� Before the 
Revolut�on of 1789 French theater women were threatened w�th excommun�-
cat�on by the Cathol�c Church, wh�ch deemed women performers s�nful and 
�mmoral. The theater women also �nsp�red ph�losopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
to wr�te m�ss�ves oppos�ng the �nfluence of women on the art of theater.15 A 
budd�ng Y�dd�sh theater at that t�me had s�m�lar constra�nts �mposed upon 
�t, but was ensconced �n �nsular Jew�sh commun�t�es and followed a course 
of development �ndependent to that of European theater. 

The Y�dd�sh l�ght opera troupe founded by Jacob Dessauer �n Amsterdam, 
178�, �ncluded several women actors, reports Mar�on Aptroot, a professor 
of Y�dd�sh L�terature at He�nr�ch He�ne Un�vers�ty �n Duesseldorf.16 She 
c�tes h�stor�an Hetty Berg of the Jew�sh H�stor�cal Museum �n Amsterdam 
as proof.

 Women really played and sang on stage. That �s well documented They 
also d�d so �n pr�vate performances. Both can also be gleaned from the 
contemporary parod�es of theater playb�lls and performances, as can 
be found �n the “D�skursn,” polem�cal pamphlets that were publ�shed �n 
Amsterdam �n the late 18th century.17 

13  Author unknown, “A Guide to Ancient Greek Theatre,” found at http://anarchon.
tripod.com/indexGREEKTH.html on the Internet.

14  Martha Fletcher Bellinger, “Elizabethan Playhouses, Actors, and Audiences,” A 
Short History of the Theatre (1927), pp. 207-13. Found at http://www.theatrehistory.
com/british/bellinger001.html.

15  L. Clark, “Daughters of Eve: A Cultural History of French Theater Women from the 
Old Regime to the Fin de Siecle- Book Review,” Journal of Social History, Winter, 2003; 
found at http;//www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m2005/is_2_37/ai_111897859 on 
the Internet.

16  Marion Aptroot, “Eikhels’ ‘Colleagues,’: About Yiddish Comedy Around 1800,” 
Forverts, Dec. 29, 2006.

17  Hetty Berg, “Jiddisch theater in Amsterdam in de achttiende eeuw,” Studia Rosen-
thaliana 26, 1-2, 1992:10-37; “Thalia and Amsterdam’s Ashkenazi Jews in the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries,” Jonathan Israel & Reinier Salverda, eds., Dutch Jewry I, His-
tory and Secular Culture, 1500-2000 (Leiden: Brill), 2000: 191-199. The Berg quote 
appears in Joseph Michman and Marion Aptroot, eds., Storm in the Community: 



88

Needless to add that Y�dd�sh theater �n late-18th century Amsterdam repre-
sented a small secular phenomenon �n a largely Orthodox env�ronment.

In the late 19th century, Y�dd�sh theater reached the Un�ted States, where 
women had been perform�ng onstage s�nce the late 18th century. The rap�dly 
ass�m�lat�ng aud�ences of Y�dd�sh theater were certa�nly affected by Amer�-
can culture, and pol�t�cal �ssues of the day played out on the Y�dd�sh stage, 
�nclud�ng those regard�ng women’s pos�t�on �n soc�ety.18

The roots of Y�dd�sh theater lay �n European Pur�m shpiels (plays) that 
were first presented �n the 16th century and developed throughout the 17th 
and 18th centur�es. As the Pur�m season lasted a short t�me, performers �n the 
troupes that formed to tour commun�t�es g�v�ng shpiels at Pur�m t�me could 
not subs�st on act�ng, and worked �n other trades the rema�nder of the year. 
The plays were generally accepted �n the unconvent�onal sp�r�t of h�lar�ty and 
spoof that surrounded Pur�m, but some str�ctly Orthodox Jews objected to 
the raucous nature of the performances. It was, of course, cons�dered �m-
modest for a woman to s�ng, and even more so to perform on stage; �nstead, 
men would play female characters. That, too, countermanded halakhah, for 
accord�ng to the Torah, men were forb�dden to dress �n women’s cloth�ng.19 
Ev�dently, on Pur�m that part�cular restr�ct�on was dropped. Nevertheless, a 
few profess�onal troupes �n Y�dd�sh-speak�ng 18th-century Europe �ncluded 
female members, and certa�n of these female s�ngers, clowns or dancers d�d 
appear onstage. Fortunately, they were not cons�dered actors, nor were they 
ass�gned spec�fic characters �n the offic�al shpiel. Due to a lack of “acceptable 
mater�al” (only B�bl�cal stor�es were presented), an absence of commun�ty sup-
port and out of respect for Y�dd�sh as an “art�st�c” language, �t was not unt�l 
the 19th century that Y�dd�sh theater emerged as a respectable art form.�0

 Indeed, w�th the r�se of secular educat�on for Jews and the development 
of the sc�ent�fic study of Juda�sm, Y�dd�sh theater finally entered the realm 
of what was cons�dered “acceptable,” and exper�enced �ts per�od of greatest 
growth. New plays were wr�tten, w�th new themes (e.g. love stor�es and folk 
tales), and wr�t�ng for the theater became a more popular pursu�t. A fresh 
breeze of �ntellectual �ndependence had blown over the Jews of Central and 
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Eastern Europe throughout the 19th century: the Haskalah, or Enl�ghtenment. 
The quest�on of what a woman’s role should be, both �n general and �n Jew�sh 
soc�ety, became an �mportant �ssue for Haskalah wr�ters. Regardless of the 
new str�des be�ng made towards modern�ty, women’s theater roles were st�ll 
played by men unt�l approx�mately 1877. At that t�me, Avrom Goldfadn, the 
self-dubbed “Father of Y�dd�sh Theater,” �ns�sted that women play the female 
roles he wrote. 

Several lead�ng women were already act�ve �n Y�dd�sh theater by 1877. One 
of them, a woman named “Rosa” who performed �n Istanbul taverns, la�d 
cla�m to be�ng the first of her k�nd. (In th�s, she prefigured the Khazntes, all of 
whom would make the same assert�on.) Actually, the first major actress was 
a young g�rl, Sara Segal, who ran away from home to jo�n Goldfadn’s troupe. 
In order to sh�eld her from her parents’ d�sapproval of women onstage, Gold-
fadn selected an unmarr�ed actor from h�s troupe for her to marry. Sara d�d 
so, took her husband’s last name, assumed a trend�er first name and — enter 
Soph�e Goldste�n! Th�s marr�age of conven�ence was eventually d�ssolved and 
she remarr�ed, once aga�n to an actor, becom�ng Soph�e Goldste�n-Karp. Her 
daughter would eventually follow �n her career footsteps.�1 

 Fam�ly troupes were created �n th�s way, and actor’s w�ves were not only 
occas�onally beckoned onstage, but became staples of product�ons. The ap-
pearance of women on the Y�dd�sh stage may have taken many years, but 
swelled qu�ckly �n popular�ty. Once women showed what they could do 
onstage, the convent�on of men play�ng women’s roles rap�dly became out-
dated. The many actresses who soon appeared on the scene (now that the 
vocat�on was cons�dered more su�table for women) marr�ed the male actors 
more often than not, for conven�ence �f noth�ng else. In these fam�ly troupes, 
ch�ldren would �nev�tably find themselves onstage as well, creat�ng a trad�-
t�on of Y�dd�sh theater fam�l�es. As �n many profess�ons, �nclud�ng that of the 
Khazntes, theater art�sts would pass down the�r sk�lls (and connect�ons) to 
the next generat�on. 

Meanwh�le, the “or�g�nal” mus�c that Goldfadn wrote for h�s mus�cal plays 
drew on l�turg�cal chants and opera mot�fs, walk�ng a blurred l�ne between 
sacred and profane. So popular were h�s publ�shed songs that �t d�d not take 
long for the trend to reverse �tself; Y�dd�sh theater mot�fs soon �nfiltrated 
cantors’ synagogue chants. Also, �t became common pract�ce to �ncorporate 
Hebrew prayers �nto Y�dd�sh shows. These ranged from home r�tuals and 
marr�age ceremon�es to serv�ces for bur�als or holy days.��

21  Sandrow, Vagabond, 1977: 52.
22  Ibid., p. 122.
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Y�dd�sh theater spread far and w�de �n Europe, troupes cross�ng borders 
regularly to perform. In 188�, Y�dd�sh theater m�grated to Amer�ca when a 
play opened on the Lower East S�de of New York. Several compan�es soon 
arr�ved, and by the turn of the century, performances took place regularly 
�n Ch�cago and Ph�ladelph�a. England, France, Canada, South Amer�ca and 
Austral�a got the�r first taste of Y�dd�sh theater as well, but New York re-
ma�ned �ts �nternat�onal center, hous�ng two major compan�es.�� Although 
see�ng Y�dd�sh theater l�ve onstage was a luxury that few of the poor Jew�sh 
�mm�grants could afford, they scr�mped and saved enough for an advert�sed 
t�cket and flocked to the major c�t�es nearest them, enabl�ng Y�dd�sh theater 
tour�ng compan�es to travel w�dely by 1910.�� The values dramat�zed onstage 
were often rel�g�ous ones, and thus the theater created a cultural sense of 
Jew�shness (Yiddishkeit) to wh�ch even those eager to abandon Old Country 
ways and bel�efs could st�ll hold strong.�5 Female performers became role 
models not only for �mm�grant Jew�sh women, but for Amer�can women �n 
general. Issues played out on the Y�dd�sh theater stage �ncluded fam�ly mat-
ters �n an acculturat�ng �mm�grant Amer�can soc�ety: motherhood’s nob�l�ty; 
prost�tut�on’s allure; and h�stor�cal events such as the tragedy of the Tr�angle 
Sh�rtwa�st Factory fire of 1911, all of wh�ch h�ghl�ghted women’s pl�ght. 

 In 1916, two Y�dd�sh theaters, one �n New York, the other �n Ch�cago, 
mounted four-act product�ons on the then-taboo subject of b�rth control and 
�ts pol�t�cs. The first of these product�ons opened just three months before 
Margaret Sanger, crusader for the legal�zat�on of b�rth control, was �mpr�soned 
for v�olat�ng laws a�med at prevent�ng the spread of contracept�ve �nformat�on. 
The legal�zat�on of b�rth control would not come about unt�l a half-century 
later, between 1965 and 197�.�6 Some theater, however, was com�c: mock�ng 
women �n the�r struggle for equal r�ghts; becom�ng doctors, pol�t�c�ans, and 
even rabb�s and cantors. Women were often presented as e�ther a nagg�ng or 
dumb w�fe or as the qu�ntessent�al Jew�sh mother. Nevertheless, the arts had 
become a means by wh�ch women could cl�mb the soc�al ladder �n Amer�ca. 
Y�dd�sh theater had �ts own female stars, and women l�ke Rhea S�lberta and 
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Augusta Zuckerman (who used the pen-name “Mana-Zucca”)�7 began wr�t�ng 
Y�dd�sh mus�cals and Jew�sh l�turg�cal mus�c as well.

 Another venue for Jew�sh performers was Y�dd�sh vaudev�lle. Work�ng 
women, �ntroduced to new not�ons of sexual�ty and autonomy, began to 
reconfigure and recons�der the�r respons�b�l�t�es. Jew�sh women, no longer 
vo�celess or powerless, began tak�ng on some of the bus�ness-end pos�t�ons 
of manager and agent, wh�le st�ll deal�ng w�th sex�sm and Jew�sh stereotypes. 
Onstage, they appeared �n “pants parts” (dressed as men), �n blackface, and 
�n sex�er sett�ngs than ever before.�8

 Y�dd�sh theater cont�nued to develop both “h�gh art” styles and shund styles 
(shund, mean�ng “trashy art” and generally referr�ng to popular theater, was 
cons�dered rubb�sh by the �ntellectuals, but beloved by the masses). One could 
attend plays �n New York at a large var�ety of houses and see s�m�lar plots to 
those on Broadway or on the rad�o or �n s�lent mov�es. In the years follow�ng 
World War I, Y�dd�sh theater prov�ded new opportun�t�es along w�th other 
cultural �nst�tut�ons. But then, �n the Great Depress�on of the 19�0s, the 
number of Y�dd�sh newspapers decreased along w�th the number of Amer�can 
newspapers. And afterwards, when the number of Y�dd�sh speakers worldw�de 
had been d�m�n�shed by the loss of m�ll�ons dur�ng the Shoah, ass�m�lat�on 
took �ts toll. As a result, the regular use of Y�dd�sh decl�ned prec�p�tously and 
Engl�sh became the pr�mary tongue among Amer�ca’s Jews. Y�dd�sh theater 
pers�sted �nto the 1950s, thanks to strong support from certa�n powerful and 
wealthy benefactors �n the commun�ty as well as �n the theater world �tself.�9 By 
that t�me, Y�dd�sh theater and related performances had moved to electron�c 
med�a, �nclud�ng rad�o, record�ngs, mov�es and telev�s�on.�0 Wh�le Y�dd�sh 
theater st�ll ex�sts today, and although there �s a current resurgence of and 
�nterest �n Y�dd�sh culture and mus�c, the Y�dd�sh stage appears to have run 
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�ts course by 1960. St�ll, as the Pur�m spielers m�ght rem�nd us, even �n anc�ent 
Pers�a “the oppos�te happened” most unexpectedly for the Jews…�1

Y�dd�sh theater and vaudev�lle prov�ded veh�cles to stardom for many female 
performers, beg�nn�ng w�th Goldfadn’s first actress (Soph�e-Sara Goldste�n-
Karp) to stars l�ke Bess�e Thomashefsky, Cel�a Adler, Soph�e Tucker, Nell�e 
Casman, and the unforgettable Molly P�con. In one record�ng, P�con �m�tates 
the flor�d runs of a cantor, a sk�ll �n wh�ch the Khazntes excelled. The�r world 
crossed and/or jo�ned paths w�th Y�dd�sh theater: Fraydele Oysher performed 
�n plays and mus�cals wr�tten for her, often �n pants parts;�� M�m� Sloan 
compr�sed half of the duo “The Feder S�sters;”�� and Bas Sheva jo�ned them 
among performers featured �n the vaudev�lle act-turned-mov�e “Catsk�ll 
Honeymoon.” 34 Y�dd�sh rad�o featured such art�sts; She�ndele,�5 Fraydele, and 
Perele were among �ts major attract�ons. The Khazntes may be cons�dered 
an offshoot of Y�dd�sh theater or vaudev�lle, but �n truth the�r careers more 
closely paralleled the r�se and fall of the Golden Age cantorate. Add�t�on-
ally, �t was through the use of cantor�al mus�c that the Khazntes found the�r 
un�que n�che. Y�dd�sh theater leg�t�m�zed not only women’s �ssues, but also 
�ts female performers. Wh�le some Khazntes fe�gned d�sda�n for the secular 
mus�c performed on the Y�dd�sh stage, many �ncluded �t �n the�r reperto�re, 
and all certa�nly owed a debt to the field. The �nst�tut�on of Y�dd�sh theater 
thus la�d the foundat�on for all Jew�sh women who would eventually perform 
onstage.

Khazntes from the 1920s to the 1970s and Beyond
The Khazntes were act�ve mostly from the 19�0s to the 1970s. Great changes 
occurred w�th�n the durat�on of the phenomenon �tself, parallel�ng the ones 
tak�ng place dur�ng that per�od �n Amer�can mus�c. Each Khaznte possessed 
a un�que vo�ce and pursued a un�que path. The d�fferences between the�r ca-
reers were partly due to the�r �nd�v�dual strengths and style, but also due to 
the d�fferent decades �n wh�ch they sang. It �s therefore valuable to deta�l and 
trace the development of these extraord�nary women beg�nn�ng w�th Soph�e 
Kurtzer �n the 19�0s and end�ng w�th M�m� Sloan �n the 1970s. 
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The phenomenon of the Khazntes can be sa�d to have offic�ally started w�th 
the first woman to record hazzanut, Soph�e Kurtzer, the so-called “Lady Cantor 
Madam Soph�e Kurtzer from Odessa,” whose 19��-19�5 record�ngs proved 
one of a k�nd. At the beg�nn�ng of the phenomenon a un�que talent such as 
Soph�e Kurtzer’s could take off �n modest style, that �s, to find success on a 
small scale, not ruffl�ng too many mascul�ne feathers wh�le mak�ng her mark 
as a performer. Though she ga�ned popular�ty w�th an accept�ng publ�c, her 
performances d�dn’t range very far, nor d�d she branch out �nto all the med�a 
forms then ava�lable. Kurtzer d�d produce a few 78 rpm record�ngs, but she 
d�d not enjoy the k�nds of opportun�t�es that would later present themselves: 
Long Play�ng records; or lead�ng roles �n mov�es or telev�s�on. 

W�th very l�ttle �nformat�on ava�lable one can only guess about the publ�c 
response (�f any) to such an unusual performer. We do have one �nd�cator; 
dur�ng the 19�0s �n Amer�ca, at the cusp of slowly-chang�ng bel�efs regard�ng 
women’s roles �n soc�ety, for Kurtzer to record hazzanut and have �t surv�ve 
�n �1st-century comp�lat�ons of “class�c cantor�al record�ngs” was a major ac-
compl�shment. Her s�ng�ng must have left a defin�te �mpress�on. Had there 
been a huge publ�c outcry at the concept, �t m�ght have found �ts way �nto 
a publ�cat�on. Perhaps Kurtzer’s low-key entrance �nto the spotl�ght la�d a 
foundat�on on wh�ch other Khazntes bu�lt. Or perhaps �t was the lack of such 
a spotl�ght that allowed her to record, away from cr�t�cal rev�ews that m�ght 
have stopped such a groundbreaker �n her tracks. Kurtzer’s vo�ce, wh�le st�ll 
m�m�ck�ng a tenor’s, rema�ned h�gh and unm�stakably female, ak�n to that of 
M�m� Sloan, the last of the Khazntes, m�nus the Broadway “belt�ng” sound 
and large orchestral accompan�ment used by Sloan �n the 1970s. Kurtzer’s 
part�cular vo�ce-type and techn�que must be noted �n any d�scuss�on of the 
early Khazntes. Were her vo�ce any h�gher, she m�ght not have been able to 
avo�d m�m�ck�ng a man’s sound. W�th a lower vo�ce such as that of Perele Fe�g, 
Kurtzer’s m�m�cry m�ght have been suffic�ently accurate to cause a backlash of 
publ�c op�n�on and prevent the future phenomenon from ever happen�ng.

Follow�ng Soph�e Kurtzer’s breakthrough, the Khazntes phenomenon 
enjoyed years of comfort wh�le the publ�c sought new forms and new quan-
t�t�es of enterta�nment. People rema�ned accustomed to, yet �ntr�gued by 
the�r craft. For the�r part the Khazntes generated controversy by push�ng the 
envelope — appear�ng �n more med�a forms, expand�ng reperto�re to �nclude 
non-l�turg�cal mus�c, and tour�ng more and more c�t�es. Wh�le cont�nu-
�ng to record, Perele Fe�g began appear�ng as an enterta�ner �n synagogues 
and concert halls. So accurate was her �m�tat�on of Cantor Zevulun (Zavel) 
Kwart�n’s vocal style and manner�sms on her 78 rpm record�ng of h�s famous 
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compos�t�on, Tiher Rabi Yishmoel Atsmo (“Rabb� Ishmael Pur�fied H�mself”), 
that l�steners refused to bel�eve �t was not Kwart�n h�mself record�ng under 
a pseudonym to �ncrease sales. These non-bel�evers filled every hall where 
Perele sang, �n order to conv�nce themselves otherw�se.

When Fraydele Oysher began �n Y�dd�sh theater, women had been perform-
�ng �n �t for several decades. But there she found a new opportun�ty to s�ng 
hazzanut. It was already cons�dered perm�ss�ble — even �n the late 19�0s and 
early 19�0s — for women to perform on the Y�dd�sh stage, and due to the 
comed�c nature of many of the product�ons, behav�or that would normally 
be frowned upon was �nstead sm�led upon. Fraydele would dress as a boy or 
man and, wh�le m�m�ck�ng a bar m�tzvah student or cantor, was able to s�ng 
hazzanut and st�ll rema�n �n character. Her n�che was a un�quely safe place to 
perform such mus�c. It ensured her of an aud�ence wh�ch already expected to 
see women onstage, to wh�ch hazzanut was somewhat a novelty, as opposed 
to an aud�ence of stra�ghtforward concert hazzanut that m�ght have reacted 
to her performance of �t w�th shock or d�sapproval. Add�t�onally, Fraydele’s 
relat�onsh�p to her brother Mo�she Oysher — famous for h�s roles �n Y�dd�sh 
films — granted her add�t�onal star status, further demonstrat�ng the �mpor-
tance of that spec�fic t�me per�od (as the sun set on the Amer�can cantorate’s 
Golden Age) to the success of the Khazntes phenomenon. Fraydele’s dual 
strengths of Y�dd�sh playact�ng and hazzanut gave her broad access to stage 
opportun�t�es; playwr�ghts wrote scr�pts to showcase both talents. Dur�ng her 
career, she encountered some cr�t�c�sm for seem�ngly �gnor�ng halakhah, but 
w�th her humorous and com�cally �mmodest/aggress�ve nature she laughed 
at her detractors’ comments, dar�ng anyone to prevent her from follow�ng 
her art. Thanks to her popular�ty, Fraydele was able to record several LPs and 
appear regularly on the rad�o.

At th�s same t�me — the early 19�0s — She�ndele was �ndependently mak-
�ng her way as a contralto �n Ph�ladelph�a, perform�ng hazzanut �n leg�t�mate 
concert venues. In�t�ally she presented the Hebra�c mater�al along w�th other 
mus�c of the day and age, but she soon devoted herself solely to s�ng�ng l�tur-
g�cal p�eces ded�cated to her fellow Jews who were suffer�ng and dy�ng under 
the Naz�s �n Europe. She�ndele also educated her aud�ences, expla�n�ng the 
mean�ng and nuances of each l�turg�cal select�on. Her ser�ous nature and �n-
s�stence upon h�gh standards for her art evoked publ�c react�on, �nclud�ng a 
19�6 letter to the ed�tor of an unnamed M�dwestern newspaper, �n wh�ch the 
�rate reader vented h�s wrath upon the ent�re concept of female cantors.

 We had a s�tuat�on here recently �n wh�ch the press announced a “str�ctly 
Orthodox serv�ce” �n wh�ch a chazante would offic�ate. Assum�ng �t �s 
proper for a woman to lead at an Orthodox serv�ce — I leave that to our 



95

rabb�s — why h�ppodrome the affa�r? I shouldn’t be surpr�sed �f next year 
some enterpr�s�ng congregat�on, str�ctly Orthodox, were to announce a 
Kol N�dre serv�ce led by the D�onne qu�ntuplets.�6

Th�s occurred a mere n�ne years before the first female cantor was appo�nted 
to a pulp�t, and only �9 years before the first female cantor was �nvested by 
a sem�nary. She�ndele persevered �n the face of �t, garner�ng huge cr�t�cal 
pra�se for her emot�onal and prayerful rend�t�ons of the l�turgy. Th�s made 
her a des�rable commod�ty for draw�ng cl�ents to var�ous hotels, year after 
year, where she sang Passover and H�gh Holy Day serv�ces alongs�de major 
cantors of the day. A new male cantor would be h�red each year, but She�n-
dele endured as the ma�nstay. From th�s, one m�ght state that She�ndele was 
a groundbreaker �n her own l�ght, as she came closer than any other Khaznte 
to funct�on�ng as a true sh’liah tsibbur. In add�t�on to her LP record�ng and 
part�c�pat�on �n select prayer serv�ces, her weekly Ph�ladelph�-based rad�o 
show for Planters H�-Hat Peanut O�l helped make the Khazntes a known 
ent�ty among thousands of Y�dd�sh-speak�ng l�steners.

Bas Sheva’s arr�val on the scene represents perhaps the p�nnacle of the 
Khazntes phenomenon. W�th a low and r�ch vo�ce she managed to succeed 
�n every pursu�t dur�ng her all-too-short �7 years of l�fe. She �ncluded more 
secular mus�c �n her reperto�re, performed �n concerts, made record�ngs, 
starred on Broadway and succeeded �n film and on telev�s�on. In the aftermath 
of World War II, hotels �n upstate New York catered to Jew�sh couples and 
fam�l�es, and there Bas Sheva found a commun�ty of people who rem�n�sced 
long�ngly about the cantor�al sounds they had heard �n Eastern Europe. For 
her �t was the most welcom�ng aud�ence �mag�nable. Her telev�s�on exper�ence 
was a b�t d�fferent. After her first sensat�onal guest st�nt on the Ed Sullivan 
Show a group of Orthodox rabb�s pet�t�oned Sull�van to deny her any further 
telev�s�on appearances. An unusually h�gh rate of aud�ence approval brought 
her back aga�n, and Bas Sheva’s �nterpretat�ons of hazzanut earned her w�de 
acceptance everywhere.

 F�nally, as the Khazntes’ novelty wore off and fans of hazzanut moved on 
to other forms of enterta�nment, the era came to a close w�th one last hur-
rah. M�m� Sloan suppl�ed �t, rely�ng on the most popular h�ts recorded by 
Mo�she Oysher, wh�le present�ng herself �n the latest style. By the 1970s only 
a performer as strong and as adaptable as Sloan could recreate the novelty of 
women s�ng�ng l�turg�cal mus�c 50 years after they first attempted �t �n publ�c. 
Moreover, she d�d so �n an era when hazzanut was no longer popular. M�m� 
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Sloan had performed alongs�de Bas Sheva �n “Catsk�ll Honeymoon,” and 
w�th her own s�ster on telev�s�on and �n Y�dd�sh theater back �n the 1950s. 
She d�dn’t beg�n to s�ng hazzanut unt�l the 1970s, a decade after Bas Sheva’s 
premature death. Fraydele and She�ndele were st�ll perform�ng hazzanut, but 
the aud�ences were chang�ng. The Amer�can cantorate’s Golden Age had come 
to �ts close a generat�on before, and mus�c that was now deemed popular no 
longer �ncluded hazzanut. 

Luck�ly, the late Mo�she Oysher’s syncopated style of l�turg�cal s�ng�ng had 
become the stuff of legend through h�s record�ngs. So when Sloan’s husband 
rece�ved perm�ss�on from Oysher’s w�fe, Theodora, for M�m� to perform 
Mo�she’s arrangements, �t guaranteed a steady �ncome. M�m�’s vocal feats �n 
�m�tat�ng Mo�she Oysher’s �ntr�cate and mus�cally demand�ng ornamental 
style were stunn�ng; she became a brand-new novelty w�th�n the Khazntes’ 
novelty. M�m� exhuded 1970s glamour on her album covers, comparable to 
Cher’s on the Sonny and Cher Show. She sang w�th a brassy Broadway sound 
and d�d not m�m�c the male vo�ce nearly as much as her predecessors had 
done, although the compar�son could eas�ly be made due to the nature of 
the mus�c and vocal nuances one must �nclude w�th�n the style. By her day, 
women were able to become cantors, yet M�m� states spec�fically that she 
never cons�dered the path.�7 She rema�ned a performer, cl�ng�ng to her Y�d-
d�sh theater her�tage. Her vo�ce was strong and fem�n�ne at once, a product 
of the chang�ng face of popular mus�c �n Amer�ca.

The Khazntes’ cont�nued performances �nto the 1990s — �n smaller ven-
ues — was log�cal, cons�der�ng that the�r fan base — somewhat d�m�n�shed 
but st�ll a suffic�ent aud�ence �n major Jew�sh areas — was st�ll �nterested �n 
hear�ng them. The lack of later women stars can be attr�buted to the changes 
�n popular mus�c and the general decl�ne of hazzanut �n Amer�can syna-
gogues. More �mportantly, �t was due to the �nvest�ture of female cantors �n 
the 1970s and 1980s, wh�ch made the art more common and the Khazntes’ 
n�che obsolete. 

The Khazntes as Ground-Breakers
Although a female cantor, Betty Robb�ns, served at Oceans�de, New York’s 
Temple Avodah �n 1955,�8 the Khazntes saw concerts and record�ngs as the�r 
only outlet for l�turg�cal s�ng�ng. Most of them attested to the fact that they 
ne�ther des�red to serve as actual cantors nor d�d they regard themselves as 

37  Mimi Sloan, interviews, November 2004 through January, 2005.
38 Sandra Robbins, “Robbins, Betty,” Jewish Women,1998: 1158-1159.
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cantors. She�ndele’s nephew, Rabb� Harvey Gorn�sh, offers a contrary op�n�on. 
He bel�eves that h�s aunt subl�mated her true des�re to be a cantor by becom-
�ng an enterta�ner,�9 and when feas�ble, by hav�ng herself b�lled as co-offic�ant 
alongs�de major cantors of the day at hotels’ H�gh Holy Day and Passover 
serv�ces. Fraydele Oysher �ns�sted she would never serve as a cantor. Her 
daughter, performer Mar�lyn M�chaels, �ns�sts that even after women were 
�nvested as cantors by Hebrew Un�on College ne�ther she nor her mother 
ever des�red to enter the field.�0 Fraydele was quoted as say�ng that although 
she had been offered the opportun�ty to s�ng �n a Reform congregat�on (the 
�dent�ty of wh�ch �s unknown), she decl�ned, preferr�ng �nstead “to rema�n 
on the stage, br�ng�ng the sound of the Synagogue to best taste, rather than 
try�ng to take a man’s place at the pulp�t.”�1 M�m� Sloan, who first performed 
hazzanut decades after the others and could have attended cantor�al school 
�f she w�shed, stated that the concept of becom�ng a cantor never entered her 
m�nd, and that she was happy s�mply be�ng an enterta�ner.�� 

Regardless of the�r statements, �t �s �nformat�ve to compare the Khazntes 
to the women who followed them �nto the profess�onal cantorate. The short 
t�me that elapsed between the�r phenomenon and the �nvest�ture of the first 
female cantor connects them h�stor�cally. Publ�c statements that the Khazntes 
made regard�ng the�r lack of asp�rat�ons toward the cantorate may have been 
�nfluenced by pressure to conform to soc�etal norms and expectat�ons for a 
Jew�sh woman’s “proper” role generally and “proper” use of vo�ce �n the publ�c 
arena. At the same t�me, the Khazntes were break�ng those norms and thwart-
�ng those expectat�ons by perform�ng, broadcast�ng and record�ng l�turg�cal 
mus�c theretofore performed �n synagogue only by men. 

Nor d�d they regard themselves as fighters for women’s r�ghts. A b�ography 
of Fraydele Oysher states that she d�dn’t 

 th�nk of or refer to herself as a p�oneer of fem�n�sm. However, long 
before…women were embraced as rabb�s and cantors �n synagogues 
throughout the world, Fraydele Oysher �s the woman who played the 
major role �n pav�ng th�s new road for women.”�� 

Thus an un�dent�fied, though presumably neutral, observer l�nks at least one 
Khaznte to upcom�ng female cantors. Perhaps the unknown author’s appra�sal 

39  Harvey Gornish, November 2004 interview.
40  Marilyn Michaels, August 2004 interview.
41  “A Chazendel auf Shabbes” program notes, date unknown.
42  Mimi Sloan, interviews, November 2004 through January, 2005.
43  Fraydele Oysher biography, author unknown, found at http://www.marilynmi-

chaels.com/fraydele.htm on the Internet.
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of the role that Fraydele’s career played �n �nfluenc�ng the next generat�on’s 
female cantors’ cho�ce of profess�on �s exaggerated. What we do know �s that 
each Khaznte had a d�fferent op�n�on about the cantorate, and that, had they 
been perm�tted to funct�on as a part of �t, the course the�r l�ves took would not 
necessar�ly have been altered. Be that as �t may, �t �s th�s wr�ter’s conv�ct�on 
that the Khazntes are clearly l�nked to the �nst�tut�on of the female cantor.

It cannot be proven that they e�ther opened doors for other women or even 
made efforts to do so, yet w�th t�me comes h�stor�cal perspect�ve. One m�ght 
pos�t that the phenomenon of the Khazntes was a harb�nger of the t�mes; 
women were �ncreas�ngly be�ng accepted as stage performers, a fem�n�st 
wave was �nundat�ng the country, and opportun�t�es �n the burgeon�ng field 
of enterta�nment constantly beckoned. Others m�ght po�nt out w�th some 
accuracy that the timing of the phenomenon’s appearance was fundamental: 
the typ�cally Amer�can trend toward a “Modern” Orthodoxy exempl�fied by 
the Young Israel movement had not yet t�ghtened the restr�ct�ons of halakhah 
around �ts adherents; the cantorate’s Golden Age cont�nued to glow br�ghtly, 
and the not�on of Jew�sh female performers was st�ll fresh. Regardless of what 
brought the phenomenon to the scene �n the early-to-m�d twent�eth century, 
the Khazntes’ accompl�shments played an �mportant role �n the h�story of 
women, part�cularly Jew�sh women. The Khazntes were more than just en-
terta�ners; they demonstrated that women could effect�vely commun�cate 
prayer through the�r vo�ces. 

 It would take many more years for women to be w�dely accepted as cantors, 
but aud�ences around the world l�stened w�th enthus�asm as these women 
sang l�turg�cal chants. True, �n order to “authent�cate” the�r hazzanut most 
of the Khazntes man�pulated the�r vo�ces to sound l�ke men, espec�ally �n the 
upper range. Yet, unl�ke certa�n notor�ous female synagogue chor�sters of the 
era parad�ng as men, the Khazntes never h�d the�r gender; they performed as 
women, they were advert�sed as women, and the�r record�ngs bore the�r �m-
ages. And aga�n, some of the Khazntes donned male garb (Fraydele dressed as 
a Yesh�va boy or male cantor w�th payes (s�de-curls), tzitzit (fr�nged garments) 
and a su�t — and She�ndele donned the male cantor’s garb of m�tre (cantor’s 
headdress, also worn by b�shops) and kitl (robe) — but they d�d so e�ther for 
theater performances or for publ�c�ty photos. Most of them performed �n 
fem�n�ne concert att�re, as can be seen on v�deos and other photos. They d�d 
not try to be men, but �nstead forged the�r own un�que paths �n the world of 
Jew�sh enterta�nment. 

The Khazntes made great str�des for all women �n Y�dd�sh theater, on con-
cert stages, record�ngs, rad�o, and even mov�es. The one area �n wh�ch they 
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never overstepped the l�ne was �n serv�ng as cantors �n synagogues. Wh�le 
She�ndele co-offic�ated w�th male cantors at hotel serv�ces dur�ng holy days, 
and M�m� Sloan co-conducted communal Passover seders, none of them 
sought regular pos�t�ons �n the synagogue. Before Barbara (Horow�tz) Ost-
feld was �nvested by Hebrew Un�on College-Jew�sh Inst�tute of Rel�g�on �n 
1975, only Betty Robb�ns had taken a pulp�t w�thout �nvest�ture, �n 1955. In 
the major�ty of synagogues across the denom�nat�onal board, women would 
not have been accepted as cantors, e�ther by congregants or by the�r own 
support�ve fam�l�es. The Khazntes’ devot�on to s�ng�ng l�turg�cal reperto�re 
�n publ�c was the cr�t�cal first step towards recogn�z�ng women as potent�al 
sh’lihei tsibbur. 

They filled an h�stor�cal gap between the zogerin who led women �n separate 
prayer serv�ces �n med�eval Europe, and the arr�val of female cantors late �n 
the �0th century.

Personal Conclusion
That the Khazntes’ example proved �nsp�rat�onal to many others �s a fact 
that can be ver�fied by the endur�ng �nterest shown �n concert presentat�ons 
of the�r mus�c. I am speak�ng here from recent personal exper�ence, hav�ng 
accepted numerous �nv�tat�ons to lecture on the Khazntes’ careers, to play 
the�r record�ngs and to demonstrate the�r approach. At these events, I am 
somet�mes lucky enough to meet people who l�stened to the Khazntes on 
the rad�o or who heard them perform �n concert. Even the local �ce cream 
man �n Brooklyn had a story of l�sten�ng to Fraydele and her brother Mo�she 
pract�ce �n the�r apartment, wh�ch was conven�ently located d�rectly across 
the a�r shaft of h�s apartment bu�ld�ng. It �s my bel�ef that the Khazntes’ ult�-
mate legacy w�ll be to create �n young people a newfound �nterest �n a body 
of Jew�sh mus�c that �s sl�pp�ng farther and farther �nto obl�v�on. It �s my hope 
that the Khazntes w�ll become a top�c more often covered �n d�scuss�ons of 
female Jew�sh performers and the �nfluence they’ve had on a st�ll develop�ng 
Amer�can Jew�sh culture.

Prior to receiving her Master’s degree in Sacred Music and investiture as a cantor 
from the Hebrew Union College’s School of Sacred Music, Hayley Kobilinsky Pose-
row had earned a B.A. in Psychology from Columbia University while concurrently 
studying vocal arts at the Juilliard School of Music. Hayley is the cantor of Congre-
gation B’nai Yisrael in Armonk, NY, and frequently concertizes in liturgical works, 
Yiddish repertoire, opera and oratorio. She is planning a book on the Khazntes and 
their music, in which she specializes. Parts of this article first appeared in her 2005 
Master’s thesis on the subject, under the guidance of Dr. Wendy Zierler.
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Kol Hazzanit: Alternatives for Women Cantors to the Vocal 
Requirements and Expression of Traditional Hazzanut

by Pamela Kordan Trimble

 After the supper they hold the sacred v�g�l that �s conducted �n the follow�ng 
way. They r�se up all together and stand�ng �n the m�ddle of the refectory 
form themselves first �nto two cho�rs, one of men and one of women, the 
leader and precentor chosen from each be�ng the most honoured amongst 
them and also the most mus�cal. Then they s�ng hymns to God composed 
of many measures and set to many melod�es, somet�mes chanting together, 
somet�mes tak�ng up the harmony antiphonally, hands and feet keep�ng 
t�me �n accompan�ment, and rapt w�th enthus�asm reproduce somet�mes 
the lyr�cs of the process�on, somet�mes of the halt and of the wheel�ng and 
counter-wheel�ng of a cho�ce dance. Then when each cho�r has separately 
done �ts own part �n the feast... they m�x and both together become a single 
choir, a copy of the cho�r set up of old bes�des the Red Sea �n honour of 
the wonders there wrought... It �s on th�s model above all that the cho�r 
of the Therapeutae of either sex, note �n response to note and vo�ce to 
vo�ce, the bass of the men blending with the treble of the women, create a 
harmon�ous concert (symphon�a), mus�c �n the truest sense...1

 
Introduction
Th�s art�cle explores a subject that to my knowledge has not been d�scussed 
before. I was unable to find any documentat�on on �t, and as of yet there has 
been no book wr�tten spec�fically on the subject of women �n the cantorate. 
My spec�fic concern here �s to cons�der the her�tage of trad�t�onal hazzanut 
from a d�st�nctly female perspect�ve, �n order to �ntegrate �nto th�s mus�cal 
style a female vocal express�on and the un�que sp�r�tual perspect�ve and energy 
of women �n the cantorate today.

H�stor�an Alfred Sendrey offers documentat�on about the role women 
played �n the sacred and secular mus�c of anc�ent Israel. Wr�tten records as 
well as p�ctor�al d�splays test�fy to the var�ous act�v�t�es of women as dancers, 
s�ngers and �nstrumental�sts.� 

1 Alfred Sendrey, Music in Ancient Israel (New York: Philosophical Library), 1969: 
188-189, 526-527, citing Philo’s essay on the communal Sabbath observances of the 
Jewish Monastic sect called Therapeutae (Greek: healers:) in their settlement near 
Alexandria, particularly their night-long singing and dancing following the friend-
ship-and-love meal known as agape.

2 Sendrey, Music in Ancient Israel, 1969: 516
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In the F�rst Temple, women regularly part�c�pated �n the r�tual as s�ngers 
and �nstrumental�sts.� 

 Dav�d and the capta�ns of the army appo�nted for serv�ce �n the Sanctuary 
the ch�ldren of Asaph, of Heman and of Jeduthun, who prophes�ed to the 
accompan�ment of lyres, harps and cymbals … God gave Heman fourteen 
sons and three daughters; all these were under the charge of their father 
for singing in the House of God by order of the king.

The development of ant�-fem�n�ne sent�ment among the pr�estly caste and 
the ant�-fem�n�ne tendency of the later pr�estly scr�bes �nfluenced the gradual 
d�splacement of women from any r�tual funct�ons, and effaced or so trans-
formed our or�g�nal sources that any record of the roles women shared �n the 
sacred serv�ce were obscured forever.�

The only other h�stor�cal �nformat�on recorded on women’s part�c�pat�on 
�n what later developed �nto the profess�onal cantorate, �s �n the European 
commun�t�es of Nuremberg and Worms of the 1�th century, where women 
led serv�ces for other women, �n sect�ons of the synagogue that were e�ther 
adjacent to the men’s sect�on or at t�mes connected by a gallery.5 Women who 
were mus�cally talented and knowledgeable �n the l�turgy were engaged to lead 
these serv�ces. Two of these women are remembered by name: R�chenza of 
Nurenberg and Uran�a of Worms.6 The ep�taph on the tombstone of Uran�a 
reads: “Th�s headstone commemorates the em�nent and excellent lady Ura-
n�a, the daughter of R. Abraham, who was the ch�ef of the synagogue s�ngers. 
H�s prayer for h�s people rose up to glory. And as to her, she, too, w�th sweet 
tunefulness, offic�ated before the female worsh�pers to whom she sang the 
hymnal port�ons. In devout serv�ce her memory shall be preserved.”7

Although the above would �nd�cate that women have performed �n Jew�sh 
rel�g�ous serv�ces �n var�ous capac�t�es �n anc�ent t�mes and as recently as the 
1�th century, there �s no precedent for women hav�ng performed trad�t�onal 
hazzanut, an �mprov�sat�onal l�turg�cal style that developed at a much later 
date, exclus�vely for the male vo�ce.

3 First Chronicles 25: 5-6 (my emphases).
4 Sendrey, p. 516.
5 Leo Landman. The Cantor — An Historical Perspective (New York: Yeshiva Uni-

versity), 1972: 68.
6 Idem.
7 Idem.
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Physiological functions of the male and female singing voices
One really cannot pursue a project of th�s type w�thout �nclud�ng a certa�n 
amount of d�scuss�on regard�ng vocal product�on. W�th such demand�ng vo-
cal cr�ter�a requ�red as an �ntegral part of the prayer express�on �n the style 
of trad�t�onal hazzanut, the hazzan, whether female or male, should str�ve 
to acqu�re the proper phys�cal funct�on �n order that he/she could express 
the text w�th as many vocal colors as poss�ble, develop�ng, w�th�n one’s own 
range of vocal talent, the requ�red set of vocal cr�ter�a.

 The lungs and d�aphragm and the whole breath�ng apparatus must be 
understood by the s�nger, because the foundat�on of s�ng�ng �s breath�ng 
and breath control... A s�nger must be able to rely on her/h�s breath, just 
as he/she rel�es upon the sol�d�ty of the ground beneath h�s/her feet.8

Now let us cons�der what �s techn�cally known as the Valsalva Maneuver, 
because th�s aspect of pulmonary and thorac�c mechan�cs appears to be 
ev�dent as an essent�al funct�on �n the vocal techn�que of Eastern European 
Ashkenaz�c hazzan�m who flour�shed dur�ng the so-called Golden Age of 
hazzanut, roughly 1900-19�0. Th�s �s the per�od of t�me dur�ng wh�ch most 
of the l�turg�cal mus�c I d�scuss �n th�s art�cle was composed and or�g�nally 
sung. 

I �nterv�ewed Dr. Maur�ce Sheetz, a Pulmonary and Cr�t�cal Care Med�-
c�ne Fellow at St. Luke’s/Roosevelt Hosp�tal �n New York C�ty. He was able 
to �dent�fy and define for me, by l�sten�ng to record�ngs of Golden Age can-
tors Gershon S�rota, Yossele Rosenblatt, Zavel Kwart�n, P�erre P�nch�k, Le�b 
Glantz, Dav�d Kusev�tsky, Moshe Ganchoff, Dav�d Ro�tman and Mordeca� 
Hershman, and record�ngs of Bel Canto opera s�ngers Enr�co Caruso, Mat-
t�a Batt�st�n�, Georges Th�ll, Fernando De Luc�a, Nell�e Melba, Lou�sa Tet-
razz�n�, L�ll� Lehmann, Z�nka M�lanov and Rosa Ponselle, a part�cular type 
of breath�ng. 

It’s an aud�ble funct�on that we s�ngers would call a type of “breath support” 
techn�que: the Valsalva (or Valsalva-l�ke) Maneuver, common to the vocal�sm 
of each of the above-named art�sts. Dr. Sheetz descr�bed th�s funct�on as a “...
controlled exp�rat�on of the breath aga�nst a closed glott�s.” The oppos�te, the 
Mueller Maneuver, wh�ch cons�sts of �nsp�rat�on aga�nst a closed glott�s, can 
also be heard, �ncorporated �nto the s�ng�ng techn�que of these great s�ng-
ers. One can hear very clearly the �ncorporat�on of the Valsalva Maneuver 
on the record�ngs of all these s�ngers as a breath pressure cut-off, a type of 

8 Luisa Tetrazzini, The Art of Singing (New York: Dover edition), 1975: 11.
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aud�ble “grunt” at the end of the phrase, and w�th the Mueller Maneuver, a 
short but aud�ble “grunt” at the beg�nn�ng of a phrase. The latter �s a method 
of “sett�ng” or lean�ng the breath and s�ng�ng aga�nst the chest, establ�sh�ng 
the appòggio or breath “prop.”9 

The appòggio �s the deep breath regulated by the d�aphragm; no s�nger can 
really acqu�re h�gh notes or flex�b�l�ty or strength of tone w�thout the attack 
com�ng from th�s seat of resp�rat�on.10 Th�s type of breath support funct�on 
allowed the cantors and opera s�ngers of that un�que per�od �n vocal h�story 
to develop a remarkable ab�l�ty to use the e�ght cr�ter�a of Bel Canto s�ng-
�ng, endow�ng them w�th a vast spectrum of vocal, emot�onal and sp�r�tual 
express�on. One st�ll hears th�s techn�que on the record�ngs of Cantor Moshe 
Ganchoff and �n the performances of Cantors Israel Goldste�n and Robert 
Abelson. The e�ght cr�ter�a that define the art of Bel Canto s�ng�ng are: 

 1) legato; 
 �) staccato; 
 �) soft; 
 �) loud; 
 5) h�gh; 
 6) low; 
 7) coloratura;  
 8) tr�lls.

Lu�sa Tetrazz�n�, one of the most famous of Bel Canto coloratura sopranos, 
expla�ns th�s breath-pressure funct�on �n her book. She kept the pressure of 
the breath aga�nst her sternum at all t�mes and that allowed her vocal cords 
to rema�n free to v�brate. Dr. Sheetz descr�bed �t rather colorfully:

 It’s l�ke say�ng that at one end of your body you’ve th�s tremendous pressure 
of breath aga�nst your sternum, but at the same t�me you are learn�ng to 
relax the muscles from the neck up... There are these l�ttle muscles that 
surround the vocal cords, the ones �n the back that change the length and 
tens�on of your cords are called the Aryteno�ds. What happens �s that 
you bu�ld up pressure aga�nst your sternum; then you have to learn how 
to relax the muscles surround�ng the vocal cords so that you can open 
your throat and at the same t�me slowly release some of the pressure, not 
all of the exp�rat�on, d�rectly aga�nst your vocal cords. It’s analogous to 
bank�ng a pool ball off a s�de cush�on �nstead of go�ng d�rectly through; you 

9 Tetrazzini, p. 15.
10  Ibid; p. 16.
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somehow d�vert that a�r so that �t goes through �n a controlled amount, 
as l�ttle as poss�ble. 

Johan Sundberg spends a th�rd of h�s book on the sc�ent�fic underp�nn�ng of 
s�ng�ng11 �n d�scuss�ng the type of breath�ng ev�denced by a “grunt” at cut-off. 
He calls �t sub-glottal pressure, �nvolv�ng the balance of equal and oppos�te 
muscular act�v�ty requ�red to produce not only the healthy s�ng�ng tone but 
the d�fferent dynam�cs poss�ble to the vocal organ.

To observe the Valsalva-l�ke Maneuver funct�on, one can watch a baby cry. 
When a baby cr�es, the abdom�nal wall moves �n on �nhalat�on and presses out 
on exhalat�on, whereas when the baby �s rest�ng or sleep�ng, the abdom�nal 
wall moves out for �nhalat�on and �n for exhalat�on. Thus, the normal breath-
�ng funct�on �s reversed. Caruso descr�bes �t �n these terms:

 To take a full breath properly the chest must be ra�sed at the same moment 
the abdomen s�nks �n. Then w�th the gradual expuls�on of the breath a 
contrary movement takes place. …  It �s th�s ab�l�ty to take �n an adequate 
supply of breath and reta�n �t unt�l requ�red that makes or, by contrary, 
mars all s�ng�ng... Th�s art of resp�rat�on once acqu�red, the student has 
gone a cons�derable step on the road to Parnassus.1�

L�ll� Lehmann descr�bes proper resp�rat�on as follows: “I had learned th�s: 
to draw �n the abdomen and d�aphragm, ra�se the chest and hold the breath 
�n �t by the a�d of the r�bs; �n lett�ng out the breath, gradually to relax the 
abdomen.”1�

Another essent�al aspect of breath control �s learn�ng how to release as 
l�ttle breath as poss�ble wh�le s�ng�ng. G�ovann� Batt�sta Lampert� was another 
of the great teach�ng Master’s of the art of Bel Canto. He bel�eves that the 
challenge for a s�nger �s to balance g�v�ng the breath and hold�ng the breath 
at the same t�me; all problems w�th s�ng�ng are a m�smanagement of the 
breath. He d�scusses what he calls the force of the compressed breath and 
how to handle �t. 

 The breath �s the ocean — the vo�ce �s the boat that floats on the ocean! 
Nature gave us the vo�ce — we cannot change �t — but we can educate 
the breath and learn to control �t. Th�s — const�tutes the whole method 
of s�ng�ng.1�

11  Johan Sundberg. The Science of the Singing Voice (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois 
University Press), 1987: Chapters 1 through 4.

12  Enrico Caruso. The Art of Singing (New York: Dover), 1975: 54-55
13  Lilli Lehman. How to Sing (New York: MacMillan), 1949:14.
14  Giovanni Battista Lamperti Vocal Wisdom (New York: Taplinger), 1931: 131-

132
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Wh�le s�ng�ng �n Europe I was �ntroduced to a very �nterest�ng and effec-
t�ve vocal exerc�se; legend has �t that �t was an exerc�se used by Caruso for 
controll�ng the em�ss�on of breath. One holds a l�t candle flame close to the 
mouth, and attempts to s�ng at d�fferent dynam�c levels wh�le keep�ng the 
candle flame absolutely steady. In do�ng th�s, the s�nger learns to control the 
em�ss�on of breath w�th the musculature of �ntra-thorac�c pressure and d�a-
phragmat�c funct�on. If done properly, �t �s a very useful exerc�se.

The Valsalva-l�ke Maneuver allows male s�ngers to use the krekhtz (Y�dd�sh: 
“sob”) very effect�vely as another tool for emot�onal express�on. The krekhtz, 
however, �s not natural to the female vo�ce. 

If one l�stens and then compares the s�ng�ng of Cantors P�nch�k and S�rota, 
one hears that P�nch�k d�d not possess as great a natural vocal �nstrument as 
d�d S�rota. Desp�te th�s fact, P�nch�k could ach�eve the same express�ve results 
when express�on demanded �t. He d�d �t by �mplement�ng the breath-support 
funct�on d�scussed above. However d�fferent the�r vocal t�mbre, P�nch�k and 
S�rota had one th�ng �n common: the�r use of the Valsalva-l�ke Maneuver, 
aud�ble on the�r record�ngs, to �mpart express�veness to the�r s�ng�ng.

In compar�ng books on Bel Canto s�ng�ng, one �s conv�nced that there was 
at that t�me a trad�t�onal way that one learned to s�ng, an aesthet�c that one 
recogn�zed and str�ved to atta�n, to the best of one’s ab�l�ty. It �s no acc�dent 
that the era of Bel Canto and the Golden Age of hazzanut followed each other 
h�stor�cally. One wonders what cond�t�ons were present that allowed th�s to 
happen; that such marvelous s�ng�ng should thr�ve sequent�ally �n two d�fferent 
worlds of express�on: �n the world of Ital�an opera and the world of synagogue 
prayer. One also wonders what m�ght have been ach�eved hazzan�cally �f, at 
that t�me, women had been allowed to serve as cantors.

Vocal Tradition for Women: Where Do We Start? 
Women have no vocal trad�t�on �n the style of trad�t�onal hazzanut. So where 
does one turn to study good vocal wr�t�ng spec�fically for women, vocal wr�t�ng 
that would suggest a type of vocal express�on s�m�lar to that already present 
�n the s�ng�ng trad�t�on of Eastern European hazzanut, but better su�ted to 
the vocal �nstruments of women? The answer, for me, was to beg�n study�ng 
the vocal wr�t�ng of master composers l�ke Bach, Mozart, Bell�n�, B�zet and 
Verd�. I analyzed how they spec�fically set prayer to mus�c, how they ta�lored 
that type of s�ng�ng for each female vo�ce fach (German: “category”). 

In the operat�c trad�t�on, women enjoy an establ�shed vocal h�story span-
n�ng hundreds of years; women have had the opportun�ty to commun�cate the 
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w�dest spectrum of emot�ons through a very spec�al array of vocal colors and 
express�ve dev�ces representat�ve of superlat�ve vocal wr�t�ng for the female 
vo�ce. Th�s sort of vocal mastery �s cult�vated over many years of ser�ous study, 
through the process of class�cal vo�ce tra�n�ng. I chose opera as my med�um 
of explorat�on �nstead of, for �nstance, gospel s�ng�ng, because the vocal and 
express�ve cr�ter�a requ�red of s�ngers by the Bel Canto operat�c reperto�re �s 
paralleled by the remarkable vocal�sm assoc�ated w�th Ashkenaz�c hazzanut 
of the early 1900s. 

One must remember that just as Old School cantors wrote for themselves, 
compos�ng sett�ngs of prayers to su�t the�r own vocal ab�l�t�es and rel�g�ous 
personal�ty, many of the operat�c composers wrote �nd�v�dual roles for spe-
c�fic women. Composers often des�gned an ent�re role for the �nd�v�dual 
vocal ab�l�t�es of a g�ven female s�nger, creat�ng a vocal l�ne through wh�ch 
the art�st could best express herself. The pr�ma donna had always played a 
central and creat�ve role �n the development of opera. The operas Norma by 
Bell�n� and Anna Bolena by Don�zett� were composed for the vocal gen�us of 
Gu�d�tta Pasta; the capab�l�t�es of Schroder-Devr�ent. Stolz and Jer�tza were 
explo�ted to the�r full by Wagner, Verd� and R�chard Strauss, respect�vely.15 
In our own day Luc�ano Ber�o entrusted Cathy Berber�an w�th mus�c that 
left a great deal to her own �mprov�sat�on. Don�zett� wrote h�s most famous 
trag�c opera, Lucia di Lamermoor, for Fanny Pers�an�; G�usepp�na Strep-
pon� created the role of Ab�ga�lle �n Verd�’s first real success, Nabucco, a role 
he composed expressly for her.16 Just as these composers wrote mus�c that 
played to the strengths of �nd�v�dual women, so d�d the hazzan�m of Eastern 
Europe a century ago wr�te for themselves, us�ng the �mprov�sat�onal style of 
trad�t�onal hazzanut to express the�r �nd�v�dual rel�g�ous sent�ment through 
the�r own un�que vocal�sm.

In exam�n�ng operat�c wr�t�ng I kept the follow�ng textual and vocal con-
s�derat�ons �n m�nd.

1) Tessitura (general pos�t�on�ng of the vocal l�ne): �.e., how th�s reflects the 
text; whether the h�gh vo�ce was used more for emot�onal outbursts and 
the m�ddle vo�ce used more for rec�tat�ve-type express�on.

2) Passàggio (vocal reg�ster-break, ma�nly between m�ddle and upper ranges): 
�.e., does the composer wr�te repeated notes �n the passàggio for the female 
vo�ce, and �f so, towards what express�ve end?

15  Rupert Christiansen. Prima Donna (New York: Viking), 1985: 8.
16  Ibid. p. 216.
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�) Vowels/D�ct�on: whether certa�n vowels are avo�ded �n certa�n parts of 
the vocal range; how the vowels are used to express the text �n d�fferent 
tessituri. 

�) Phras�ng: the use of legato, staccato, contour (rests vs. mot�on), runs and 
susta�ned notes.

5) Dynam�cs: how the text �s expressed through the use of p�ano, forte, 
sforzando, crescendo and d�m�nuendo.

6) Temp�/Rhythm: how tempo and rhythm are used to enhance the text’s 
mean�ng.

7) Embell�shments: how coloratura, tr�lls and grace notes are used to 
emphas�ze the mus�c’s emot�onal subtext.

In add�t�on, each of the operat�c prayer-sett�ng examples I stud�ed reflects 
a defineable rel�g�ous sent�ment.

1) “Erbarme d�ch...” (Have mercy upon me...) from the St. Matthew Passion 
by J.S. Bach: A prayer of spec�fic entreaty.

�) “Ave Mar�a...” from Otello by Verd�: A prayer of general suppl�cat�on. Th�s 
�s one of the most beloved ar�as �n the ent�re operat�c reperto�re.

�) “Alleluja...” from Exsultate, Jubilate, Motet, K. 165 by Mozart: A song of 
pra�se.

�) ... s’ancor si piange (from w�th�n the ar�a “Tu che le van�ta”; from Don Carlo 
by Verd�: A desperate suppl�cat�on.

5)  “P�e Jesu...” from Requiem by Faure: A gentle plea.
6) “Possente...” prayer of the H�gh Pr�estess, from Aïda by Verd�; a hymn of 

affirmat�on and beseech�ng.
7)  Numi, pieta... (from w�th�n the ar�a “R�torna V�nc�tor”) from Aida by 

Verd�: pass�onate �nvocat�on.
8) “Casta D�va...” from Norma by Bell�n�: pra�se, thanksg�v�ng.
9)  “Madonna benedetta...” from La Bohème, Act IV, by Pucc�n�: an �nt�mate 

prayer chant.
10) Vous me donnerez (from w�th�n the ar�a “Je d�s, que r�en ne m’épouvante”) 

from Carmen by B�zet: one of the great moments �n opera, a rel�g�ous 
affirmat�on of exqu�s�te beauty.

11) “L�bera me...” from the Requiem by Verd�: declamatory exaltat�on to hushed 
med�tat�on.

1�) “Requ�em Eternam...” Requiem by Verd�: ethereal assurance, �ncorporat�ng 
a remarkably lyr�cal vocal l�ne w�th the class�c female vocal dev�ce of the 
h�gh float�ng p�an�ss�mo.
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1�)  “V�ss� d’arte,” the hero�ne’s s�gnature ar�a from Tosca by Pucc�n�, �n wh�ch 
a woman speaks d�rectly to God, quest�on�ng, ask�ng why such a horr�ble 
fate has befallen her (wh�ch �ndeed �t has)... “Why, why, O God, have you 
pa�d me back th�s way?” In the open�ng of the ar�a, Tosca says she has 
l�ved for art and love, da�ly perform�ng good deeds; why, then, she cr�es, 
do you abandon me now? Despa�r�ng, she does not pray for mercy, but 
ra�ses a fist, vocally. Th�s �s a very unusual stance for women �n opera.

 Among present-day compos�t�ons, Cantor Lawrence Avery’s sett�ng of 
Ribono Shel Olam17 d�splays very effect�ve and sens�t�ve vocal wr�t�ng, and was 
composed spec�fically for a woman’s vo�ce. Dr. Samuel Adler, �n a telephone 
�nterv�ew, expla�ned to me that he composed both “Ahavat Olam” from Shir 
Chadash and “S�m Shalom” from Shiru Ladonay spec�fically for a woman’s 
vo�ce. After study�ng both p�eces, I found both select�ons to be wr�tten w�th 
fem�n�ne aesthet�c and vocal cr�ter�a �n m�nd. He also composed several beau-
t�ful prayers for the Rachel and Leah characters �n h�s opera, The Wrestler.

Specific characteristics of men’s and women’s voices
In general, the male s�nger has th�cker vocal cords — from top to bottom 
— than the female s�nger. A man also has a naturally greater v�tal breath 
capac�ty than a woman.18 For example, a man’s vocal cords w�ll be th�cker 
than a woman’s of the same vo�ce we�ght and category: �.e. lyr�c tenor vs lyr�c 
soprano, or dramat�c tenor vs dramat�c soprano. Because the vocal cords are 
th�cker , the male s�nger has to apply more sub-glottal pressures to cause the 
vocal cords to v�brate.

Therefore, a male s�nger s�ng�ng a spec�fic passàggio passage — Eb-E-F-F# 
— �s produc�ng a steady stream of breath pressure that �s greater than the 
stream of breath pressure produced by a female s�nger negot�at�ng the same 
passage �n her passàggio.19 Because a more �ntense pressure �s already estab-
l�shed �n th�s tessitura of the vo�ce of the male s�nger, �t �s eas�er for h�m to 
repeat syllables on a part�cular p�tch �n this tessitura. In add�t�on, the male 
s�nger has the natural acoust�cal phenomenon called the “covered tone,” wh�ch 
occurs as the male vo�ce passes through �ts passàggio, an effect that a female 
s�nger does not exper�ence. 

If properly produced, the female vo�ce passes from the m�ddle reg�ster to 
the head reg�ster w�th much less of an aural d�srupt�on, and w�th less sub-

17  Gates of Prayer, Chaim Stern, ed. (New York: Central Conference of America 
Rabbis), 1975: 679-680.

18  Sundberg, Science of the Singing Voice, 1987: 26.
19  Ibid. p. 34.
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glottal pressure. In order to “speak” �n that tessitura the female s�nger must 
generate add�t�onal pressure aga�nst her vocal cords, often produc�ng a harsh 
“wh�te” or open qual�ty that can sound stra�ned and unnatural to the l�stener. 
We must also remember that women do not speak �n that range of the vo�ce, 
whereas men can, and often do. The bas�c female s�ng�ng vo�ce �s an octave 
above the male s�ng�ng vo�ce, so the acoust�cal phenomenon that occurs 
as the woman’s vo�ce passes �nto the head reg�ster �s dramat�cally d�fferent 
than that produced by the male vo�ce �n the same tessitura. It �s also noted 
that the back of the throat of the female s�nger �s much more open as she 
passes through the passàggio �nto the head reg�ster,�0 and hence must force 
an art�fic�al closure of that throat pos�t�on �n order to produce clear d�ct�on 
on repeated notes �n that tessitura. Th�s contorts the healthy, natural vocal 
mechan�sm and produces an unpleasant sound. 

The type of vocal wr�t�ng for women that leads to th�s result �s very rare �n 
any of the operat�c examples I exam�ned dur�ng my research (not l�m�ted to 
the examples c�ted here). I d�d find passages that del�berately sought to pro-
duce th�s type of vocal effect; Pucc�n� used �t �n Madame Butterfly and Verd� 
d�d l�kew�se �n Aïda and Macbeth. Both composers �ntroduced �t at dramat�c 
moments, cl�mact�c po�nts �n the mus�cal drama. If used jud�c�ously �t can 
s�mulate �ntense despa�r, anger, pa�n or even hyster�cal ecstacy. But aga�n, �t 
�s extremely rare, and �s found �n the more dramat�c reperto�re for the sp�nto 
or dramat�c soprano vo�ce. Generally ach�eved by hav�ng a s�nger repeat 
words �n the vo�ce’s passàggio — e�ther on one cont�nuous note or mov�ng 
between two or three notes — �t �s a very common compos�t�onal techn�que 
�n trad�t�onal hazzanut. There �t works well for the male vo�ce but not for the 
female vo�ce, for the reasons just d�scussed.

I w�sh to avo�d any confus�on at th�s po�nt between the use of the terms 
“head vo�ce,” “chest vo�ce” and “reg�sters.” They are not the same th�ng. Let 
me g�ve you an example. If women were to speak as Jul�a Ch�ld or, for that 
matter, as Jesse Norman or the late El�zabeth Schumann, they would be us�ng 
the “head vo�ce” as a speak�ng veh�cle. Most women, however, speak �n the�r 
“chest vo�ce”; �t has become, certa�nly �n the last fifty years, a more soc�ally 
acceptable way of produc�ng the female speak�ng vo�ce, desp�te the fact that 
�t �s not as healthy a funct�on for a woman, and certa�nly not as healthy for 
the profess�onal s�nger. A reg�ster, on the other hand, �s most commonly de-
scr�bed as a phonat�on frequency range, �n wh�ch all tones are perce�ved as 
be�ng produced �n a s�m�lar way, and wh�ch therefore possess a s�m�lar vocal 

20  Lehmann, How to Sing, 1944: 62.



110

t�mbre.�1 Dr. Harry Holl�en (197�) defines vocal reg�ster �n the follow�ng way: 
“a totally laryngeal event; �t cons�sts of a ser�es or a range of consecut�ve vo�ce 
frequenc�es wh�ch can be produced w�th nearly �dent�cal phonatory qual�ty, ... 
there w�ll be l�ttle overlap �n fundamental frequency ... the operat�onal defin�-
t�on of a reg�ster must depend on support�ng perceptual, acoust�c, phys�olog�c 
and aerodynam�c ev�dence.�� In the male vo�ce, one d�st�ngu�shes between 
normal, or modal reg�ster, wh�ch �s used for lower phonat�on frequenc�es, 
and falsetto reg�ster.��

When a man �s s�ng�ng h�gh notes �n full vo�ce, �f he relaxes h�s d�aphrag-
mat�c lean, or loses h�s support for a second, he does what we call crack�ng. 
Crack�ng �s break�ng from full vo�ce back to an unsupported sound. An unsup-
ported sound, where the breath releases and passes through the vocal cords 
w�thout any res�stance of any k�nd �n the support system, produces what we 
call the falsetto. A falsetto �s s�mply the flutter�ng of the edges of the vocal 
cords w�thout any equal�zat�on process or res�stance �n the support system 
at all. If a woman loses, for a moment, her breath lean, a var�ety of th�ngs 
can happen, because the female vo�ce �s by nature produced by s�ng�ng w�th 
more of the edges of the vocal cords v�brat�ng, rather than, as �n the male 
vo�ce, more pressure aga�nst a larger area of the vocal cords.�� If she cracks, 
she can produce a shr�ll, th�n sound; she m�ght even shr�ek, or her vo�ce w�ll 
stop s�ng�ng altogether. In the male vo�ce, however, �f he cracks the s�nger  w�ll 
crack �nto falsetto, and he w�ll cont�nue s�ng�ng �n the falsetto funct�on. 

The falsetto �s an �ncred�bly effect�ve express�ve vocal tool when used 
creat�vely by the male s�nger. We hear �t employed w�th great expert�se by 
Yossele Rosenblatt and by many other great cantors of the early �0th century. 
Somet�mes a male s�nger can beg�n a tone �n the falsetto, blend �nto a full 
vo�ce tone and then decrescendo, creat�ng a beaut�ful p�an�ss�mo effect. If a 
male cantor or opera s�nger feels t�red, or not �n great vo�ce, he has the op-
portun�ty to use the falsetto s�mply as a way to rest or save h�s vo�ce. These 
are poss�b�l�t�es that a woman does not have ava�lable to her. Anyth�ng that 
one m�ght call a falsetto �n the female vo�ce would be so th�n that �t would 
be unusable. A woman, then, even for the finest p�an�ss�mo, has to ma�nta�n 
her support for all vocal express�on. Her vocal funct�on does not allow her 
th�s rest�ng techn�que.

21  Sundberg, Science of the Singing Voice, 1987:49
22  Ibid. p. 50.
23  Idem.
24  Ibid. p.51.
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In the follow�ng quote, L�ll� Lehmann re�terates her bel�ef �n the ex�stence 
of falsetto �n the male vo�ce but not �n the female vo�ce. She also po�nts out 
how the use of a part�cular s�ng�ng effect, such as the falsetto �n the male 
vo�ce, comes �n and out of vogue, depend�ng on the era of s�ng�ng. 

 Most male s�ngers — tenors espec�ally — cons�der �t beneath them, 
generally, �ndeed, unnatural or r�d�culous, to use the falsetto, wh�ch �s a 
part of all male vo�ces, as the head tones are a part of all female vo�ces. 
They do not understand how to make use of �ts ass�stance, because they 
often have no �dea of �ts ex�stence, or know �t only �n �ts unm�xed pur�ty, 
that �s, �ts th�nnest qual�ty. Of �ts proper appl�cat�on, that �s, �ts necessary 
adm�xture w�th chest resonance, they have not the remotest concept�on. 
The�r s�ng�ng �s generally �n keep�ng w�th the�r �gnorance.�5

The story goes that when Ross�n� first heard the famous French tenor 
Duprez s�ng a h�gh C, �n�t�ally dal petto (“from the chest”), he compla�ned 
b�tterly about how h�deous �t was and how he hated �t. He could not ab�de 
male s�ngers who tr�ed to carry the�r chest or full vo�ce all the way �nto the 
upper reaches of the�r range. Pucc�n�, too, preferred the use of falsetto — or at 
least a supported falsetto — somet�mes referred to as voix mixe (the “m�xed 
tone”).

Dur�ng the first quarter of the twent�eth century there came �nto vogue 
someth�ng called le petit ton inférieur, “the small �nfer�or tone.” Th�s was a 
falsetto tone that preceded a full tone. The male s�nger would del�berately 
make a falsetto attack and then, by t�ghtly clos�ng the glott�s, produce the full 
tone. Clos�ng the vocal cords t�ghtly would create a sudden res�stance to the 
breath. Th�s res�stance would then be equal�zed by a correspond�ng pressure 
felt �n the d�aphragm. It �s an appl�cat�on of Newton’s th�rd Law of Mot�on, 
wh�ch states that for every act�on of a force there �s an equal and oppos�te 
react�on. In th�s case the res�stance, result�ng from the closure of the glott�s, 
causes th�s phys�cal react�on, responded to �mmed�ately �n the d�aphragm. 
It ga�ned the Ital�an name il punto d’appòggio (“the po�nt of support”). In 
modern t�mes �t has come to be called just appòggio, referr�ng to a more gen-
eral�zed support across the d�aphragmat�c area. In Spa�n, however, �t �s st�ll 
called el punto d’apoyo. Th�s type of support techn�que, �n�t�ated v�a le petit 
ton inférieur and completed by act�vat�ng the d�aphragm through clos�ng the 
glott�s, became very popular. As more and more volume was requ�red, th�s 
funct�on turned �nto the krekhtz or “sob” that we assoc�ate w�th the s�ng�ng 
of the great cantors and opera s�ngers of past and present.

25  Lehmann, How to Sing, 1949: 124.
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The reg�ster break that occurs when a man sh�fts from falsetto �nto the nor-
mal or modal reg�ster creates the effect that we call the krekhtz.�6 Th�s abrupt 
and very aud�ble vocal effect, used effect�vely and extens�vely by Ashkenaz�c 
cantors of the past century and by many Ital�an opera s�ngers of the same 
h�stor�cal per�od — �nclud�ng Enr�co Caruso and Ben�am�no G�gl� — �s not 
a vocal dev�ce that works part�cularly well �n the female vo�ce. The female 
vo�ce has four recogn�zed reg�sters: the chest reg�ster, the m�ddle reg�ster, the 
head reg�ster, and the wh�stle reg�ster.�7 A woman has to set up an art�fic�al 
or unnatural breath-pressure cond�t�on to approx�mate th�s dramat�c sh�ft 
downward from the head reg�ster �nto the m�ddle reg�ster, for a “sob” effect. 
It occurs more naturally when she breaks from the m�ddle reg�ster �nto the 
chest reg�ster. Women do not, however, s�ng �n the chest vo�ce as a general 
rule, because the express�ve poss�b�l�t�es �n that part of the female vo�ce are 
extremely l�m�ted. Even �n Broadway s�ng�ng, where “belt�ng” �s a commonly 
used s�ng�ng techn�que for women, the major�ty of the express�ve vocal wr�t-
�ng for the female vo�ce �s st�ll found �n the head vo�ce. 

 In the woman’s vo�ce the m�ddle reg�ster takes hold �n the notes from E 
on the first l�ne of the staff about to m�ddle C. The head vo�ce beg�ns at 
m�ddle C and runs up to the end of the vo�ce, somet�mes to B-flat or C, 
where �t jo�ns the second head reg�ster, wh�ch I have heard ascend �nto 
a wh�stle �n phenomenal vo�ces... In the h�gh reg�ster the head vo�ce, or 
vo�ce wh�ch v�brates �n the head cav�t�es, should be used ch�efly. The 
m�ddle reg�ster requ�res palatal resonance, and the first notes of the head 
reg�ster and the last ones of the m�ddle requ�re a jud�c�ous blend�ng of 
both. The m�ddle reg�ster can be dragged up to the h�gh notes, but always 
at the cost first of the beauty of the vo�ce and then of the vo�ce �tself, for 
no organ can stand be�ng used wrongly for a long t�me.�8

The w�dest spectrum of express�ve poss�b�l�t�es for the female vo�ce l�es 
w�th�n the parameters of the head vo�ce. Needless to say, the chest vo�ce can be 
used for a spec�al effect on occas�on, but the head vo�ce, certa�nly throughout 
the hundreds of years of operat�c development, has endowed female s�ngers 
w�th the w�dest var�ety of express�ve poss�b�l�t�es. L�turg�cal compos�t�on for 
woman’s vo�ce therefore, demands an explorat�on of the poss�b�l�t�es of the 
upper notes of the female vo�ce, the �ntent�on be�ng to d�scover more and 
more ways to express a w�der range of emot�on and poss�ble rel�g�ous sent�-
ment. When properly cult�vated and developed, the female s�nger has at her 
d�sposal the un�quely beaut�ful h�gh p�an�ss�mo, the fil di voce (“th�n vo�ce”), 

26  Sundberg, Science of the Singing Voice, 1987: 57.
27  Ibid. p. 49.
28  Tetrazzini, Art of Singing, 1975: 21
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the thr�ll of finely-tuned h�gh coloratura spun on the barest vocal thread, and 
the br�ll�ance of the well-produced tr�ll w�th wh�ch to enhance the �mpact of 
the text at hand. These effects should be explored very del�berately and con-
sc�ously, and then carefully �nterwoven �nto the texture of the vocal l�ne.

Wr�t�ng of the vocal l�ne for l�turg�cal texts must accommodate the clear 
commun�cat�on of that text to the l�stener. As I have stated prev�ously, a man’s 
s�ng�ng vo�ce �s very much an extens�on of h�s speak�ng vo�ce. Women, on 
the other hand, tend to speak �n the chest vo�ce and then adjust to the head 
vo�ce when they beg�n to s�ng. The male s�nger �s more eas�ly understood 
�n the upper part of h�s vo�ce than the female s�nger because he �s heard an 
octave lower by the l�stener. A tenor can s�ng d�fferent syllables, vowels and 
consonants, �n a h�gher tessitura, even h�gh notes, and w�ll be understood 
much more eas�ly than a woman s�ng�ng �n that same h�gher tessitura. The 
head vo�ce of the woman also takes on certa�n overtones that �nterfere w�th 
d�ct�on. When a woman attempts to exaggerate her pronunc�at�on �n the 
upper vo�ce �t can cause a react�on �n the root of the tongue, �n the throat 
or �n the jaw, and can �nterfere w�th the breath support system �n the body. 
Because of th�s �nterference, the h�gher notes can become p�nched, t�ght and 
unpleasant �n qual�ty and t�mbre. 

Perhaps, therefore, �f the wr�t�ng �n the passàggio were to allow enough 
t�me for breath, relaxat�on and enunc�at�on to control th�s react�ve reflex, the 
female vo�ce m�ght be able to adjust. Women need more t�me to repeat vowels 
and consonants, part�cularly �n the passàggio. Th�s aga�n has to do w�th the 
fact that less pressure �s requ�red by the female s�nger to produce these tones, 
and when an extra pressure �s exerted to compensate for the d�ct�on, the tone 
w�ll suffer. In my own arrangements, I rewr�te the denser, repet�t�ve part of 
the vocal l�ne �n a lower tessitura, and allow the vo�ce to soar �nto the upper 
range on s�ngle notes for a more �ntense emot�onal response. Th�s �s the way 
that express�on of emot�on can be �ncreased �n the upper ranges of the female 
vo�ce, wh�le due cons�derat�on �s st�ll g�ven whatever cantor�al nuances have 
been wr�tten �nto the compos�t�on by �ts composer. 

At the same t�me, let me state here that the problems w�th d�ct�on that ar�se 
for women cannot necessar�ly be allev�ated by s�mply transpos�ng a p�ece of 
mus�c. Often the sent�ment of the l�turg�cal compos�t�on �s lost when trans-
posed. So, the approach to the mus�c must be more select�ve �n nature.

We have no way of know�ng, at th�s po�nt, what effect s�ng�ng mus�c that 
forces the vo�ce to funct�on unnaturally �n the passàggio w�ll have on the 
longev�ty of the female vo�ce. Th�s �s a genu�ne concern, and needs to be 
dealt w�th by those who w�ll attempt to rearrange cantor�al mus�c for the 
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female �nstrument. Caruso’s follow�ng statement appl�es even more so to the 
express�on of prayer texts: “Certa�nly no s�nger can be called a great art�st 
unless h�s d�ct�on �s good, for a beaut�ful vo�ce alone w�ll not make up for 
other defic�enc�es. A s�nger endowed w�th a small vo�ce or even one of not 
very pleas�ng qual�ty can g�ve more pleasure than a s�nger possess�ng a b�g, 
�mpress�ve vo�ce, but no d�ct�on.”�9

Product�on of vowels �n the d�fferent reg�sters of any vo�ce d�rectly ef-
fects the qual�ty and t�mbre of the sound produced. One of the most famous 
vo�ce teachers of the Bel Canto era was Math�lde Marches�, daughter of the 
renowned Manuel Garc�a. She was the teacher of the great Austral�an soprano 
Nell�e Melba, and she taught only women. She would not allow any of her 
students to s�ng an “ee” vowel on any note �n the passàggio or above. She felt 
�t was a detr�ment to the health of the female vocal apparatus and unaesthet�c 
to boot.�0 G�ovann� Lampert� taught that a woman must never vocal�ze on any 
vowel but “ah” �n the passàggio and head reg�ster.�1 The theory �s that because 
of acoust�cal frequency levels �n the female vo�ce �n the passàggio and above, 
the shape of the throat and the pos�t�on of the soft palate are not conduc�ve 
to comfortably produc�ng the extremely hor�zontal vowel “ee.” The female 
vo�ce becomes very th�n on an “ee” vowel �n the upper reg�ster, los�ng all of 
the open-throated sound that g�ves beauty and color to the vo�ce. In exam�n-
�ng fourteen Bell�n� ar�as, I found four examples of “ee” vowels on notes �n 
the passàggio, but none �n the head reg�ster. Mozart and Verd� used the “ee” 
vowel for very spec�fic dramat�c and emot�onal effects on h�gh notes.

In Mozart’s The Magic Flute, Pam�na �s near death, on the verge of su�c�de. 
Mozart wr�tes a h�gh Bb p�an�ss�mo on the word liebe �n the phrase “...der l�ebe 
gluck...,” at wh�ch po�nt Pam�na �s weak, despondent and has lost all hope. 
Many sopranos, �n the�r attempt to avo�d th�s “ee” vowel, w�ll change the words 
to “... der ganzes gluck…,” wh�ch changes the mood that Mozart spec�fically 
wanted to create, evoked only by a th�n, helpless, fra�l female sound.

Verd� uses the “ee” vowel �n two ar�as from La Traviata: “Sempre L�bera” 
and �n the final phrase of V�oletta’s clos�ng ar�a “Add�o del passato.” In “Sempre 
L�bera” V�oletta s�ngs “...foll�e...” (pronounce foe-lee-eh) on a h�gh Ab and aga�n 
�n the same ar�a “...g�o�re...” (pronounced joe-ee-reh) on h�gh G. Here, they 
are both �nd�cat�ve of hyster�cal outbursts, so Verd� uses the “ee” vowel for a 

29  Caruso, Art of Singing, 1975: 62.
30  Mathilde Marchesi. Bel Canto — A Theoretical and Practical Method (New York: 

Dover), 1974: 17.
31  Ibid. p. 24.
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more penetrat�ng, �ntense sound, very appropr�ate at those moments �n the 
opera. In “Add�o del passato” the final word of the ar�a �s “fin�” (pronounced 
fee-nee). V�oletta �s on her deathbed. The final h�gh p�an�ss�mo of the ar�a 
�s sung on a h�gh A, generat�ng an unbel�evably sympathet�c feel�ng for the 
character. The sound �s exactly as Verd� �ntended �t: th�n, weak and frag�le 
�n �ts del�cate beauty. Verd� composed th�s at the beg�nn�ng of the Ver�smo 
(“Real�st�c”) per�od �n opera, when a des�re for true-to-l�fe vocal express�on 
was just emerg�ng.

Conclusion
Th�s �nvest�gat�on has g�ven me a much deeper connect�on w�th the l�turg�-
cal texts and a clearer understand�ng of the un�que bond between word and 
mus�c. My research has conv�nced me that trad�t�onal hazzanut �s a feas�ble 
and access�ble art�st�c outlet for the female cantor. I feel certa�n that other 
female cantors w�ll agree w�th me �f they find the subject �nterest�ng enough 
for further exper�mentat�on and study. The freedom and courage to explore 
th�s un�que mus�cal form of rel�g�ous express�on w�ll perhaps br�ng about 
the use of mus�cal �mprov�sat�on among women cantors, thus encourag�ng 
them to open new avenues for �nfus�ng synagogue prayer w�th a sp�r�tual�ty 
that �s un�quely fem�n�ne.

Pamela Kordan Trimble received her graduate degree in vocal performance from 
the Eastman School of Music, and her cantorial ordination from Hebrew Union 
College. She has performed extensively for both the religious and secular communi-
ties, serving as a professional cantor for the past seventeen years and performing the 
operatic roles of Michaela in Bizet’s Carmen, Rosalinda in Strauss’ Die Fledermaus, 
Mimi in Puccini’s La Boheme, Pamina in The Magic Flute, Rosina in Rossini’s The 
Barber of Seville and Nedda in Leoncavallo’s I Pagliacci. Cantor Trimble has also 
appeared as a concert soloist with the Naples (FL) Philharmonic and the Jerusalem 
Symphony Orchestra. This article is adapted from her 1991 Master’s thesis at the 
School of Sacred Music.
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Music of The First Jewish Woman Composer
by Victor Tunkel

At a recent concert �n London, an �tem by Salamone Ross� was �ntroduced 
as by “the first Jew�sh composer s�nce K�ng Dav�d.” By that cr�ter�on we may 
say that the first Jew�sh woman composer s�nce M�r�am and Deborah was 
Leonora Duarte (1610 – 1678).

She was the eldest of s�x mus�cally talented ch�ldren of Gaspar Duarte, a 
Portuguese marrano. Gaspar, h�mself a keyboard player, had done well �n the 
d�amond trade and h�s grand fam�ly house �n Antwerp had become a centre 
of culture: of the arts, sc�ences and l�terature, and so known as the “Antwerp 
parnassus”; but above all, �n �ts mus�c mak�ng, sa�d by contemporar�es to 
excel even the Monteverd� household �n Ven�ce. All the s�bl�ngs seem to have 
played or sung �n publ�c, sa�d an Engl�sh v�s�tor, “a fine consort and harmony 
for lutes, v�ols, v�rg�nals and vo�ces.” Leonora’s s�ster, Francesca — a superb 
s�nger — �s descr�bed by a French v�s�tor as rossignol anversois (“the n�ght-
�ngale from Antwerp”). Her brother D�ego, jeweller to both Charles I and II 
of England, composed many sett�ngs of psalms and other poems, but none 
seem to have surv�ved. 

Fortunately, however, one compos�t�on of Leonora’s has surv�ved, �n a 
manuscr�pt at Chr�st Church College, Oxford: her Sinfonie, seven p�eces for 
a consort of five v�ols.1 The paper used suggests a date of copy�ng between 
16�0 and 16�5. Dav�d P�nto descr�bes four of the p�eces as “free fantas�es à 
l’anglaise”; two to be cantus firmus compos�t�ons and one, apparently based 
on Frescobald�’s four-part Ricercari (featur�ng �m�tat�ve themes, 1615),to 
wh�ch Leonora has added a fifth, treble, part and made other changes. Each 
p�ece �s �n a d�fferent Church mode, Dor�an, Ion�an, etc.

The Engl�sh style of her p�eces and the�r somewhat “old-fash�oned” modal 
and polyphon�c early-17th century character has led to speculat�on of an as-
soc�at�on w�th England, or at least w�th an Engl�sh teacher �n Antwerp. Per-
haps th�s was John Bull, or another of the many refugees from the upheavals 
�n England. 

Sadly, none of the s�bl�ngs seem to have marr�ed. In that small and dw�ndl�ng 
commun�ty there may have been few prospects of find�ng partners. Some 
members of the fam�ly went and settled �n Amsterdam, where they were able 
to throw off the pretense of Cathol�c�sm. But Leonora and her �mmed�ate 

1 Leonora Duarte’s Leonora Duarte’s 7 Sinfonie à 5 is available from Corda Music Publications, 183 
Beech Road, St. Albans AL3 5AN, England.
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fam�ly rema�ned �n Antwerp, where she and two of her s�sters d�ed �n about 
1678, probably as a result of the plague that year. When D�ego d�ed �n 1691, 
the last flame of the Duarte talent was finally ext�ngu�shed. A cous�n, Manuel 
Levy Duarte, had to come from Amsterdam to w�nd up the fam�ly’s affa�rs. 

It �s doubtful �f the complete set of Leonora’s Sinfonie has ever been per-
formed; certa�nly �t has not been recorded. But, unl�ke so many br�ef flower�ngs 
of Jew�sh mus�c talent down the centur�es of wh�ch we have not a trace, here 
we have all the �nformat�on we need, scores and composer, to g�ve her work 
l�fe. It has been ed�ted and publ�shed by Corda Mus�c of St Albans, England, 
w�th a b�ograph�cal note by Rudolf Rasch of the Un�vers�ty of Utrecht, and a 
mus�cal analys�s by Dav�d P�nto. Further accounts of Leonora and her fam�ly 
may be found �n “The Antwerp Duarte fam�ly as mus�cal patrons” by Rasch 
�n the colloqu�um, Orlandus Lassus and His Time (Peer, Belg�um 1995), and 
the Norton/Grove Dictionary of Women Composers (199�). 

* * * * * *
 At my request, the Journal’s ed�tor, Joseph Lev�ne has arranged Leonora’s 

seventh Sinfonia as a duet for two vo�ces — to the text of Hah, Biti (“Alas, My 
Daughter!”), a Mother’s lament on the death of her ch�ld — by Judah Halev�, 
who l�ved �n Spa�n from 1075-11�1. When I came across th�s poem �n The Pen-
guin Book of Hebrew Verse, an �nvaluable anthology comp�led and annotated 
by T. Carm� (1981:��9), �ts despa�r�ng tone struck me as part�cularly ak�n to 
the autumnal mood of Leonora’s final Sinfonia. That real�zat�on prov�ded the 
m�ss�ng p�ece �n a project that Lev�ne and I had been d�scuss�ng for some t�me: 
sett�ng one of Duarte’s �nstrumental p�eces to words. The two vo�ces — male 
or female, or a comb�nat�on of both — carry the essence of Leonora’s flow�ng 
contrapuntal l�nes, often sem�-canon�cally, wh�le the p�ano accompan�ment 
embod�es elements of the other three v�ol parts. The p�tch has been lowered 
a full tone to accommodate the comfort zone of most vo�ces.

Victor Tunkel, a London barrister and law lecturer, has had a lifetime involvement in 
Jewish music as an amateur chorister, cantor, cantillator, collector and educator. His 
elegant taste is evidenced by his pairing of the Halevi poem with the Duarte Sonatina. 
His book, The Music of the Hebrew Bible: The Western Ashkenazic Tradition, was 
reviewed in the 2006 Journal.

Example 1 . Duet arranged by Joseph Levine from Leonora Duarte’s Sinfonia 7 for 
5 Viols, to Judah Halevi’s Hah, Biti (“A Mother’s Lament”), which follows on the 
next four pages. 
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Words: Judah Halevi (1075 — 1141) Arranged: Joseph A. Levine 
Music: Leonora Duarte (1610 — 1678) after Duarte’s 
	 Sinfonia	no.	7	for	5	viols.
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Ha-Derekh Arukah: The Songs of Naomi Shemer 
by Sam Weiss 

 
S�nce the legendary songwr�ter’s death, I renewed my acqua�ntance w�th the 
Naom� Shemer songs that have traversed the years and the oceans to become 
�nternat�onal h�ts. I also made my acqua�ntance w�th a mus�cal treasure trove 
that was new to me — numerous songs long-celebrated �n Israel, but not 
well-known abroad. These d�scover�es and red�scover�es have been reward-
�ng and reassur�ng. The feel�ng of reassurance comes from the real�zat�on 
that Shemer’s expanse of sp�r�t and human�ty has had a broad aud�ence �n a 
nat�on w�th such a harsh h�story and (probably) a harsh future. For �f there 
�s comfort �n w�tness�ng Israel�s surv�ve and persevere, there �s even greater 
solace �n know�ng that the best parts of the�r human�ty can and w�ll endure 
as well. 

For close to five decades the appeal of Naom� Shemer’s works has stayed 
strong due to the craft and clar�ty of her lyr�cs and to the charm of her melod�es. 
Her aud�ence has been much w�der than most s�ngers’ because of her long 
career as a songwr�ter for mus�cals, record�ngs, films and telev�s�on programs. 
A great var�ety of art�sts and perform�ng groups have d�ssem�nated her sens�-
t�v�ty and understand�ng, enabl�ng her sent�ments to pervade Israel� soc�ety 
even more read�ly than those of a fine novel�st or poet laureate whose works 
– l�ke Shemer’s — are part of the nat�onal school curr�culum. The �mmed�acy 
of her words and mus�c has even forged a bond between the sens�b�l�t�es of 
Israel� c�t�zens and of D�aspora Jews — and that �s doubly reassur�ng. 

As for the rewards that I have found �n her works, that �s the subject of the 
rest of th�s art�cle. In l�sten�ng to over a hundred compos�t�ons and perus�ng 
many more, I was fully prepared to character�ze the “typ�cal” Naom� Shemer 
song. How del�ghtful �s the �mposs�b�l�ty of such an ass�gnment! Each melody 
r�ses anew, br�ng�ng a fresh �mag�nat�ve poem to l�fe. At the same t�me, one 
�s touched by a un�fy�ng sp�r�t that seems to hover over her ent�re oeuvre. It 
�s a sp�r�t of gentle, pens�ve opt�m�sm, a quas�- rel�g�ous opt�m�sm that takes 
the long v�ew, embrac�ng the b�tter along w�th the sweet (Al Kol Eileh) and 
s�ng�ng Halleluyah on a never-end�ng hol�day that celebrates everyth�ng from 
an �nfant’s first steps to a baker’s fresh bread (Yeish Li Hag). It �s a feel�ng of 
hope that the composer has transposed to her songs from the zem�rot sung 
by her father (Shiro Shel Aba) and from her mother’s prayerful pose �n the 
portra�t she keeps on her p�ano (Dyokan Imi). 
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Not too often, however, does Shemer offer us opt�m�sm – or any other 
mood or feel�ng – �n �ts s�mple unalloyed form. There �s frequently a shade 
of doubt, a t�nge of sadness, or some other contrast�ng emot�on vy�ng for 
our heart’s attent�on. For example, w�th a t�tle and a refra�n l�ke “You Won’t 
Beat Me Down” (Lo T’N atz’hu Oti) we m�ght expect a song of utter tr�umph. 
Instead, we hear these final verses 1 

In my w�ndow are spr�ng and autumn, 
A ra�ny day and a scorch�ng day, 
L�ght and darkness, solo�st and cho�r. 
It’s all m�xed up and confused: 
Songs of Lamentat�on, songs of Hallel; 
And somet�mes �t’s one g�ant mess. 
But suddenly �t all gets clear 
And I tell myself: 
No, oh no, you won’t beat me down! 
I don’t get beaten down so fast! 

 When there �s l�ttle �ncent�ve to s�ng, she adm�ts as much but cont�nues 
to s�ng nonetheless, as �n Hevlei Mashi’ah: 

 
Somet�mes I absorb blow after blow 
And when �t gets bad and b�tter, that’s prec�sely 
When I start to s�ng: 
“Pre-Mess�an�c tr�bulat�ons – 
He must be com�ng any m�nute!” 

Somet�mes all that one can do when bad news predom�nates �s to turn lemon 
�nto lemonade, as �n the wry song Ein Li Rega Dal (Never A Dull Moment). 

 
By the end of the day I was on Cloud N�ne – 
Where else �s l�fe th�s �nterest�ng? 
So I sa�d goodn�ght and, God w�ll�ng, 
Maybe tomorrow I’ll have a bor�ng day. 

 
 Opt�m�sm �s the re�gn�ng sp�r�t even for the dejected characters �n Shemer’s 

songs, and they are rarely left �n total despondence. The beaut�ful lament Al 
1 All translations from the Hebrew are by the author. 
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Tish’alu Oti (Don’t Ask Me) �s a catalogue of woes, a tale of songs s�lenced by 
a gu�tar that has been shattered aga�nst the rocks. But �n the final verse our 
erstwh�le s�nger concludes: “Only s�lence flows, l�ke a r�ver; / From the stones 
on the shore an echo calls. / Perhaps tomorrow I w�ll s�ng a new song.” Even 
the gu�tar, speak�ng for �tself, says qu�te pla�nly �n Ani Gitarah: 

 
 I am a gu�tar; 
The w�nd plays me w�th the 
 change of seasons. 
I am a gu�tar; 
Somebody strums me w�th 
 chang�ng tunes. 
   . . . 
Never �n my l�fe have I g�ven up: 
Whatever d�dn’t happen �n May 
W�ll surely happen, God w�ll�ng, 
In June or July. 
 

Opt�m�sm �s one th�ng, but unbr�dled jub�lat�on �s qu�te another – and the 
latter �s not at all common �n Shemer’s works. It �s �nterest�ng to observe how 
Israel’s h�story and the pass�ng of t�me temper the art�st herself. In 196� she 
pens the exuberantly confident Mahar (Tomorrow), w�th �ts golden apples, 
peal�ng bells, and the proverb�al l�on ly�ng w�th the lamb. We only partly bel�eve 
her when she adds kol zeh eino mashal v’lo halom (“all of th�s �s not a fable 
or a dream”). By 1976, w�th the pass�ng of many a mohrotayim of trava�l, she 
offers a less sangu�ne v�s�on of what we m�ght expect from our tomorrows, 
�n Ha-Hagigah Nigmeret (The Party’s Over) she wr�tes: 

 
 To r�se up tomorrow morn�ng 
W�th a new song �n your heart; 
To s�ng �t loud, r�ght through the 
 pa�n; 
To hear flutes �n the free-blow�ng 
 w�nd, 
And to start all over aga�n. 
 

F�nally, by 199� she adopts a more balanced v�ew of the future w�th th�s 
refra�n of Ha-Kol Patu’ah – 
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 It’s all w�de open, �t’s not too late; 
The mood w�ll �mprove tomorrow. 
It’s poss�ble, It can happen, 
As long as we are here, s�ng�ng. 

More character�st�cally, such an ebb and flow of emot�ons w�ll occur w�th�n 
a s�ngle song, as �n La-Shir Zeh K’mo Lihyot Yardein (To S�ng Is L�ke Be�ng The 
Jordan). The str�k�ng t�tle conjures up the pos�t�ve feel�ngs of flow�ng energy 
that m�ght be felt by a s�nger, and that �s exactly what we read �n the first verse. 
But by the th�rd and final verse we understand the poet’s true �ntent�on, as 
she follows the metaphor to �ts gr�m log�cal conclus�on: 

Your dest�ny �s to exp�re l�ke the Jordan, 
To be gathered slowly �nto the Dead Sea, 
In the lowest po�nt on Earth. 
But from the snowy mounta�ntops, 
In a huge joyful no�se, 
Your songs bubble down after you. 
To s�ng �s �ndeed l�ke be�ng the Jordan. 

Shemer’s penchant for emot�onal complex�ty �s ep�tom�zed �n Ein Davar, 
whose refra�n �s the paradox�cal statement by Rabb� Menachem Mendel of 
Kotzk, “There �s noth�ng more complete than a broken heart, and no louder 
scream than s�lence.” Shemer m�nes the poet�c potent�al �n th�s �dea, and then 
sets her lyr�cs of b�ttersweet melancholy to a melody that moves amb�valently 
between major and m�nor cadences (Example 1) . 
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Example 1 .  A moonlit evening in spring; before long, it will end. 
  Mothers warn the child — “Be careful, watch yourself!” 
  Mothers give the child their honey and their milk; and on the 
  other side of the door a white baby-goat awaits him... 
 

She reserves her final mus�cal judgment on th�s en�gma for the refra�n, 
whose upbeat melody transforms Der Kotzker’s conundrum �nto a statement 
of purpose (Example 2): 

Example 2 .  There is nothing more complete than a broken heart, 
  and no louder scream than silence. 

 Shemer wrote many poems that were never set to mus�c; she set to mus�c 
poems of other wr�ters; and she translated a number of fore�gn songs �nto 
Hebrew – but �t would be very wrong to th�nk of her s�mply as a poet who 
was also a composer: She was a true songwr�ter, creat�ng wonderful lyr�cs, 
and tunes that wrap smoothly around the words. As we saw �n Ein Davar, a 
songwr�ter’s message �s oftent�mes not completely conta�ned �n the lyr�cs. Th�s 
�s certa�nly true of many of her songs, �n wh�ch the whole �s frequently d�ffer-
ent from – and often greater than – the sum of �ts two parts. To take a well-
known song as an example: If you rec�te slowly the lyr�cs of Od Lo Ahavti Dai 
(“St�ll Haven’t Loved Enough”) w�thout hear�ng the fam�l�ar snappy melody �n 
your ears, you w�ll find that th�s unrelent�ng ser�es of short negat�ve sentences 
could just as well have turned �nto a rather doleful ballad. The joyful melody 
�s the “Rash�” that y�elds the true �nterpretat�on of the songwr�ter’s words. I 
tr�ed th�s exerc�se of words vs. words-and-mus�c on a number of unfam�l�ar 
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Shemer songs that I learned from the pr�nted page, and have acqu�red a new 
adm�rat�on for her mus�cal mag�c. 

* * * * * *
Naom� Shemer’s first h�t song, Zamar Nodeid (The Wander�ng M�nstrel), was 
wr�tten �n 1958, a t�me of trans�t�on �n Israel� popular mus�c. People were st�ll 
s�ng�ng the old folksongs as well as newer songs about the desert bloom�ng 
�nto nat�onhood; and they st�ll sang about the wart�me v�ctor�es and losses of 
19�8 and 1956. At the same t�me, theatr�cal enterta�nments were produc�ng 
songs about the ups and downs of l�fe �n the new state, and descr�pt�ve lyr�cs 
about var�ous and sundry other s�tuat�ons. In th�s m�l�eu, Shemer’s song �n the 
first person s�ngular was qu�te novel. It expressed a cheerful un�versal feel�ng 
w�thout a h�nt of the Israel� context �n wh�ch �t was composed: 

 
The road �s long and vast, 
The road �s long and qu�te magn�ficent. 
Everyone walks along the road 
 to the end, 
Everyone walks along the road 
 to the b�tter end. 
 
But I, I march by myself – 
Hallelu... Halleluyah... Hallelu... 
And I, I s�ng the songs of a 
 wander�ng m�nstrel: 
Hallelu... Halleluyah... Hallelu... 

Shemer’s compos�t�ons were a breath of fresh a�r melod�cally as well. Even 
her earl�est tunes have a “pop mus�c” sens�b�l�ty and generally do not sound 
l�ke the waltzes, tangos and other European styles that served as popular mus�c 
models �n the late 1950s. Nor do they sound l�ke the class�c Israel� folksongs 
– w�th the�r sequent�al melod�es �n m�nor keys and the�r syncopated Hora 
rhythms – or the�r mus�cal offshoots favored �n those years by s�ngers l�ke 
Shoshana Damar� and Yaffa Yarkon�. Here, for �nstance are sect�ons from two 
Naom� Shemer songs wr�tten �n 1958, an atmospher�c one about Tel-Av�v, 
“The Wh�te Town” (Ha’ir Ha-L’vanah) (Example 3), and one about coy and 
undec�ded No’a (Example 4). Both are �nterest�ng melod�es that draw the�r 
�nterest from – and the l�stener’s attent�on to – equally engag�ng lyr�cs.
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Example 3 .  Out of foam, wave and cloud I built myself a white city — 
  just as frothy, flowing and beautiful. 

Example 4 .  Noa was born in a field between grass and stone; 
  she was like a drop of dew. She picked a daisy in the field and 
  plucked one petal at a time: Yes or no, yes or no — a thousand and one 
  songs, Noa — Yes or no, oh my petals — Yes or no, or maybe. 

There are occas�onal except�ons to Shemer’s forward-look�ng compos�-
t�onal approach. For Kibui Orot (L�ghts Out), a 1958 song about a m�l�tary 
encampment �n the desert at n�ghtfall, she wr�tes a melody rem�n�scent of 
the old “camel caravan” songs (Example 5). 
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Example 6.  Morning and evening to you and about you my poems sang. 
  Storm and calm, joy and tears; hurting and healing, pleasure and pain. 

 Shaul Tchern�chovsky’s Hoi Artzi Molad’ti (O, My Homeland), wh�ch 
looks back to the days of yore, �s fitted w�th a su�tably old-fash�oned tonal�ty 
(Example 7). 

 Example 5 .  Night has come to the desert; smoke rises from the campfires 
  and the sound of drums is fading. 
  The red-faced moon is budding over the prairies. 

When sett�ng the works of other poets, Shemer w�ll somet�mes favor the 
older melod�c structures, as �n Rahel’s poem Zemer (Example 6). 

Example 7 .  Monasteries, a mound, a gravestone; clay dome on a house, 
  a settlement not settled; olive trees in a row. 
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Example 8 .  A land where every man’s hope will come to pass. Enter all who will. 
  One man was met by Rabbi Akiva. 

As to the other s�de of the songwr�ter’s craft, Shemer’s words are truly 
meant to be sung. They generally add up to only a few verses, w�th rhym�ng 
l�nes that scan well metr�cally. In add�t�on, the poems often have a narra-
t�ve, conversat�onal, or other dynam�c qual�ty that propels them �nto our 
consc�ousness and onto our l�ps. Her b�bl�cal allegory Kad Ha-Kemah �s a 
wonderful example �n th�s regard. It beg�ns �n the first person; �t proceeds 
to tell a story �n the th�rd person; �t c�tes the words of God to El�jah as �ts 
refra�n; the last l�ne of every verse leads d�rectly �nto th�s quote (each t�me 
w�th a d�fferent verb); and at the end, the b�bl�cal ep�sode �s brought to bear 
on contemporary Israel� concerns. Remarkably, th�s feat �s accompl�shed �n 
only four br�ef verses: 

I’m read�ng �n the Book of K�ngs, 
In Chapter Seventeen, 
I’m read�ng about a man of God 
Who sa�d: 
 
 The flour-jar shall not be depleted, 
  And the o�l-jug shall not run dry, 
  Before the ra�n w�ll come 
  Upon the face of the earth. 
 
And when the r�vers run dry, 
And the ra�n �s late �n com�ng, 
That man drew these words 
From h�s heart: 
  The flour-jar... 
 

 However, the same poet’s t�meless Omrim Yeshnah Eretz (They Tell Of A 
Land) �s g�ven an ent�rely d�fferent mus�cal treatment, w�th a part�cularly 
majest�c second stra�n (Example 8). 
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Perhaps that man understood hardsh�p, 
Perhaps he tasted of the b�tter herb, 
Perhaps when h�s soul engulfed h�m 
He sang once more: 
  The flour-jar... 
 
And �n these d�fficult days, 
Days of no dew and no ra�n, 
I always return to that man 
And I remember – 
  The flour-jar... 

 

 Shemer’s lyr�cs make use of other structural elements as s�ng�ng “hooks.” 
Often the open�ng verse �s echoed, reformulated, or restated �n the final verse. 
Another techn�que she uses �s the “dual refra�n” – that �s, a recurr�ng phrase 
that weaves through the verses and also forms part of the refra�n proper. The 
words lu y’-hi funct�on th�s way �n the famous song by that t�tle. Every th�rd 
l�ne of the song �s kol she-n’vakeish lu y’-hi, �nclud�ng the refra�n, wh�ch �s 

 If only, �f only, oh, �f only... 
All that we hope for... If only! 

 

 A s�m�lar example �s Al Kol Eileh (For All Of These), a song that repeats 
a number of words and phrases throughout, albe�t �n an asymmetr�cal pat-
tern. Such dev�ces can turn a great song �nto a h�t – w�tness the cont�nued 
popular�ty of both Lu Y’-hi and Al Kol Eileh. 

* * * * * *
Zamar Nodeid not only paved the way for greater creat�v�ty �n Israel� popu-
lar lyr�cs, but also furn�shed �ts composer w�th a metaphor that would be a 
le�tmot�v �n her works to come: “ha-derekh arukah” – “the long road.” It not 
only finds full express�on as the theme of many songs, �t also occurs as words 
and phrases w�th�n a large number of other songs. These comb�ne to make 
“the long road” a l�terary trope that permeates the complete cycle of Naom� 
Shemer’s songs. 

Songs that embody th�s theme expl�c�tly �nclude the many “road songs” l�ke 
Ha-Tiyul Ha-Gadol (The Long H�ke) and Hayalim Yats’u La-Derekh (Sold�ers 
Enroute) as well as songs of fly�ng through the a�r – Al Kanfei Ha-Kesef (On 
S�lvery W�ngs), Banayikh Mei-Rahok (Your Sons From Afar). There are also 
songs of journey�ng towards the beloved – El Borot Ha-Mayim (To The Water 
Wells), of awa�t�ng the beloved’s return – Ha-Hayal Sheli Hazar (My Sold�er Is 
Back) and of leav�ng and return�ng – Anahnu Mei-Oto Ha-K’far (We’re From 
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The Same V�llage). The start�ng po�nts or dest�nat�ons of the journeys are not 
always made clear, as �n Shemer’s parable Ha’-Orei’ah (The Guest) (Example 
12), nor are the journeys eas�ly accompl�shed, as �n th�s song: 

That’s a s�gn we have not yet arr�ved, 
And the hor�zon �s st�ll far away; 
And your heart �s st�ll open 
To the four corners of the w�nd. 
And we must cont�nue walk�ng, 
And we must cont�nue march�ng, 
And the road cont�nues to be long. 

It �s noteworthy that the only translat�on from Y�dd�sh that Shemer pub-
l�shed was her vers�on of Itz�k Manger’s song Oyfn Veg Shteyt A Boym (Near 
The Road There Is A Tree). Perhaps she was drawn to th�s p�ece wh�le sett�ng 
to mus�c Natan Alterman’s poem Al Eim Ha-Derekh (At The Crossroads), 
wh�ch shares w�th Manger’s work a common source �n the s�m�larly t�tled 
Oyfn Veg Shteyt A Boym, a short Y�dd�sh folksong about travel�ng to Z�on. 
But the symbol of the road can hardly be co�nc�dental, and must certa�nly 
have figured �n her cho�ce. 

 The march�ng, travel�ng, or journey�ng metaphor also appears �n a w�de 
var�ety of songs that are not expl�c�tly based on the derekh arukah theme, yet 
conta�n th�s �dea �n a support�ng role. Follow�ng are but a few examples: Al Kol 
Eileh has �ts “man return�ng home from a great d�stance,” wh�le �n Lu Y’-hi �t �s 
“the end of summer, the end of the road, Allow them to return back here.” At 
the beg�nn�ng of Od Lo Ahavti Dai, these open�ng words seem to encapsulate 
the po�nt of all the var�egated �magery �n the rest of the song: “I have not yet 
determ�ned where the road w�ll lead me, or where I’m headed.” 

Mahar, that rous�ng anthem to opt�m�sm, der�ves �ts v�gor not from the 
“thousand peal�ng bells” but from �ts open�ng “fantast�c voyage” – 

Tomorrow, maybe we w�ll sa�l �n boats 
From the coast of E�lat to the Ivory Coast; 
And load the old war sh�ps 
W�th oranges. 

In Anashim Tovim, one of the songs that she recorded, Shemer s�ngs about 
how we are constantly benefit�ng from so many “Good People” all around us. 
And guess where these good souls are to be found... 
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There are good people along the road, 
Real beaut�ful people. 
Good people know the way, 
And they’re the ones to walk w�th. 
 

In Dyokan Imi we are made to see the portra�t of Shemer’s mother, and 
how �t �nsp�res the poet’s journey through l�fe: 

 
L�ke towards an adventure, 
L�ke towards some d�stant road 
That beckons and wa�ts; 
There are st�ll some surpr�ses left �n her lap. 
My mother’s face �s ra�sed heavenwards, 
Full of poss�b�l�t�es, full of hope, 
Towards that �nfin�te future 
 that has not yet arr�ved. 
 

 The great span and �ndeterm�nate nature of Naom� Shemer’s derekh arukah 
can eas�ly turn �t �nto a metaphor for the chron�cles of Medinat Yisrael – wh�ch 
may help expla�n the compell�ng and ep�c qual�ty of some of her �magery. Th�s 
connect�on was mov�ngly expressed �n 1995, when Shemer translated and 
set to mus�c Walt Wh�tman’s poem “O Capta�n, My Capta�n” (wr�tten upon 
the assass�nat�on of Abraham L�ncoln) �n homage to the sla�n Y�tzhak Rab�n. 
Upon hear�ng Ho Rav Hoveil one feels that the composer �s wr�t�ng as a fellow 
voyager on Israel’s Sh�p of State, and the effect �s powerful. 

If there �s one song that sums up all of the l�teral and figurat�ve voyages 
and journeys symbol�zed �n Shemer’s work, �t would have to be Simanei 
Ha-Derekh (S�gns Along The Road) – 

 If I’ve lost the way 
Fam�l�ar to me all these years, 
Here and there on the s�de of the road 
There st�ll are some s�gnposts. 
Here’s one arrow, 
Drawn �n wh�te chalk: 
Follow the w�nd – 
Two-and-a-quarter steps from here. 
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Somewhere on that road there �s s�ng�ng, 
Somewhere a bell �s r�ng�ng; 
From anywhere, go back home 
When the t�me �s r�ght. 
    . . . 
I am not alone on that road 
That leads back to my home; 
There’s a fr�end or two 
Who are go�ng home w�th me. 
And �n the sett�ng sun, 
From the sound of the bells, 
They can figure out 
All the s�gns for me. 
Somewhere on that road... 

* * * * * * 
Naom� Shemer’s output was qu�te w�de-rang�ng; �t �ncludes ch�ldren songs, 
novelty songs, songs about puppy love and romant�c love – along w�th the 
many subjects we have already d�scussed. Yet desp�te the w�de range and 
approachable qual�ty of her lyr�cs – and desp�te the un�versal�ty presaged �n 
Zamar Nodeid – she �s not a “un�versal” poet or composer. She �s a palpably 
Israel� songwr�ter, closely t�ed to Israel’s h�story and da�ly l�fe, �ncorporat�ng 
Israel� names, places, objects and themes throughout her work, and wr�t�ng 
melod�es that helped define the very genre of Israel� mus�c. 

She was �n touch w�th endur�ng Jew�sh themes no less than w�th contem-
porary nat�onal concerns, wr�t�ng Jew�sh hol�day songs for ch�ldren (Pesah 
Kan, Neir Rishon Shel Hanukkah), sardon�c commentar�es and takeoffs on 
Jew�sh hol�day songs (G’di Ehad, Mi Yadlik) as well as many songs that quote 
extens�vely from Tanakh. Some of the latter have clearly del�neated b�bl�cal 
themes, such as Kad Ha-Kemah, c�ted above. Often such a p�ece w�ll have 
an �ron�c or even onfrontat�onal stance. Al Naharot Bavel �s a b�t�ng cr�t�que 
of Israel’s Yordim who prefer to s�ng about Israel wh�le l�v�ng by the R�vers of 
Babylon. Her conclud�ng l�nes are trenchant �ndeed: 
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Where �s Tzv�kah, Where �s Hayy�m, 
Where are all the guys? 
They’re l�v�ng By the R�vers of Babylon 
And all together, th�s what they s�ng: 
“There we sat and wept 
And sang rounds, 
As we remembered, remembered Z�on.” 
 . . . 
They sure are remember�ng Z�on. 
Z�on remembers them as well, 
W�th the same melody. 
She wa�ted Two Thousand Years; 
She �s st�ll wa�t�ng. 

Akeidat Yitzhak beg�ns w�th a paraphrase of B’re�sh�t ��:�-�, descr�b�ng the 
b�nd�ng of Isaac, and ends w�th a challeng�ng tone rem�n�scent of Lev�-Y�tzhak 
of Berd�tchev’s peremptory songs addressed to the Alm�ghty: 

 
Even �f we l�ved seven-fold to old age, 
We w�ll not forget that the kn�fe was ra�sed. 
We w�ll not forget Your son, 
Your only one, 
Whom we loved – 
We w�ll not forget Y�tzhak. 

But regardless of �ts theme, many a Naom� Shemer song �s laced through 
w�th b�bl�cal vocabulary and metaphor. For example, w�th�n the brood�ng 
song Mah Sh’lomeikh Ahot (What’s New, S�ster?) we find an arrest�ng poet�c 
hom�ly on the verse from Psalm 1�6, Ha-zor’im b’-dim’ah b’-rinah yiktsoru 
(“May those who sowed �n tears reap �n joy”) – 

 
There’s one th�ng I already 
  know by heart: 
Whatever �s not born through tears 
Is not worth much. 
Whatever �s not born through tears 
W�ll not be brought �n through song, 
And w�ll not br�ng heal�ng. 
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 In e�ght l�nes from Al Kanfei Ha-Kesef, a song about the I.D.F. A�r Force 
p�lots, we find no fewer than four b�bl�cal allus�ons: 

 
�The sea has fled and turned backward, 
And the r�ver towards dry land. 
My brother fl�es, h�s face toward the l�ght, 
�And h�s banner over me �s love. 
 

�The ladder’s legs are on the ground, 
But �ts head �s �n the sk�es of war; 
My brother fl�es toward the sun, 
5As the sparks fly upward. 
 

 Mov�ng beyond the B�ble, we have a song l�ke Arba’ah Ahim, wh�ch de-
constructs à la Itz�k Manger the Passover narrat�ve of the Four Sons. Shivhei 
Ma’oz takes s�m�lar l�bert�es w�th the refra�n of the Hanukkah hymn Ma’oz 
Tzur. The words of the �con�c Yerushalayim Shel Zahav may not appear to 
have any spec�fically Jew�sh antecedents, unt�l we real�ze that a “Jerusalem 
of Gold” was an anc�ent Jew�sh ornamental headdress that �s ment�oned �n 
the Talmud (N’darim 50a) and other early sources. 

Of course, �t �s extremely hard to tease apart the “Jew�sh” from the “Israel�” 
�n an art�st l�ke Shemer, for whom the B�ble and anc�llary texts need not be 
rel�g�ously s�gn�ficant, but s�mply part of her nat�on’s l�terary patr�mony. 
Nevertheless, perhaps we may take her words at face value when she br�ngs 
the words of Ezek�el (16: 6) to bear on those who have sacr�ficed l�fe and l�mb 
�n Israel’s traged�es, wr�t�ng �n one of her last songs – 

 
The anc�ent words 
G�ve me strength; 
In the anc�ent sounds 
I w�ll find heal�ng. 
They help me l�ve, 
They help me grow, 
To create a better world – 
 

2 T’hillim 114: 2 
3 Shir HaShirim 2: 4
4 B’-Reishit 28: 12
5 Iyov 5: 7
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I passed by you and saw you 
Lying in your blood, 
And I said: “In your blood, live!” 
L�ve! L�ve! In your blood you shall l�ve! 
And I said: “In your blood, live!” 
 
And suddenly above my head 
A ra�nbow opens up. 
A mult�-colored fan spreads out, 
Prom�s�ng l�fe, 
Prom�s�ng hope, 
And peace and secur�ty and k�ndness. 

 The quest�on of Naom� Shemer as a Jew�sh melod�st �s of �nterest to 
hazzan�m no less than the quest�on of Shemer as a Jew�sh poet. The examples 
that one can adduce are not many, but are s�gn�ficant nonetheless. The b�bl�cal 
song Akeidat Yitzhak that we d�scussed above �s set to a melody that echoes 
var�ous cant�llat�on and prayer modes. For the stage product�on of Mendele 
Moykher-Sfor�m’s The Travels of Benjamin the Third, Shemer wrote Shirat 
Ha’-Asavim (Song Of The Grasses), based on the words of Rabb� Nahman 
of Bratslav (Example 9). Her T’hillim mode melody �s pure T’fillah; and 
Shemer’s own record�ng of the song has all the hallmarks of an affect�ng 
Ba’alat T’fillah. 

Example 9 .  Be aware that every single shepherd has his own individual song. 
  Be aware that every blade of grass has its own individual melody, 
  And from the song of the grasses comes the shepherd’s melody. 

There are several songs �n wh�ch the composer h�ghl�ghts the narrat�ve 
qual�ty and textual rhythms of a passage by means of a rec�tat�ve-l�ke melody. 
Such passages cannot avo�d assoc�at�ons w�th Daven’n (Example 10). 
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Example 10 .  When the Nahal captured Sinai, so many beautiful things did my eye 

  see! For instance... 
Somet�mes the “T’fillah effect” �s a subtle one, but �t �s always a val�d poet�c 

gesture, as �n Mah Sh’lomeikh Ahot, a rather dark song that lets �n a fleet�ng 
moment of l�ght by way of �ts refra�n “You have me; I have you; we have each 
other.” The mus�c seems to halt for th�s moment of resp�te, and the words are 
chanted rather than sung (Example 11). 

Example 11 .  You have me; I have you; we have each other. 
 
 S�m�larly, there �s a d�dact�c qual�ty to Shemer’s parable Ha-Orei’ah (The 

Guest) that �s re�nforced by �ts urgent yet flow�ng chant (Example 12). 

Example 12 .  If at the gate stands a guest who landed from overseas — 

  What shall we serve that guest when he arrives from there? 

* * * * * * 
In try�ng to assess the “Jew�sh” nature of Naom� Shemer’s metaphor�cal 
songs, I am essent�ally search�ng for a metaphor of my own – someth�ng 
on wh�ch to p�n the fa�nt aura of sanct�ty that suffuses so many of her finest 
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songs. Be �t a secular sanct�ty or a rel�g�ous one, �t �s one worth treasur�ng. 
Th�s kol d’mamah dakah s�ngs most persuas�vely to me �n B’khol Shanah 
Ba-Stav Giora (Every Year In Autumn, G�ora), a song that �s not typ�cal of 
her works, but wh�ch best captures the supernal aspect of Shemer’s poetry 
and mus�c. Her compos�t�onal sk�lls are qu�te ev�dent �n th�s elegy �n blank 
verse to a young v�ct�m of the Yom K�ppur War, G�ora Shoham. The melody 
almost takes on the character of an art song, wax�ng and wan�ng l�ke an ach-
�ng heart, sound�ng unm�stakably l�ke a tender prayer – not so much �n her 
�nvocat�on of Psalm 1�1, as �n the pla�nt�ve repet�t�on of the words b’-khol 
shanah ba-stav (Example 13). 

 

 Example 13  . [Every year in autumn, Giora, the wild wind in my garden 
    nips off the very best roses.] 
   Every year. Every year in autumn, Giora, I will lift up my eyes 
   to the hills, from whence cometh my help. 
   Every year in autumn. 
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Example 14 . You are not by yourself, Giora, because in the place in which you are 
   residing reside lovingkindness and grace. And there Yehiam still sings 
   and cheers; Tuviah still grows rare black irises. 

Shemer reveals her �nt�mate relat�onsh�p w�th the b�bl�cal text �n th�s po�-
gnant turn: “And there you are, and there the many young men are, about 
whom I would say that my help cometh from them.” (Example 15). 

The song cont�nues �n a passage laden w�th rel�g�ous feel�ng, add�ng the 
names of comrades �n the daven’n manner of a hazzan chant�ng an Eil Malei 
Rahamim. Th�s passage cadences on the word n’dirim, eer�ly recall�ng the 
fam�l�ar Memor�al Prayer cadence on the word maz-hirim (Example 14). 

- -

shar -

Example 15 . And there you are, and there the many young men are, 
   about whom I would say that my help cometh from them. 

F�nally, the poet sk�llfully modulates the mournful mood �n a very personal 
reflect�on: “In the autumn of every year I ask my soul, ‘When w�ll I arr�ve 
there, to rest w�th you?’ And the pa�n �n my heart l�fts.” (Example 16). 
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 Example 16 .  In the autumn of every year I ask my soul, “When will I arrive there, 
   to rest with you?” And the pain in my heart lifts. 

On June �6, �00� Naom� Shemer’s soul d�d finally come to rest. Y’-hi 
zikhrah barukh. 
 
Sam Weiss, hazzan of the Jewish Community Center of Paramus, NJ, is a recitalist, 
lecturer, and Jewish Music consultant in the fields of liturgical, Yiddish, and Hasidic 
song. A frequent contributor to the Journal, his article on Training Children with 
Special Needs for Bar/Bat Mitzvah appeared in the 2006 issue.

- -
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The Piyyut Craze: Popularization of Mizrahi
Religious Songs in the Israeli Public Sphere

By Galeet Dardashti

It’s a beaut�ful fall Monday n�ght on Emek Refa�m, the trend�est street �n The 
German Colony, Jerusalem’s most yuppy�sh ne�ghborhood. Dozens of people, 
mostly �n the�r �0s, �0s and �0s, p�le �nto the large mult�-purpose room at 
Merkaz Tarbut LaNoar, “The Cultural Center for Youth”—men, women, 
Ashkenaz�m (Jews of European background), M�zrah�m (Jews of M�ddle 
Eastern or North Afr�can background), rel�g�ous, and secular. After more and 
more enter, however, a small crowd �s turned away. “I’m so sorry, but there’s 
no more room th�s semester. We are completely booked. We’ll be add�ng an 
extra class soon though, and we can put you on the l�st for next semester.” 
As the 80 or so people �n attendance m�ngle, snack on cook�es, and wa�t for 
the event to beg�n, there �s an electr�c energy �n the room, as �f the crowd �s 
ant�c�pat�ng a performance or lecture from a famous celebr�ty.

After some �ntroduct�ons, however, a hared� (ultra orthodox) Moroccan 
Jew �n “typ�cal” rel�g�ous garb—black su�t, wh�te sh�rt, and th�ck beard1—ap-
proaches the front of the room and s�ngs a few verses of a beaut�ful piyyut 
(rel�g�ous devot�onal poem) from the Jew�sh Moroccan-Andalus�an trad�t�on. 
He beg�ns the p�ece w�th an �ntr�cate mawal, an Arab vocal �mprov�sat�on. 
H�s flex�ble vo�ce r�ses �n chant�ng the Hebrew, h�s elaborate ornamentat�ons 
often stretch�ng s�ngle words to last up to fifteen seconds. “Compan�on of 
my soul, merc�ful Father, Br�ng your servant close to Your w�ll. Your servant 
w�ll speed l�ke a gazelle to bow down before Your glory. Your grac�ousness �s 
l�ke the nectar of honey. Cho�cest of flavor.” After he fin�shes, the group ap-
plauds, and some ululate. But th�s �s not really a performance. The students 
have come to learn these piyyutim and s�ng them themselves. 

1 The dress I have described used to be solely Ashkenazi ultra orthodox garb im-
ported from Europe, but the politically powerful Sephardi religious group, Shas, has 
adopted this style of dress over the last few decades. There is no historical precedent 
for religious Sephardim or Mizrahim wearing such clothes. 
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Ma�mon Cohen, the payy’tan (or one tra�ned �n the art of s�ng�ng piyyutim), 
then teaches the piyyut l�ne by l�ne. “F�rst me, then you,” he says. The members 
of the group repeat each l�ne, some much more accurately and �n tune than 
others, but all enthus�ast�cally. Once the song �s roughly learned, the payy’tan 
asks for volunteers to s�ng solos, and men and women �n the group do the�r 
best to �m�tate the h�ghly sk�lled mel�smat�c s�ng�ng of the payy’tan. 

Th�s �s the bas�c format for Kehillot Sharot (l�terally “Commun�t�es S�ng,”) 
and Yedidi HaShakhahta (known as “Speak�ng Poetry” �n Engl�sh), two �n-
formal courses that have sprung up �n the last four years �n major c�t�es such 
as Jerusalem, Tel Av�v, Netanya, Beer Sheva and others throughout Israel. 
The presence and teach�ng of these M�zrah� piyyutim �n the publ�c sphere �s 
totally unprecedented �n Israel; unt�l now, there was a clean del�neat�on be-
tween the self-descr�bed secular Israel�s and those who cons�der themselves 
rel�g�ous. One would not normally expect to find a hared� payy’tan (who �s 
always male) who would agree to teach �n a forum where men and women 
s�ng together, and certa�nly none would allow for women’s solo�ng�. Equally 
notable �s the w�der publ�c’s �nterest �n M�zrah� culture, for although over half 
of the Israel� populat�on cons�sts of M�zrah� Jews and Arabs, unt�l recently 
M�ddle Eastern and Arab mus�cs were marg�nal�zed and therefore largely 
absent from the Israel� publ�c sphere. The surpr�s�ng popular�ty of M�zrah� 
rel�g�ous songs �n the Israel� publ�c sphere over the past four years �s the most 
recent and unusual trend �n the �ncreas�ng Israel� �nterest �n M�ddle Eastern 
mus�cal styles. 

In The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture �n the Global Era, George 
Yúd�ce argues that unl�ke �n several decades past where culture was adm�n-
�stered and w�elded on a nat�onal scale, �n today’s global era, culture �s coor-
d�nated on many levels, both locally and supra-nat�onally, by corporat�ons, 
pr�vate foundat�ons, and the �nternat�onal non-government sector (Yúd�ce 
�00�). Israel conforms to th�s model. Although the Israel� state cont�nues to 
sponsor some cultural act�v�t�es, both government �nd�fference to the arts 

2 The religious prohibition against women singing in the company of men (other 
than a daughter or wife) stems from interpretation of the phrase “Kol be-Ishah Erva” 
(Babylonian Talmud, B’rakhot 24A), generally translated as “the voice of a woman is 
erotic.” Men are therefore prohibited from hearing the singing of women. Even in the 
Talmud itself, there are disagreements as to how this prohibition should be applied. 
Some argued that the prohibition only applied during formal prayer. Religious Jews 
today interpret kol ishah quite differently, but Haredim generally apply it most strictly, 
and will not listen to a woman’s singing voice in live or recorded music, even if she 
sings as part of an ensemble with other singers or musicians.
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and the need to �ncrease government spend�ng on secur�ty (Ben Am�: 1996) 
have gradually led to a dw�ndl�ng of state-sponsored cultural arts programs 
w�th�n Israel.

Mus�c�ans and cultural arts programmers w�th�n Israel, therefore, have �n-
creas�ngly had to turn to �nd�v�duals and foundat�ons both locally and abroad. 
All of these pr�vately-funded organ�zat�ons and �nst�tut�ons have the�r own 
v�s�ons and agendas for Israel, and many have taken an �nterest �n Arab and 
other M�ddle Eastern mus�c �n order to promote the�r part�cular goals. When 
cultural pol�cy �s d�ffuse and no longer largely under government control, 
corporat�ons, pr�vate organ�zat�ons, non-governmental organ�zat�ons, and 
even ord�nary c�t�zens have the power to �nfluence the cultural landscape. 
Yúd�ce v�ews as dangerous the “global�zat�on of culture,” �n wh�ch these types 
of organ�zat�ons fund the spec�fic cultural programs they deem “worthy” and 
“eth�cal,” because such “cultural pract�ce runs the r�sk of respond�ng to per-
format�ve �njunct�ons…that are at least partly scr�pted” (Yúd�ce �00�: 156).

In chron�cl�ng the recent popular�zat�on of M�zrah� piyyutim �n Israel I 
w�ll expla�n how the dec�s�on of a s�ngle pr�vate foundat�on (endowed by an 
Amer�can Jew�sh ph�lanthrop�st) to heav�ly fund an extens�ve program to 
teach Israel�s—secular and rel�g�ous, Ashkenaz� and M�zrah�—to learn and 
apprec�ate Judeo-Arab�c rel�g�ous songs has engendered a “craze” for piyyu-
tim that shows no s�gns of wan�ng. I w�ll demonstrate that the way �n wh�ch 
th�s phenomenon has grown �n Israel �s representat�ve of the way culture 
�s often “used” �n th�s global era, h�ghl�ght�ng the cultural complex�t�es and 
contrad�ct�ons that ar�se as th�s mus�c �s suddenly vorac�ously consumed by 
Israel� soc�ety.

The History of Piyyutim in Israel
The pract�ce of compos�ng rel�g�ous poems began as early as the s�xth cen-

tury �n Palest�ne, but the golden age for piyyutim arr�ved �n Spa�n dur�ng the 
M�ddle Ages, when Jews l�ved under Arab rule and Arab�c was the dom�nant 
language. Arab�c poetry also flour�shed dur�ng th�s per�od, contr�but�ng to 
a cultural env�ronment that heav�ly �nfluenced famous Jew�sh poets such as 
Moshe Ibn Ezra (1055-11�5) and Yehuda Halev� (1075-11�1). The rel�g�ous 
poems they and others composed descr�bed the fa�th, long�ng, love, suffer�ng, 
and sorrow of the Jews, who were l�v�ng mostly �n the d�aspora. The piyyut 
trad�t�ons var�ed from one country to the next but always served to ma�nta�n 
the sense of Jew�sh commun�ty, often strengthen�ng hopes of the eventual 
return to Z�on (Sche�ndl�n 1999).
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Beg�nn�ng �n the 16th century, piyyutim served to help ma�nta�n Jew�shness 
am�dst ass�m�lat�on. Many payy’tanim l�v�ng �n the M�ddle East and North 
Afr�ca therefore composed the�r Hebrew poems to the tunes of secular and 
popular songs (or�g�nally �n Arab�c, Turk�sh, Pers�an, etc.) �n order to keep 
the piyyutim relevant to younger people.� Such piyyut trad�t�ons cont�nued 
to thr�ve �nto the m�ddle of the �0th century.�

Although some M�ddle Eastern Jews �n the d�aspora were very ass�m�lated 
and secular before com�ng to Israel (e.g., many of the Iraq� Jews), most came 
from rel�g�ous commun�t�es �mmersed �n Jew�sh l�fe, a l�fe �n wh�ch the trad�-
t�on of piyyutim marked almost every l�fe-cycle event. Follow�ng the d�fficult 
�mm�grat�on of most M�zrah�m to Israel �n the early 1950s, many commun�t�es 
were d�spersed �n squal�d trans�t towns (ma’abarot) and became d�sconnected 
from many of the�r former trad�t�ons, �nclud�ng the�r p�yyut pract�ces. A few 
payy’tanim5 worked hard to re�nstate trad�t�ons that had fallen out of pract�ce. 
Although some commun�t�es d�d ma�nta�n the�r piyyut reperto�res to some 
extent6, by the late 1980s there were few young Israel�s who possessed a deep 
knowledge of piyyutim.

Yedidi HaShakhahta?
Rabb� Dav�d Buzaglo was the most renowned Moroccan Jew�sh piyyut 

composer and s�nger of the �0th century. H�s son, Me�r Buzaglo, a prom�nent 
Professor of Jew�sh ph�losophy at the Hebrew Un�vers�ty and a M�zrah� act�v�st, 
happens to serve on the Av� Cha� Foundat�on’s Board of Trustees. Av� Cha�, a 
pr�vate foundat�on endowed by an Amer�can Jew�sh ph�lanthrop�st:

 seeks to encourage those of the Jew�sh fa�th towards greater comm�tment 
to Jew�sh observance and l�festyle by �ncreas�ng the�r understand�ng, 
apprec�at�on and pract�ce of Jew�sh trad�t�ons, customs and laws [and] 

3 Rabbi Yisrael Najara, one of the greatest and most prolific composers of piyyutim, 
is said to be one of the first to base his piyyutim on Arabic and Turkish secular songs 
in the 16th century.

4 Even before Iraqis immigrated to Israel in the early 1950s, the Baghdadi bakkashot 
tradition was already rarely practiced due to assimilation. Unlike the other traditions, 
the Baghdadi bakkashot were traditionally chanted every night, which made it a more 
difficult practice to maintain (see note 13 below).

5 Most notably, Rabbi David Buzaglo, the most renowned Moroccan Jewish poet 
and singer of the 20th century, who emigrated to Israel in 1962 and worked hard to 
revive Moroccan piyyut practices there.

6 Most notably, the Syrian Adas Synagogue in Jerusalem, which has—until now—
preserved the Aleppo Bakkashot tradition.
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to encourage mutual understand�ng and sens�t�v�ty among Jews of 
d�fferent rel�g�ous backgrounds and comm�tments to observance (Av� 
Cha� Foundat�on webs�te �005).

In �000, Me�r Buzaglo had an �dea. He felt that h�s Un�vers�ty offered too 
l�ttle �n the way of Jew�sh culture. He proposed expos�ng Jew�sh students 
to M�zrah� piyyutim and approached Hebrew Un�vers�ty’s Be�t H�llel about 
partner�ng w�th Av� Cha�. H�llel, The Foundat�on for Jew�sh Campus L�fe, 
�s an �nternat�onal organ�zat�on that encourages Jew�sh college students (at 
more than 500 colleges and un�vers�t�es worldw�de) to explore and celebrate 
the�r Jew�sh �dent�ty. The�r collaborat�on w�th Av� Cha� was therefore a log�-
cal pa�r�ng.

After a successful fledgl�ng p�lot project dur�ng the �00�-�00� academ�c 
year, Av� Cha� and Be�t H�llel �n�t�ated Yedidi HaShakhahta? (“My fr�end, 
have you forgotten?”)7 a project that offers weekly piyyut classes w�th tra�ned 
payy’tanim for small groups of students. In add�t�on, the project offers free 
monthly publ�c concerts �n wh�ch a prom�nent Israel� ethn�c, pop or rock 
mus�c�an and a lead�ng payy’tan share �n an even�ng of mus�c. The two don’t 
necessar�ly collaborate, but �deally there �s some shared t�me.

I learned about these concerts at Be�t H�llel at the beg�nn�ng of my field-
work �n March �00� from a fr�end �n Jerusalem who was study�ng at Hebrew 
Un�vers�ty and had seen flyers promot�ng a concert. The event featured Ya�r 
Dalal, Israel’s best known Ethn�c mus�c performer; Moshe Habusha, one of 
Israel’s w�dely known M�zrah� payy’tanim; and the M�zrah� storyteller/co-
med�an Jack�e Levy. I was l�v�ng �n Tel Av�v at the t�me and had just begun 
tak�ng M�ddle Eastern mus�c courses at Ya�r Dalal’s stud�o.

The concert took place at Be�t H�llel’s soc�al hall. It was clear from the start 
that �n sp�te of the notor�ety of the performers, th�s concert would be qu�te 
�nformal. There were cook�es and sodas for people to snack upon before the 
performance began, and the several page-long 8 ½” x 11” program featured 
lyr�cs to all of the piyyutim to be sung that even�ng. The elderly Iraq� man 
s�tt�ng on my r�ght donned a kn�tted kippah,8 as d�d perhaps �0% of the 

7 Yedidi Ha-Shakhahta is the name of a well-known piyyut written by the famous 
payy’tan and poet Yehuda Halevi of 11th century Spain. The name for the program 
was also chosen as a play on words to remind Israelis that they had abandoned and 
“forgotten” their piyyut practices and heritage.

8 Kippah is the Hebrew word for a religious head covering, sometimes known as a 
yarmulke or skullcap. The type of kippah that one wears in Israel indicates the religious 
group with which one identifies himself. A knitted kippah represents Datee Leumi, or 
Religious Zionist affiliation, a Modern-Orthodox Zionist group.
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others �n attendance, and another 10% wore Bukhar� kippot9. Though some 
were beyond m�ddle age, most of the aud�ence members were college-aged 
students, half of whom dressed as secular Israel�s. By the t�me the concert 
began, the aud�ence numbered over �00 people.

After a few �ntroduct�ons, Ya�r Dalal and Moshe Habusha took the stage. 
Although both men are second-generat�on M�zrah�m of Iraq� Jew�sh l�neage, 
the�r stage personas are qu�te d�fferent. Dalal wore fash�onable c�rcular 
spectacles, and h�s long, curly black ha�r was pulled back �n a fuchs�a pony-
ta�l holder. H�s loose-fitt�ng sharwal kameez (wh�te blouse) extended to h�s 
knees, and h�s black flow�ng pants tapered at the ankles w�th a colorful l�n�ng 
of flowers; h�s feet were adorned �n brown sandals. The stern Habusha wore 
a dark-colored su�t and black kippah. The two played an �nstrumental p�ece 
together—Habusha on oud, Dalal on v�ol�n, and add�t�onal performers on 
bass and percuss�on. They also performed a few piyyutim together, alternat�ng 
on verses. Then, each played some of h�s own p�eces. Habusha performed a 
few solo piyyutim of h�s cho�ce, �ntroduced w�th the �ntr�cate spur-of-the-
moment mawal�m for wh�ch he �s famous. Dalal performed a Bedou�n song 
�n Arab�c and an �nstrumental self-composed p�ece that comb�ned Eastern 
modes and rhythms w�th a b�t of bluegrass fiddl�ng.

In between every few songs, Jack�e Levy, a M�zrah� Jew of Iraq� background, 
known for pok�ng fun of h�s M�zrah� �dent�ty, told stor�es. H�s theme that 
even�ng was the unclear boundary between the sacred and the mundane, 
wh�ch, he expla�ned, was the perfect way to frame piyyutim. All of h�s jokes 
that even�ng centered around M�zrah�m — often �n the�r relat�ons w�th Arabs. 
In one story, he spoke of “the good old days” �n Syr�a when the rel�g�ous Jews 
(who took the�r Arab mus�c very ser�ously) corrected the muezzin10 when he 
d�dn’t s�ng the maqaam (Arab mode) correctly. In another, Levy descr�bed 
the raucous s�ng�ng em�tt�ng from a Moroccan Jew�sh wedd�ng �n Jerusalem, 
where Israel�-Palest�n�an workers outs�de l�stened on. When a few M�zrah�m 
ex�ted the hall, one of the workers excla�med, “Wow, you guys st�ll do that 
one? I th�nk that was a song that our grandparents sang!” The del�ghted crowd 
laughed, clapped, and sang the piyyutim along w�th the performers.

9 Kippot, plural for kippah. Bukhari kippot are large woven kippot which much 
less clearly mark a religious affiliation. These are worn by younger Israelis—both 
Ashkenazim and Mizrahim—who are generally claiming a newer, more progressive, 
and often a more “spiritual” form of Judaism. For young Mizrahim, this is also often 
symbolic of the roots with which they are connecting, even if they are not Bukharan.

10  The muezzin chants the call to prayer for Muslims five times a day.



1�8

Th�s was my �ntroduct�on to the popular�zat�on of M�zrah� piyyutim �n 
Israel. I soon learned of the amb�t�ous Kehillot Sharot project, a piyyut �n�-
t�at�ve d�rected not pr�mar�ly at Israel� un�vers�ty students but at Israel�s of 
all ages.

Kehillot Sharot
Yoss� Ohana, the founder of Kehillot Sharot, was born �n the Atlas Mounta�ns 
�n Morocco �n a Berber commun�ty. H�s father was 67 at the t�me, h�s mother 
decades younger. When he and h�s fam�ly �mm�grated to Israel �n the 1950s, 
he was four years old. They l�ved �n a development town w�th mostly other 
low-�ncome M�zrah�m, but as he grew, �t embarrassed h�m when h�s parents 
played Arab mus�c �n the house: he preferred The Beatles.

In the early 1990s h�s brother took h�m to a concert of Andalus�an piyyutim 
�n Caesar�a. He was moved by the �ntr�cacy and beauty of the songs, and by 
the s�ze of the crowd—there were thousands of Moroccans. “I couldn’t be-
l�eve that th�s concert wasn’t advert�sed at all �n the Israel� med�a. I felt that 
�t should have more of a presence �n ma�nstream soc�ety.” Later, he became 
a devoted act�v�st for M�zrah� r�ghts and culture as a found�ng member of 
The M�zrah� Ra�nbow Coal�t�on (HaKeshet HaDemokratit HaMizrahit), the 
pr�mary secular soc�al just�ce and M�zrah� act�v�st organ�zat�on �n Israel.

Years later he appealed to the Av� Cha� Foundat�on to support h�s bra�n-
ch�ld, Kehillot Sharot. As Ohana acknowledges, “If I had started the program 
even two years earl�er, �t would probably not have taken off as �t d�d.” W�th the 
�ncreas�ng popular�ty of Arab and other M�ddle Eastern mus�c �n Israel, Yoss� 
felt that Israel�s m�ght finally get exc�ted about piyyutim. For h�m, piyyutim 
offered an excellent opportun�ty for Ashkenaz�m to recogn�ze the depth of 
M�zrah� culture. In Yoss� Ohana’s �00� grant proposal to the Av� Cha� Foun-
dat�on (wr�tten �n Engl�sh), he states:

 Piyyut not only connects d�fferent populat�on groups; �t �s also one of the 
ma�n mechan�sms for the transm�ss�on, preservat�on, and evolut�on 
of the trad�t�on. It �s �mportant to note that th�s �s a non-threaten�ng, 
non-coerc�ve, very v�tal mode of transm�ss�on.

 …For some…, the aesthet�c aspect of piyyut has a powerful attract�ve 
force. Tak�ng advantage of the opportun�ty to expose them to piyyut as 
an or�g�nal form of express�on of Juda�sm may lead them to th�nk about 
and focus ser�ously on the�r �dent�ty, even though they d�d not start out 
w�th such a goal �n m�nd.



1�9

	 The	brief	remarks	above	point	out	the	potential	vitality	of	piyyut	for	uniting	
people	from	different	Jewish	backgrounds	through	love	of	poetry	and	music,	
and	in	the	process	strengthening	their	Jewish	identity	and	their	attachment	
to	their	heritage	in	a	friendly,	beneficial	manner	(Ohana	2002:	1).

On the follow�ng page the proposal also states later that one of the goals of the 
proposed “Kehillot Sharot” would be to �nvest�gate how “piyyut can contr�bute 
to strengthen�ng the weak sense of commun�ty �n Israel, to ensure cont�nu�ty 
and to st�mulate Jew�sh rev�val” (Ohana �00�: �).

Although the above was wr�tten by Ohana �n h�s efforts to garner finan-
c�al support for Kehillot Sharot from the Av� Cha� Foundat�on, �t reads l�ke 
a state-sponsored platform for Israel� cultural nat�onal�sm. The goals of the 
project are unamb�guous. In l�ne w�th the Av� Cha� Foundat�on’s v�s�on, �t 
seeks to foster Jew�sh �dent�ty—�n part�cular among the unaffil�ated—and �n 
do�ng so, �t hopes to create a sense of Jew�sh commun�ty among Israel�s �n a 
“fr�endly,” “non-threaten�ng,” and “non-coerc�ve” way. The Av� Cha� Founda-
t�on approved the fund�ng.

The course meets weekly for � ½ hours and �ncludes mult�-week un�ts con-
centrat�ng on d�fferent piyyut trad�t�ons, such as Andalus�an (North Afr�can), 
Babylon�an (Iraq�), and the Sephard�-Yerushalm� trad�t�on (mostly �nfluenced 
today by Turk�sh and Syr�an piyyutim). Un�ts are taught by a representat�ve 
payy’tan from each rel�g�ous commun�ty. Other short un�ts, wh�ch last for 
one or two classes, �nclude the Yemen�te women’s trad�t�on, and the one or 
two token non-M�zrah� class sess�ons devoted to Has�d�c piyyutim.11 The class 
also featured guest appearances from “star” payy’tanim and ethn�c mus�c�ans 
such as Ya�r Dalal and Moshe Habusha.

In add�t�on to the classes, KS organ�zes spec�al v�s�ts to M�zrah� synagogues 
to hear the m�dn�ght Selihot1� serv�ces dur�ng the month of Elul, and to the 
early morn�ng � a.m. Shabbat Shirat HaBakkashot1� at Jerusalem synagogues, 

11  Perhaps unsurprisingly, far fewer students attended those non-Mizrahi class 
sessions. Many Mizrahi students told me that they had no interest in learning Hasidic 
piyyutim.

12  The month of Elul is a time of repentance in preparation for the High Holidays of 
Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur. In the Sephardic tradition, selihot (special piyyutim 
asking for forgiveness) are chanted every night around midnite or in the early morning 
hours around 5:30 am, during the month of Elul and continuing through Yom Kippur, 
except on Shabbat.

13  Bakkashot are a specific repertoire of piyyutim sung in some Mizrahi Jewish 
communities on Shabbat in the Winter time (between the Jewish holidays of Simhat 
Torah and Pesah) from the middle of the night (beginning anywhere between 12 to 
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�nclud�ng the famous Allepo synagogue, “Ades,” �n Jerusalem’s Nahlaot ne�gh-
borhood. The regular members of the synagogues are generally pleasantly 
surpr�sed to see these new faces tak�ng an �nterest �n the�r trad�t�on, and were 
part�cularly t�ckled when we (the members of the class) jo�ned �n on the songs 
we had just learned at Kehillot Sharot. The few women who regularly attend 
the bakkashot were part�cularly del�ghted s�nce we �ncreased the�r numbers 
s�gn�ficantly.

The Hevra14

One of the most un�que aspects of Kehillot Sharot �s the w�de d�vers�ty of 
the student base �t attracts, wh�ch �s due �n part to the savvy market�ng. The 
ads for Kehillot Sharot prom�nently feature the course’s t�tle, “The mag�cal 
journey of the Piyyut.” Sw�rl�ng des�gns rem�n�scent of the mag�cal smoke 
waft�ng from the lamp �n the 70s TV show “I dream of Gen�e” surround the 
t�tle and much of the flyer. Ohana chose the t�tle part�ally as a tr�bute to The 
Beatles’ “Mag�cal Mystery Tour,” and though he acknowledges �ts “k�tsch�-
ness,” he wanted to ensure that the course appealed to d�verse aud�ences. “It 
got the job done,” he expla�ned. The flyer also ment�ons that students w�ll 
have the opportun�ty to meet and study w�th Israel’s well-known “Ethn�c” 
mus�c�ans Shlomo Bar and Ya�r Dalal, and w�th two of Israel’s most estab-
l�shed M�zrah� payy’tan superstars Ha�m Look and Moshe Habusha. In th�s 
way, the poster appeals to a w�de var�ety of potent�al part�c�pants. It attracts 
those look�ng for a New Age15-type “mag�cally” sp�r�tual, yet “authent�cally” 
exot�c M�ddle Eastern exper�ence, but �t also beckons to those drawn to the 
M�zrah� or rel�g�ous Jew�sh trad�t�on as represented by beloved Master’s such 
as Habusha and Look.

My own �nvolvement as a part�c�pant �n Kehillot Sharot seemed completely 
natural to all of the teachers and students. As we went around the room near 
the beg�nn�ng of the course, I expla�ned my mot�vat�on for part�c�pat�ng. Al-
though I �dent�fied myself as an Amer�can anthropolog�st conduct�ng research 
on M�zrah� and Arab trad�t�onal mus�cal styles, most qu�ckly forgot about 

4 a.m., depending on the community) until approximately 7 a.m. when the morning 
prayers begin. Many of the piyyutim sung during Bakkashot are connected to specific 
Torah portions and are therefore sung only on specific Shabbatot.

14  A Hebrew word meaning “the group.”
15  The New Age subculture in Israel is a particularly Jewish variety. It rejects many 

aspects of traditional Jewish practice but is drawn to the spiritual elements of Judaism 
while incorporating many of the common global New Age objects such as crystals, 
incense, and Native American dream catchers.
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th�s unless I rem�nded them. Even on the rare days that I brought �n my v�deo 
camera or shot a few p�ctures w�th my d�g�tal camera I d�dn’t seem consp�cu-
ous, as I wasn’t the only one document�ng the class. Most students showed 
up w�th the�r cassette or m�n�d�sk recorders weekly so that they could learn 
the piyyutim, and some per�od�cally shot photos of the class and teachers.

The fact that I was an Amer�can was not really an obstacle to my be�ng ac-
cepted as part of the class, as Israel �s largely an �mm�grant country, and there 
were a handful of others �n the class who had recently �mm�grated to Israel 
from France, Canada, and the Un�ted States. It certa�nly helped that I was of 
M�zrah� background and one of the best s�ngers �n the class, hold�ng my own 
when s�ng�ng even the piyyutim w�th quartertones. A few of the students were 
pleasantly surpr�sed and asked jok�ngly, “Are you really Amer�can?”

I was also able to connect w�th the teachers (the payy’tanim) s�nce near 
the beg�nn�ng of the course I had brought them cop�es of rare record�ngs of 
my grandfather s�ng�ng the piyyutim of selihot from the Pers�an trad�t�on 
as well as some of the Pers�an class�cal p�eces for wh�ch he was nat�onally 
renowned as a s�nger �n Iran. Dud�, one of the teachers, showed up for class 
one day and promptly announced to me that h�s father had fallen �n love w�th 
my grandfather’s vo�ce and refused to surrender the tapes. My fam�ly l�neage 
granted me honorary status �n the class—espec�ally among the payy’tanim—as 
not only one w�th a scholarly and mus�cal �nterest �n the field, but someone 
w�th roots �n the trad�t�on.

On the th�rd week of class, we all went around the room and �ntroduced 
ourselves and stated why we had dec�ded to take the class:

 Th�s exper�ence �s amaz�ng for me, I’m from Tun�s. I learned to curse these 
sounds and the countr�es they were from. Th�s exper�ence br�ngs me to 
someth�ng very deep that unt�l now was forb�dden to me.

 I bel�eve �n the power of the desert. I dec�ded to come to th�s class because 
I know that th�s mus�c �s what my soul needs to l�ve.

 I was born �n Rouman�a. When I used to hear M�ddle Eastern mus�c, I 
d�dn’t l�ke �t. But I learned gradually to hear the refinement of th�s mus�c 
and now I enjoy every moment.

 I used to hear th�s �n the house but I’d run away from �t. So now I guess 
you could say that I’m return�ng to my roots.

 L�ke, these sounds take me to another d�mens�on, you know, somewhere 
that’s closer to the truth.

 I’m an Iraq� Jew. I s�ng these songs every week on Shabbat. I wanted to 
come and learn the piyyutim from other trad�t�ons as well. That sounded 
l�ke fun.
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Somehow, even �n Israel’s ever more polar�zed soc�ety, Kehillot Sharot 
seems to appeal to almost everyone. The d�vers�ty of the part�c�pants Kehillot 
Sharot br�ng together produces beaut�ful, rare and exc�t�ng moments for 
part�c�pants and teachers. Dudu the youngest payy’tan at Kehillot Sharot, 
laughed as he related the story of h�s first performance �n front of a secular 
and mostly Ashkenaz� aud�ence �n Israel:

 I was nervous because �t wasn’t an aud�ence I was used to perform�ng for 
— you know, the k�nd at the chaflot16 w�th all the Iraq�s that s�ng along 
w�th “ya’eli ya’eli” and dr�nk beer. And here I was on stage w�th everyone 
star�ng and actually pay�ng attent�on. But I myself was moved at that 
concert. I got on the stage and looked �nto the aud�ence and saw young 
Ashkenaz� blonde women! I sa�d to myself, “Oh no, how d�d we get here, 
they’re go�ng to throw tomatoes at us!” I was nervous. But after I sang, 
th�s blonde woman across from me �n the aud�ence �s sm�l�ng at me and 
clapp�ng and I sa�d to myself. “God, alm�ghty, look, the Mess�ah has come! 
It k�lled me completely” (Interv�ew w�th author: �00�).

I asked Ma�mon Cohen, the most rel�g�ous of the payy’tanim, whether �t 
was d�fficult for h�m to agree to teach piyyutim �n an env�ronment where 
women were allowed to s�ng solos. He stated:

 From a Halakhic [Jew�sh law] standpo�nt, I had to break a psycholog�cal 
barr�er. But how many women �n our commun�ty normally go to hear 
piyyutim? Maybe four or five… So, would I th�nk that Ashkenaz�m would 
want to come? No. So for us, �t’s l�ke…�t’s fun. Dur�ng my last concert at 
the synagogue, �00 people were there and 85% are not Moroccans at all 
and they are s�tt�ng and learn�ng Moroccan piyyutim. It warms the heart. 
It’s no joke. There were Moroccans there that s�mply cr�ed from happ�ness. 
I mean…�t’s as �f we’re finally on the map. It’s no joke.

Recruiting the Unaffiliated
As expla�ned above, both Kehillot Sharot and Yedidi HaShakhahta are openly 
�nvested �n br�ng�ng together d�vergent types of Israel�s through piyyutim, 
espec�ally the rel�g�ous w�th the unaffil�ated. Both projects have and cont�nue 
to successfully ach�eve the�r goals. There are also, however, the uncomfort-
ably b�zarre moments that emerged from the com�ngl�ng of these d�vergent 
groups—part�cularly the secular h�ppy/New Age-types w�th the trad�t�on-
ally devout. At three separate performances of M�zrah� piyyutim I attended 
(�nclud�ng both formal and �nformal), at least one woman dec�ded to get up 
and belly dance. Even though the sacred texts of the payy’tan were �n Hebrew 
and the dancer was always Israel� (whose nat�ve language was Hebrew), the 

16  A festive Arab party.
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d�sjuncture between the words and tone of the rel�g�ous poem he chanted and 
the erot�c gyrat�ons of the belly dancer could not have been more palpable. At 
one performance, the br�ght stage l�ghts prevented the payy’tan from see�ng 
the women because they danced towards the back of the room; �n another, 
the payy’tan pretended not to not�ce; and �n yet another, the s�nger got up �n 
the m�ddle of the piyyut and walked away �n d�sgust.

In Shelley Err�ngton’s The Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales 
of Progress (1998), she argues that the progress narrat�ve has been turned on 
�ts head by what she terms “The New Age sp�r�tual evolut�on” occurr�ng all 
over the world. The earl�er vers�on placed the offic�al wh�te European males’ 
brand of c�v�l�zat�on at the top, and the dark peoples who �nhab�t nature at 
the bottom. The new age metanarrat�ve places the “�nd�genous shamans and 
art�sts” at the top of the totem pole, w�th the “new age seekers of h�gher sp�r�-
tual truth” �n the m�ddle and the corporate CEOs at the bottom. However, 
th�s new model tends to be as re�fied and essent�al�st as the older one. The 
pr�m�t�ves are st�ll pr�m�t�ve, only now �t �s the�r very pr�m�t�veness that �s 
lauded by the c�v�l�zed (Err�ngton 1998: �5-�6).

It �s for th�s reason that many of the Israel� New Age sp�r�tual seekers are 
attracted to the M�zrah� “mag�c” of Kehillot Sharot. Some of them are attracted 
to piyyutim as a Jew�sh alternat�ve to secular�sm or Orthodox fanat�c�sm. 
For others, however, �t doesn’t necessar�ly matter what country, culture, or 
rel�g�on the payy’tan comes from. What �s �mportant �s that he possesses an 
anc�ent “authent�c” w�sdom from a “mag�cal,” exot�c and less rat�onal world. 
Accord�ng to Wouter Hanegraaff, “The global�zat�on of New Age Sp�r�tual�ty 
�s more appropr�ately seen as an aspect of global Amer�can�zat�on. Amer�can 
values of democracy and rel�g�ous freedom are �nt�mately l�nked to the New 
Age phenomenon of a ‘sp�r�tual supermarket,’ where customers p�ck and 
choose sp�r�tual commod�t�es they fancy” (�001: 16). In th�s way, the global 
New Age movement, l�ke some forms of world mus�c, tends to fac�l�tate the 
gloss�ng over of d�fference.

Because New Age �s often defined �n terms of �ts react�on aga�nst aspects 
of dom�nant Western culture, one would expect New Age movements �n 
non-Western countr�es to cr�t�c�ze cultural �mper�al�st attempts to �mpose 
Western values on �nd�genous cultures, and to pay tr�bute to the local sp�r�tual 
trad�t�ons of the countr�es �n quest�on. Recent research, however, has found 
that some New Age movements have al�enated local commun�t�es, who ac-
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cuse the New Agers of d�srespect�ng the�r sacred sp�r�tual trad�t�ons and of 
Western sp�r�tual �mper�al�sm17 (Hanegraaff �001: ��-��). 

Kehillot Sharot, however, �s a s�ncere and ser�ous movement w�th deep 
h�stor�cal ground�ng, and one that states openly �ts �ntent to recover s�lenced 
vo�ces of the past. Because of �ts clear cr�t�c�sm of the Israel�-Western cultural 
hegemony, �ts comm�tment to teach�ng trad�t�onal Eastern mus�cal trad�t�ons, 
and the opportun�ty �t presents to Israel�s to connect to an unaffil�ated and 
what they v�ew as a more sp�r�tual form of Juda�sm, Kehillot Sharot successfully 
attracts a good number of Israel� New Age seekers. Accord�ng to Ohana, they 
were always part of Kehillot Sharot’s target populat�on. Many of these Israel�s 
refer to themselves as ruhanit (sp�r�tual), as opposed to Jew�sh. Yet although 
Kehillot Sharot clearly str�ves to attract these Israel�s, who would normally 
be drawn to Buddh�sm, H�ndu�sm, and other rel�g�ons of the Far East, �t �s, 
�n fact, deeply entrenched �n rev�tal�z�ng spec�fic Jew�sh mus�cal trad�t�ons 
from many d�fferent countr�es. Rather than the trad�t�on be�ng co-opted, 
the classes are taught by those who have become �ts culture bearers—some 
w�th the help of Kehillot Sharot, and almost all of the payy’tanim and course 
fac�l�tators are of M�zrah� her�tage.18

Nevertheless, Steven Feld caut�ons, “the �ntent�ons surround�ng a record-
�ng’s or�g�nal product�on…cannot be controlled once a commod�ty �s �n com-
merc�al c�rculat�on” (Feld 1996: 11). Th�s same real�ty can hold true �n the 
context of l�ve mus�c. By �ntroduc�ng h�s sacred songs �nto the publ�c sphere, 
the payy’tan shares h�s art w�th a much w�der aud�ence, but �n the process he 
also rel�nqu�shes control of how �t �s used or fet�sh�zed. Somet�mes, �t doesn’t 
matter that the payy’tan h�mself �s there chant�ng, or that the words that he 
s�ngs are “Master of the Un�verse, You are the K�ng who rules every k�ng,” for 
when the dancer hears the M�ddle Eastern rhythms and the mel�smat�c tones, 
she feels she knows the scr�pt. The dancer’s h�ps come to a halt only when the 
payy’tan refuses to cont�nue s�ng�ng the p�yyut and the mus�c stops.

Righting the Wrongs of the Past
17  The Lakota Indians published an official declaration of war against the New Age 

movement in 1993, accusing its leaders of ethnocentrism and disrespect for its religious 
practices (Hanegraaff 2001 22-23).

18  The only classes not taught by Mizrahi payy’tanim were the very few classes taught 
on Hasidic piyyutim. Although Esti Kenan-Ofri, a facilitator for one of the courses in 
Jerusalem, is not of Mizrahi background, she is a singer who has completely dedicated 
her self to the study and performance of Mizrahi and Ladino music, and was previously 
married to a Yemenite Jew.
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Though the Av� Cha� Foundat�on’s pr�mary �ncent�ve for support�ng Kehillot 
Sharot �s �ts ab�l�ty to un�te the h�ghly d�v�ded populat�on of Israel� Jews 
through Jew�sh poetry and mus�c, the course also serves those �nterested 
�n elevat�ng the prom�nence of M�zrah� culture �n Israel. Many students are 
M�zrah�m—some of whom are completely secular but �nterested �n connect�ng 
w�th a newly appeal�ng aspect of the�r culture, wh�le others are completely 
affil�ated rel�g�ous M�zrah�m �nterested �n learn�ng more.

“How could people �n th�s country not know about Rabb� Y�srael Najara19? 
It’s a p�ty,” bemoaned Est�, a prom�nent s�nger of Jew�sh Sephard� and M�zrah� 
mus�c �n Israel and a fac�l�tator �n one of the Jerusalem Kehillot Sharot courses. 
“No other country would have thrown away such a treasure, but we have, 
so now we want to expose �t to people.” Such sent�ments are shared by all of 
the staff members �n the Kehillot Sharot program and repeated at var�ous 
moments throughout the course, whether dur�ng the class �tself or at piyyut 
performances sponsored by Kehillot Sharot for the larger commun�ty.

Dur�ng the first class �n our un�t on Iraq� piyyutim, Dud�, the payy’tan, 
lectured br�efly about the background of Rabb� Y�srael Najara and presented 
us w�th select piyyutim from the bakkashot reperto�re sung �n the Iraq� com-
mun�ty. “In Baghdad, many, l�ke my grandfather, would get up at m�dn�ght 
and beg�n the bakkashot. Today, people have gotten lazy. It’s more l�ke � a.m.” 
Everyone laughed, and then Dud� expla�ned how Jew�sh h�gh school students 
�n Baghdad would study the piyyutim d�l�gently �n school. An older man �n 
the class shouted out, “Do they teach Najara to k�ds �n h�gh school here [�n 
Israel] today?” Everyone laughed know�ngly. “Not yet,”�0 sa�d the fac�l�tator. 
“Only Amos Oz.”�1

Such pol�t�cal �ssues are d�scussed �n class �n a relaxed and safe atmosphere. 
The class draws a fa�r number of current and past members of HaKeshet 
HaDemokratit HaNizrahit and other M�zrah� pol�t�cal organ�zat�ons. But 

19  Rabbi Yisrael Najara was one of the most well-known and prolific payy’tanim of 
his time. Born around 1555 in Damascus, he later moved to Tsfat where he became 
known as an esteemed Kabbalist. Of the four hundred and fifty piyyutim that Rav 
Najara is said to have composed, his most famous piece is Yah Ribon Olam, a popular 
piyyut written in Aramaic and sung in numerous Jewish ethnic communities with 
various melodies on Shabbat evening.

20  Although Israeli high school students do not receive a great deal of piyyutim in 
their education, there are one or two piyyutim included in their curriculum (such as 
Yonat Rehokim and Yedidi HaShakhahta).

21  Amos Oz is a prominent contemporary Israeli writer. He also happens to be a 
secular Ashkenazi Israeli.
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they don’t come to Kehillot Sharot to gr�pe aga�nst Ashkenaz�m. They come 
to celebrate the�r culture w�th a class almost halfway full of Ashkenaz�m. As 
one Ashkenaz� member of Kehillot Sharot’s Tel Av�v group, Ur� Goldberg, 
stated, “It’s really n�ce, �n my op�n�on, that �n sp�te of the fact that th�s �s 
clearly elevat�ng the prest�ge of M�zrah� culture, the �ssue �sn’t ra�sed �n an 
antagon�st�c way or from anger (as opposed to HaKeshet HaDemokratit 
HaMizrahit) but rather from a des�re to approach th�ngs w�th am�cab�l�ty, so 
that people can be exposed to the beauty w�th�n �t” (Charute�-Sover: �005, 
author’s translat�on).

Each person who s�gns up for a class rece�ves a Kehillot Sharot booklet. In 
add�t�on to the lyr�cs of the piyyutim learned �n the class, the booklets prov�de 
�nformat�on on M�ddle Eastern mus�c theory, short blurbs on the h�story of 
piyyutim from each trad�t�on and short b�os on fifteen of the most �mportant 
payy’tanim. The first page of the book offers a short general h�story on the 
�mportant role of piyyutim �n un�t�ng Jew�sh commun�t�es �n the M�ddle East 
and what happened when most M�zrah�m �mm�grated to Israel �n the early 
1950s. As stated on page one:

 After the �mm�grat�on to Israel and the d�fficult absorpt�on cr�s�s that 
occurred, the Jew�sh commun�t�es that arr�ved from the M�ddle East 
lost the homogene�ty and the l�festyle of commun�ty l�fe and culture. The 
phys�cal hardsh�ps of phys�cal surv�val together w�th the establ�shment’s 
d�sregard for the�r Jew�sh values of the d�sapora and the d�fferent 
commun�t�es that formed them, caused a feel�ng of destruct�on, uproot�ng, 
and decl�ne. (Kehillot Sharot �00�: 1)

The text cont�nues to expla�n the way �n wh�ch the above s�tuat�on caused 
the decl�ne of the p�yyut trad�t�ons once the commun�t�es had entered Israel 
and that �t almost seemed that �t would d�sappear completely. But the sect�on 
ends on a pos�t�ve note, stat�ng that piyyutim are mak�ng a comeback �n Israel 
and �mply�ng that those part�c�pat�ng �n the course are a part of th�s exc�t�ng 
t�me (Kehillot Sharot �00�: �).

The Internet
In September �005, the Av� Cha� Foundat�on embarked upon perhaps �ts most 
amb�t�ous piyyut project yet, the extens�ve webs�te (www.p�yyut.org.�l), “An 
Inv�tat�on to Piyyut.” The webs�te prov�des �nformat�on about Kehillot Sharot’s 
m�ss�on and approach, �ts teachers, the locat�ons for �ts now n�ne d�fferent 
classes offered throughout the country, and test�mon�als from part�c�pants 
from the class. The webs�te �s much more than an �nformat�onal PR p�ece 
for Kehillot Sharot, however. It offers l�nks to �nformat�onal and academ�c 
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art�cles on every aspect of the piyyut; deta�led scholarly art�cles expla�n�ng 
the poet�c and rel�g�ous s�gn�ficance of each word of hundreds of piyyutim; 
v�deo �nterv�ews w�th payy’tanim; and personal reflect�ons on piyyutim from 
art�sts, scholars, payy’tanim, and lay people.

But by far the most �mpress�ve and groundbreak�ng elements are the over 
1,000 record�ngs of d�fferent vers�ons of several hundred piyyutim from var�-
ous trad�t�ons ava�lable for l�sten�ng on the webs�te. Th�s vast aud�o l�brary 
�s searchable by ethn�c group, Jew�sh hol�day, l�fecycle event, mus�cal mode, 
or by the author of the piyyut. Yoss� Ohana expla�ned the thought beh�nd 
creat�ng the webs�te:

 There are the gatekeepers—the med�a, TV, the rad�o, etc.—those who 
determ�ne what people should or should not l�ke. Unfortunately, they 
don’t offer people the poss�b�l�ty of be�ng exposed to a var�ety of mus�c. 
It’s not ava�lable. You can’t hear �t on rad�o or TV. So, the assumpt�on w�th 
the webs�te �s that through the �nternet, you can overcome those barr�ers. 
Thank God, the webs�te now rece�ves more than �0,000 h�ts each month. 
(Interv�ew w�th Author: �005)

Yoss�’s pr�de �n the success of Kehillot Sharot �s apparent. The fact that all 
of these piyyutim are loose �n the global marketplace, however, has caused 
Yoss� and some of the payy’tanim a b�t of concern. But he �s real�st�c.

 We’ve had many conversat�ons and d�sagreements about th�s �ssue at 
Kehillot Sharot. But, I th�nk �t’s a k�nd of luxury to feel nervous about �t 
be�ng out there. In everyth�ng there are advantages and d�sadvantages. 
The pos�t�ve react�ons to �t outwe�gh the concern because people have 
access to �t now. I used to be much more guarded about th�s but now 
I’m more flex�ble. All of the piyyutim are at r�sk…we have lost so much. 
People don’t learn these at schools. The trad�t�onal ways of study�ng and 
compos�ng were destroyed. So, we need to strengthen the base. (Interv�ew 
w�th author: �005)

In �006, the webs�te expanded �ts webs�te to �nclude an Engl�sh vers�on and 
now rece�ves 60,000 h�ts monthly from �nternat�onal v�s�tors.

Rockstars and Piyyutim
In �00� the first all-Israel� mus�c channel (Channel ��) emerged on cable 
TV. Dur�ng that year, the well-known rock band Nekamat HaTraktor (The 
Tractor’s Revenge) was featured on the new show, “The Ma�n Stage.” The show 
was essent�ally a battle of the bands for Israel� pop/rock mus�c. The band 
closed the show w�th the�r own take of Adon HaS’lihot (“Master of Forg�ve-
ness”), probably the most commonly known M�zrah� S’lihot piyyut �n Israel. 
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The band had recorded the song on the�r first album �n 1990. S�nce then, the 
band has released several albums (none w�th any other p�yyut rend�t�ons). In 
�00�, however, they chose Adon ha-Selihot as one of the two or three songs 
that would represent the band to the ent�re country.

Th�s was only the beg�nn�ng. A �00� Tel Av�v concert called “Yehuda Halev� 
on the Corner of Ibn Gab�rol” (a play on the names of two renowned Sephard�c 
payy’tanim from the M�ddle Ages who also have streets �n Tel Av�v named 
after them) featured Israel’s b�ggest pop and rock s�ngers, �nclud�ng Ehud 
and Evyatar Bana�, M�cah Sheetr�t, Barry Sakharov, Maor Cohen, Et� Ankr�, 
Yonatan and Aharon Razel and others perform�ng new and trad�t�onal mus�cal 
vers�ons of several piyyutim. Many of these performers had been �nv�ted to 
perform at Be�t H�llel �n the past. Yet th�s performance �n Tel Av�v’s Heykhal 
HaTarbut (one of Tel Av�v’s largest performance venues) was several orders 
of magn�tude more publ�c and rece�ved much more med�a attent�on. In ad-
d�t�on, unl�ke the other performances of the past—all sponsored by the Av� 
Cha� Foundat�on—th�s concert was produced by N�tzan Ze’�ra.

 L�ke h�s father and grandfather, Ze’�ra �s no stranger to the Israel� mus�c 
scene. After some forty years work�ng �n the �ndustry, today he �s one of 
Israel’s b�ggest mus�c producers of ma�nstream Israel� rock and the founder 
of the label Na’ana D�sc. Ze’�ra produced the concert w�th sponsorsh�p 
from Mif ’al Hapayis, (the Israel� Lottery) and $�5,000 of h�s own funds. 
He �s support�ve of the work that Be�t H�llel does, but wanted to take 
th�ngs to a more “profess�onal” level.

Although Ze’�ra �s Ashkenaz�, th�s concert marked h�s personal protest 
�n favor of promot�ng Hebrew culture �n Israel. Accord�ng to h�m, the state 
�nvests forty m�ll�on dollars a year �n mus�cal programm�ng �n Israel and th�rty-
e�ght m�ll�on goes toward European class�cal mus�c—mus�c Ze’�ra refers to 
as “Chr�st�an mus�c.” Although the state normally p�tches �n for h�gh culture 
performances at Heichal HaTarbut by subs�d�z�ng the $10,000 �t costs to rent 
the hall, �t refused to do th�s for Ze’�ra’s piyyut concert:

 We bu�lt a l�ttle Russ�a, a l�ttle Poland. The government supports the Israel� 
Ph�lharmon�c perform�ng Brahms and Mozart but they won’t support our 
own Hebrew culture. I th�nk Ibn Gab�rol�� �s the best poet ever. Dunash 
Ben Labrat�� l�ved the Hebrew language and wrote beaut�ful songs. He 

22  Solomon ibn Gabirol (who lived from approximately 1021-1058 in Spain) was an 
Andalusian Hebrew poet and Jewish philosopher.

23  Dunash ben Labrat (who lived from 920-990) was a medieval Jewish commenta-
tor, poet, and grammarian born in the city of Fez, Morocco. He was known for being 
one of the first to introduce many Arabic poetic forms in his Hebrew poetry. His most 
well-known piyyut is Dror Yikra.
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was the real Ben Yehuda��—the Guard�an of the Hebrew language. He 
�s �mportant to our country…Th�s concert was my own pr�vate joke. I 
thought, let’s have a concert of Hebrew poetry at Heikhal HaTarbut, to 
laugh at the C�ty. Before the concert, we changed ten of the street names 
�n Tel Av�v as part of th�s joke. We changed Ibn Gab�rol Street to Bach 
Street…We got a lot of press. The concert was packed… They [the M�n�stry 
of Culture] are los�ng money w�th the concerts they produce [concerts 
of Western class�cal mus�c] but they don’t care because they want to be 
a part of �nternat�onal culture. Israel needs a revolut�on. The problem 
�s not the m�l�tary. The problem �s the culture. (Interv�ew w�th author, 
September �006).

Ze’�ra’s concert of protest marked qu�te a d�gress�on from the mus�cal reper-
to�re of most of the part�c�pat�ng mus�c�ans�5 and the Israel� mus�c scene took 
not�ce. As the payy’tan Ron� Ish-Ran stated �n a newspaper �nterv�ew, “When 
top-of-the-l�ne art�sts g�ve a bless�ng to the fus�on of trad�t�onal texts from 
anc�ent Hebrew and comb�ne them w�th contemporary mus�c, that grants 
the genre eternal l�fe” (Arl�chman: �005, author’s translat�on).

Even th�s concert, however, was ecl�psed by the final event �n the �006 
Fest�val Y�srael (Israel’s most esteemed mus�c fest�val), a concert ent�tled 
Yedidi HaShakhahta?. Sponsored by the Av� Cha� Foundat�on but produced 
by Fest�val Y�srael, the concert took place �n the �mmense Breikhat HaSultan 
(Sultan’s Pool). S�tuated between the Old C�ty walls and Yem�n Moshe, the 
�mpress�ve outdoor amph�theatre often features �nternat�onal pop stars such as 
St�ng, Bob Dylan, and Er�c Clapton. The press (as per the press release) l�sted 
the concert as “A N�ght of Piyyutim w�th a L�nk to the Sources but Enveloped 
�n a Contemporary Sound—the best s�ngers of Israel� song s�ng�ng songs of 
prayer, fest�val, love, w�ne and nature w�th contemporary arrangements.” The 
concert featured e�ght of Israel’s b�ggest rock stars, �nclud�ng Ehud Bana�, 
Me�r Bana�, Av�atar Bana�, Barry Sakharov, Ram� Fort�m, M�chah Sh�tr�t, and 
others. Yet unl�ke prev�ous concerts sponsored by Be�t H�llel and Av� Cha�, 
the presence of trad�t�onal payy’tanim was consp�cuously want�ng.

The Fest�val organ�zers �n�t�ally asked the well known payy’tan Moshe Habu-
sha to perform �n the concert, but he decl�ned. Iron�cally, accord�ng to Dud� 
Menachem, “Habusha couldn’t part�c�pate. It was too huge and ma�nstream. 

24  Eliezer Ben-Yehuda (who lived from 1858 –1922), was principally responsible 
for the revival of Hebrew as a spoken language in Palestine from its previous state as 
a liturgical language exclusively.

25  Although some of these musicians had performed piyyutim for the Yedidi 
HaShakhahta program, these concerts were small and had not reached the Israeli 
mainstream.
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Habusha l�ves �n the hared� world. The concert rece�ved so much press…�t 
would have been very bad for h�m” (Interv�ew w�th author: �006). Although 
Habusha rece�ved perm�ss�on from Rabb� Ovad�a Yosef (Israel’s Ch�ef Sep-
hard�c Rabb�) to teach for m�xed-sex groups (wh�ch �s normally proh�b�ted �n 
the hared� world), th�s was actually too h�gh-profile, commerc�al, and secular 
a sett�ng for h�s hared� commun�ty to just�fy as Jew�sh “outreach.” Expos�ng 
secular Israel�s to qual�ty M�zrah� culture �s a worthy cause, but there are 
boundar�es. Perform�ng as the featured mus�c�an at Beit HaKonfederatsiya 
or Beit Hillel for a few hundred people �s not the same as shar�ng the stage 
w�th e�ght secular rock stars for 6,000 scream�ng fans.

Once Habusha decl�ned, the fest�val organ�zers abandoned any proposals 
from Av� Cha� for par�ty between rock s�ngers and payy’tanim. In the end, 
only one payy’tan, L�or Elmal�ach, performed along w�th the rockers and h�s 
role was qu�te marg�nal. Although Av� Cha� footed the b�ll and proposed the 
�dea to the Fest�val, they d�d not have programmat�c control. The organ�zers 
dec�ded that they wanted a star-studded Fest�val finale. Rabb� Y�srael Najara 
and Ibn Gab�rol weren’t sexy enough w�thout a stage full of celebr�t�es.

Even Ohana expressed concern over too much commerc�al�zat�on �n the 
context of what should have been cons�dered the most tr�umphant publ�c 
relat�ons bl�tz ever for p�yyut�m �n Israel. Some aud�ence members, M�zrah�m 
�n part�cular, were d�sappo�nted w�th the concert. As Ohana compla�ned, 
“The v�s�on wasn’t parallel. It’s n�ce that the stars jo�ned the process and 
became a part of �t, but �t’s problemat�c to organ�ze th�s event w�thout the 
payy’tanim. Th�s �s a sens�t�ve subject and many people were very upset about 
�t (Interv�ew w�th author �006).” Karen We�ss, Project Officer at the Av� Cha� 
Foundat�on and the overseer of both Kehillot Sharot and Speak�ng Poetry, 
acknowledged that the concert had not accompl�shed all that she and others 
at the organ�zat�on had hoped, but was st�ll upbeat. “Look, we weren’t thr�lled 
w�th every aspect of �t, but �t was a concert at Sultan’s Pool �n Fest�val Y�srael 
and 6,000 people were there. In th�s framework, we d�d our best. The [rock] 
s�ngers performed p�yyut�m w�th�n the�r own trad�t�ons �n the�r own way” 
(Interv�ew w�th author �006).

The �dea of br�ng�ng together payy’tanim and rock stars for large Israel� 
aud�ences was certa�nly a savvy product placement techn�que for Av� Cha� and 
H�llel �n the�r quest to get young Israel�s exc�ted about piyyutim and Juda�sm. 
What they d�d not ant�c�pate, however, was the way �n wh�ch the rock stars 
themselves would be �nfluenced by the�r encounters w�th Israel� payy’tanim. 
After be�ng exposed to piyyutim and perform�ng them w�th payy’tanim �n the 
context of Av� Cha�’s programs, many of these well-known Israel� mus�c�ans 
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and others approached Av� Cha� and asked for the�r own Kehillot Sharot-type 
course on piyyutim. Av� Cha� �mmed�ately responded affirmat�vely and �s now 
help�ng to plan an exclus�ve piyyut course (modeled after Kehillot Sharot) 
�n Tel Av�v whose students w�ll �nclude some of Israel’s most noted secular 
rockers �nclud�ng Barry Sakharov, M�cha Sh�tr�t, Leah Shabbat, Dav�d Deor, 
and members of the band Knessiyat HaSekhel.

As Karen We�ss of Av� Cha� descr�bed these plans to me, I asked her �f 
she was surpr�sed by the major cultural �mpact that Av� Cha� �s effect�ng 
�n Israel. We�ss qu�ckly tempered my grand quest�on�ng. “I th�nk effect�ng 
cultural change �n Israel �s too amb�t�ous a goal for the Av� Cha� Foundat�on. 
Our agenda �s very spec�fic and modest. We want to comb�ne d�verse people 
�n Israel for Jew�sh study. If th�ngs are taken to be more mean�ngful, we are 
happy, but �t’s not really our goal” (Interv�ew w�th author �006). I accepted 
her comments but wondered why an organ�zat�on that donates m�ll�ons of 
dollars annually toward “the perpetuat�on of the Jew�sh people, Juda�sm, and 
the central�ty of the State of Israel to the Jew�sh people” (Av� Cha� webs�te 
�005) would d�savow a des�re to effect change. Nevertheless, We�ss d�d not 
h�de her pr�de �n the act�v�t�es that Av� Cha� has helped to st�mulate �n Israel. 
Her hope, however, �s that the recent �nterest among Israel�s �n piyyutim �s 
more than a fad. “If �t �s a trend, �t w�ll go away as qu�ckly as �t came” (Inter-
v�ew w�th author �006).

Conclusion
It �s not poss�ble to expla�n the recent popular�ty of M�ddle Eastern mus�c 
and �n part�cular of piyyutim today �n Israel through a neat and total�z�ng 
s�ngular model. In sp�te of Av� Cha�’s hes�tancy to acknowledge �t, there �s 
no quest�on that the hundreds of thousands of dollars that th�s one pr�vate 
foundat�on has �nvested �n successfully push�ng forward �ts own agenda of 
un�t�ng secular and rel�g�ous Israel�s has made a great �mpact on the cultural 
landscape. The State today has become merely one of numerous players �n the 
control and �nvocat�on of culture. In today’s global era, however, �t �s through 
the comb�ned �nfluence of forces such as pr�vate fund�ng, global trends, New 
Age sp�r�tual�ty, ethn�c pr�de, pol�t�cs, and state cultural pol�cy that cultural 
�nnovat�on occurs. 

Th�s un�que nat�onal�st movement �n Israel marks the collapse of a un�tary 
secular Ashkenaz� hegemony and �ts replacement by myr�ad fragmented 
Israel� nat�onal �dent�t�es. As Baruch K�mmerl�ng expla�ns �t:
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 Although they are engaged �n sharpen�ng the�r own �dent�t�es, the 
boundar�es around these �dent�t�es, and the�r �nst�tut�onal and pol�t�cal 
�nfrastructures, Israel’s d�verse ethn�c, rel�g�ous, rac�al…cultures are not 
ready to g�ve up the common denom�nator of the�r cla�m to partnersh�p 
and share-hold�ng �n the Israel� state. All of them asp�re to rema�n ‘Israel�s’ 
pol�t�cally and Jews (or Arabs) ethn�cally or nat�onally. Nevertheless, the 
mean�ng of th�s Israel�ness �s very d�fferent from �ts or�g�nal monocultural 
and hegemon�c content and defin�t�on…Everyone des�res to share the 
common goods, but on the�r own terms and �n the�r own �nterests 
(K�mmerl�ng �001: ��5).

Through an analys�s of the popular�zat�on of M�zrah� piyyutim �n Israel 
today, we are afforded an understand�ng of the numerous ways �n wh�ch cul-
tural products �n today’s global�zed world become �mbued w�th symbol�c and 
pol�t�cal mean�ngs both s�m�lar and qu�te d�fferent from the “scr�pted” mean-
�ngs defined by the�r financ�al sponsors. For M�zrah� act�v�sts such as Me�r 
Buzaglo, Yoss� Ohana, and many of the M�zrah� Kehillot Sharot part�c�pants, 
M�zrah� piyyutim allow a long overdue recogn�t�on by the Ashkenaz�-centr�c 
Israel� soc�ety of the depth and r�chness of M�zrah� culture; for N�tzan Ze’�ra, 
piyyutim represent h�s revolut�on of Hebrew culture and language aga�nst 
the Israel� M�n�stry of Culture; for rel�g�ous payy’tanim, the elevated status of 
piyyutim g�ves them and the�r Jew�sh trad�t�ons recogn�t�on and status �n the 
h�ghly secular Israel� ma�nstream; for Israel� Jew�sh “New Agers,” piyyutim 
offer sp�r�tual mean�ng �n a non-threaten�ng and “groovy” format; for young 
M�zrah�m and many Israel� rock stars of M�zrah� descent, piyyutim prov�de a 
connect�on to a cultural her�tage that most are only now d�scover�ng. Though 
they have d�verse agendas, all are �nvested �n the reclamat�on and re�nvent�on 
of a mus�cal genealogy that they feel �s v�tal to the�r �dent�ty as contemporary 
Israel�s. As the nat�on loses �ts gr�p on the collect�ve �mag�nat�on, we are w�t-
ness�ng a reconfigurat�on of prev�ous �dent�t�es of Israel�ness. As we have seen 
above, however, the flu�d�ty of these �dent�t�es often leads to a compl�cated 
�nterplay between those �nvolved. These myr�ad convergences w�ll cont�nue 
to y�eld compl�cated and unpred�ctable cultural encounters.
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Contemporary Ashkenazi Synagogue Music in 
Israel: Some Aspects of Change in a Relocated 
Tradition1

by Amalia Kedem

Introduction
In d�scuss�ng present-day Ashkenaz� l�turg�cal mus�c, scholars have observed 
that th�s mus�cal trad�t�on �s not �dent�cal to that found �n pre-war Europe. 
Although d�rectly l�nked to �ts European roots, the currently pract�ced tra-
d�t�on has undergone s�gn�ficant changes, brought about by major modern 
h�stor�cal events l�ke the Holocaust of European Jewry and the found�ng of 
the Jew�sh State.� Very few stud�es, however, have focused on these changes 
and the�r man�festat�ons �n what today may be cons�dered the center of l�v�ng 
Jew�sh trad�t�ons, namely, the State of Israel.� In th�s art�cle I hope to add to 

1  This article is adapted from a lecture delivered at the 14th World Congress of 
Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, August 2005, and is not meant as a conclusive statement 
of findings but rather as a provisional report of research currently being done. I hereby 
thank my husband, Yonatan, and my colleague, Dr. Boaz Tarsi from JTS (NY), for their 
substantial help on matters of content and style.

2  See E. Schleifer, “Current Trends of Liturgical Music in the Ashkenazi Synagogue,” 
in: The World of Music 37/1, 1995:59-72, and S. Adler, Sacred Music in a Secular Age, 
in: Sacred Sound and Social Change: liturgical music in Jewish and Christian experience, 
L. A. Hoffman and J. R. Walton, eds., (Notre Dame : University of Notre Dame Press), 
1992:289-299.

3  So far, very few studies have been done on the Israeli Ashkenazi synagogues. 
Eliyahu Schleifer gives an overall view of the modern developments in the Ashkenazi 
tradition at large, while briefly referring to Israeli circumstances. See his “Current 
trends,” 1995; and idem, “Hamishim Sh’not Hazzanut B’Israel – Bameh Hitkadamnu?” 
(Fifty years of cantorial music in Israel – what progress have we made?), in: Duchan 15, 
2000:17-26. Raymond Goldstein gives a brief account of the current state of cantors 
and choirs in Israel. See his “Ashkenazi Liturgical Music in Israel Today: a Short Social 
History and Review,” in: Musical Performance 1(2), 1997:51-63. Carmela Goldman’s 
dissertation on the synagogues of the Religious Kibbutz is probably a first-of-its-kind 
study, employing ethnographic materials and methods for explaining major trends 
within the religious-Zionist society in Israel. See C. Goldman, The Development of the 
Synagogue Musical Tradition at the Religious Kibbutzim, Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University, 
2003.
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the study of Ashkenaz� l�turg�cal mus�c generally by focus�ng on the mus�c 
performed �n Ashkenaz� Israel� synagogues dur�ng the last decades.�

For the sake of our d�scuss�on, Ashkenaz� mus�cal trad�t�on refers to the 
l�turg�cal mus�c of the Jews of western and eastern Europe, and �n part�cular, 
of those Jews whose ancestors settled �n the Rh�nelands of southwestern 
Germany and northeastern France dur�ng the early M�ddle Ages, before many 
of them eventually em�grated eastwards and southwards and spread out as 
far as L�thuan�a and Russ�a, Hungary and Ruman�a.5 In t�me, the d�spersed 
Jew�sh populace �n those areas of the Cont�nent formed two d�st�nct cultural 
ent�t�es, one �n the West and one �n the East. Wh�le shar�ng the same bas�c 
l�turg�cal trad�t�on, these two ent�t�es eventually came to have the�r own d�s-
t�nct performance styles and customs. The performance style and pract�ces of 
the western European Jews came to be known as “M�nhag Ashkenaz,” wh�le 
those of the eastern European Jews were called “M�nhag Pol�n/L�ta.”6

4  The Ashkenazi synagogues with which I am concerned in this investigation are 
strictly those of the Orthodox Zionist community (often referred to as the “national-
religious camp”). While I do not ignore the presence of the other religious denomina-
tions within the Ashkenazi cultural milieu in Israel, I am particularly interested in this 
community because of its firm commitment to religious traditional practice, while at 
the same time partaking openly in the country’s social, political, and cultural life.

5  A. A. Urbach, “Ashkenaz”, in: Encyclopedia Judaica, vol. 3 (Jerusalem) 1972:cols. 
719-722 (originally from the EH), and also E. Schleifer, “Jewish Liturgical Music from 
the Bible to Hasidism,” in: Sacred Sound and Social Change: liturgical music in Jewish and 
Christian experience, L. A. Hoffman and J. R. Walton, eds., (Notre Dame : University 
of Notre Dame Press), 1992:13-58; and idem, Current Trends, 1995.

6  On the distinction between these two main branches of the Ashkenazi liturgo-mu-
sical tradition see A. Z. Idelsohn, Jewish Music in its Historical Development (3rd edition, 
Schocken Books, 1967 (1929)). Many scholarly works followed Idelsohn in using this 
two-fold paradigm when discussing different aspects of this tradition. Nevertheless, 
this general division into East and West is not intended as an exhaustive classification 
of the entire Ashkenazi musical tradition. Indeed, each of the two main branches may 
be divided into further sub-groups. See for example H. Avenary, “Aspects of Time 
and Environment in Traditional Jewish Music,” in: Israel Studies in Musicology, vol. IV, 
1987:93-124.

It is noteworthy that some distinct cultural characterizations have evolved around 
the two main musical sub-traditions: The western branch, which is the earlier or more 
original of the two, is conventionally considered to be more orderly, restrained, and 
refined, whereas the eastern branch is regarded as more sentimental, spontaneous, and 
melismatic. Interestingly, these two characterizations coincide with the stereotypical 
distinctions between western Ashkenazi Jewry and the “Ostjüden.” See on this: Jack 
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Now, cons�der�ng that most Ashkenaz� Jews l�v�ng �n Israel today are 
themselves �mm�grants from Europe or the descendants of such �mm�grants, 
one would have expected to find �n the new country the subs�stence of the 
Ashkenaz� mus�cal trad�t�on �n �ts known European mold. Indeed, the gen-
eral �mpress�on �s that th�s trad�t�on does persevere �n contemporary Israel. 
And yet, when �ts var�ous components are �nspected closely, �t appears that 
much �s not exactly as �t was dur�ng the last one-to-�00 years before the War. 
In what follows, I w�ll �llustrate some of the man�festat�ons of change �n the 
Ashkenaz� mus�cal trad�t�on s�nce �ts relocat�on to Israel and �nd�cate some 
of the soc�al and �deolog�cal factors that led to them.

Changes and Innovations
The follow�ng �llustrat�ons of mus�cal changes and �nnovat�ons �n the Ash-
kenaz� l�turg�cal trad�t�on �n Israel are all taken from one central, well estab-
l�shed synagogue �n Jerusalem.7 The members of th�s synagogue are almost 
all of Ashkenaz� or�g�n, e�ther European �mm�grants or the descendants of 
such �mm�grants, the major�ty com�ng from the West, and �t can be sa�d that 
they all have strong Z�on�st �ncl�nat�ons. Accord�ng to the synagogue’s set of 
regulat�ons on prayer matters (Taqqanot), the prayers are to be conducted �n 
“the Ashkenaz� nusah accepted �n Jerusalem” [the wr�ter’s translat�on from 
the Hebrew, here as elsewhere]. The above ment�oned nusah refers to the 
ent�re body of l�turg�cal texts known as the L�thuan�an r�te, wh�ch �s the most 
representat�ve vers�on of the eastern, non-Has�d�c, Ashkenaz� trad�t�on.8 Th�s 
textual nusah �s based on that used by the V�lna Gaon (17�0-1797) and h�s 

Wertheimer, Unwelcome Strangers: East European Jews in Imperial Germany (New 
York: Oxford University Press), 1987; and David Brenner, Marketing Identities: The 
Invention of Jewish Ethnicity in Ost und West (Detroit, Mich.: Wayne State University 
Press), 1998, mainly chap. 3.

7  Ohel-Nehama congregation, located in the Kiryat-Shmuel neighborhood.
8  In the context of Jewish liturgical music, the term nusah usually refers both to the 

version of the liturgical text used and to the musical and stylistic modes of performance 
of the liturgical text by a prayer leader during synagogue service. For a discussion of the 
different uses of the term see B. Tarsi, “Observations on Practices of Nusach in America,” 
in: Asian Music, 33/2, 2002: mainly 175-179, and J. Frigyesi, “Orality as Religious Ideal 
– The Music of East-European Jewish Prayer,” in: E. Schleifer and E. Seroussi, eds., 
Yuval – Studies in Honour of Israel Adler (Yuval studied of the Jewish Music Research 
Centre, vol. VII, Jerusalem: Magnes Press) 2002: mainly 124-128. In the specific case 
of the regulation quoted above, the authors’ intention was probably to designate the 
textual version required, but as we shall see later they also had the musical meaning 
in mind.
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d�sc�ples, and has been accepted �n Jerusalem s�nce the end of the 18th century, 
and thus �t �s also known as the L�thuan�an-Jerusalem (L�ta-Yerushalay�m9) 
nusah. Although the term nusah �n the above quoted statement denotes text, 
�t �s understood by the members of the synagogue that such a text �s to be 
rec�ted �n accordance w�th a certa�n mus�cal trad�t�on, �n our context, the 
eastern Ashkenaz� trad�t�on. Indeed, the mus�cal rend�t�on of the prayers �n 
our synagogue �s, by and large, that of the eastern European or L�thuan�an-
Jerusalem branch.

1. Prayer Styles and Tunes
Cr�t�cal exam�nat�on of the mus�c performed �n the synagogue reveals that �ts 
mus�cal repertory �s qu�te var�ed, �nclud�ng melod�es and styles not of eastern 
European or�g�n. Indeed, I have so far �dent�fied Has�d�c, German, Hungar�an, 
Span�sh-Portuguese, and modern Israel� tunes, as well as works by such well 
known composers as Salomon Sulzer, Lou�s Lewandowsky, Shlomo Zalman 
R�vl�n, Zalman Pollack, Zv� Talmon, and Shlomo Carlebach.10 The mus�cal 
d�vers�ty character�st�c to th�s synagogue �s d�scern�ble not only w�th�n the 
scope of �ts ent�re yearly repertory, but also w�th�n the more l�m�ted scope of 
�nd�v�dual l�turg�cal events. Thus, on a g�ven Day of Atonement (Yom HaKip-
purim), for example, �n our synagogue one may well hear tunes and styles of 
d�fferent or�g�ns, such as L�thuan�an and other eastern European var�ants, 
Has�d�c, German (Frankfurt), Engl�sh, Alsat�an, Dutch, and modern-Israel� 
(�.e., composed by Israel� cantors and mus�c�ans).

2. Biblical Cantillation
Just as the major�ty of the prayers �n th�s synagogue are conducted �n the 
eastern European style, so too, �s the b�bl�cal cant�llat�on. The western or 
German (“Yekk�sh”) b�bl�cal cant�llat�on var�ant �s seldom heard �n th�s syna-
gogue, and when �t �s, th�s �s usually for the Haftarah. The Book of Esther, 

9  This term was coined by Y. L. Ne’eman, in his Nosah LaHazan vols. 1 & 2 (Jeru-
salem: The Israel Institute for Sacred Music, 1963 & 1968).

10   Salomon Sulzer (1809-1869) — composer and cantor in Vienna; Louis Lewan-
dowsky (1821-1894) — composer and choirmaster in Berlin; Shlomo Zalman Rivlin 
(1884-1962) — cantor and cantorial teacher in Jerusalem; Zalman Pollack (1901-1985) 
— cantor and teacher in Jerusalem; Zvi Talmon (Monson) (1922-) — composer, teacher, 
arranger and choirmaster in Jerusalem); Shlomo Carlebach (1920-1994) — composer 
and performer of some liturgical pieces and many popular Jewish songs in modern 
popular Hasidic style.
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read publ�cly tw�ce on the fest�val of Pur�m (once �n the even�ng and once the 
follow�ng morn�ng), �s the only text for wh�ch the western var�ant �s heard 
e�ther as much or even more than the eastern var�ant.11 For many years now, 
the even�ng read�ng has been performed by the same person, whose cant�l-
lat�on of Esther �s d�st�nctly western European. Somet�me dur�ng h�s career 
as reader, he �ntroduced, for one of the book’s verses, a tune that �s d�fferent 
from that of the trad�t�onal tropes (�.e., the mus�cal cant�llat�on mot�fs), a 
tune of un�quely western Ashkenaz� provenance.1� We are referr�ng here to 
a popular wedd�ng tune from the Rh�neland area, sung at the end�ng verse 
of chapter 7 (Example 1):1�

11   Although the eastern and western variants are easily discernible, they are only 
slightly different from each other. In any case, in this synagogue they are employed 
independently by different readers and there is usually no mixture of the two variants 
by the same reader. See Amalia Kedem, Contemporary Cantillation of the Book of Esther 
According to the Ashkenazi Custom in Israel (MA thesis, Jerusalem: Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem), 2001: chap. 2.

12  As compared to the general rule of Ashkenazi biblical cantillation, according to 
which a certain trope-tune is used for the entire text being read on a given occasion, the 
reading of the Book of Esther on the festival of Purim incorporates musical “detours” 
for several verses, in which the Esther trope-tune is replaced by other tunes. Borrowed 
from various sources, these tunes allude to hidden meanings in the text, in addition 
to their function as an interpretive tool for the reader, thus enriching the contents of 
the text and adding a festive, cheerful atmosphere to the event. On detours see A. W. 
Binder, Biblical Chant (NY: Philosophical Library) 1959. On the event and practices of 
the Ashkenazi cantillation of Esther in contemporary Israel, see Kedem, Contemporary 
Cantillation, 2001.

13  Of the two separate field recordings that I have of this person reading the Book 
of Esther, made over a decade from each other, the early one exhibits at this point the 
regular traditional trope-tune, while the later one already incorporates the musical 
“detour” (see previous note). The tune used here as a substitute for the regular tropes is 
employed in the western Ashkenazi tradition in different wedding related contexts: for 
the seven wedding benedictions in Holland, and for the Huppah procession, in Germany 
and in Alsace. The surprising connection of a wedding tune to Purim has generated 
several popular tales, exegetical pieces, and jokes relating to the two liturgical events. 
See H. Bloemendhal and J. Poolman van Beusekom, eds. Amsterdams chazzanoet: 
synagogale muziek van de Ashkenazische gemeente, Buren: F. Knuf ), 1990: end of vol. 2; 
F. Raphael, “Le Mariage Juif dans la Campagne Alsacienne dans la Deuxieme Moitié 
du XIX Siècle,” in: Studies in Marriage Customs, Folklore Research Center Studies, IV 
(Jerusalem), 1974; Kedem, Contemporary Cantillation, 2001:124-5; and B. Hamburger, 
Shorshei Minhag Ashkenaz, vol. 4 (B’nei B’rak: Machon Moreshet Ashkenaz), 2004:547-8.
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Example 1.

When th�s tune was first �ntroduced, some congregants who were fam�l�ar 
w�th �t from the Old Country jo�ned the reader �n the s�ng�ng of th�s verse.1� 
Eventually, other members of the congregat�on jo�ned �n, so that �n t�me, 
the s�ng�ng of th�s d�st�nct western Ashkenaz� tune by the congregat�on as a 
whole became an �ntegral part of the synagogue’s pract�ce.

In the example of the Book of Esther we �llustrated the presence of the 
western European branch �n the synagogue’s b�bl�cal cant�llat�on repertory. 
But bes�des the separate coex�stence of the two cant�llat�on var�ants, there 
are also �nstances when elements of the two are �nterm�xed. Take, for ex-
ample, the two var�ants of the frequently occurr�ng cant�llat�on-trope T’vir 
(Example 2):

Example 2 .

Wh�le the contours of these two var�ants are s�m�lar, the d�fference �n the�r 
locat�on w�th�n the modal framework (�.e., the�r pos�t�on �n relat�on to the 
mus�cal scale used, to �ts �nner h�erarchy of tones, and to �ts character�st�c 
mot�fs) �s s�gn�ficant enough to be �mmed�ately and correctly �dent�fied by 
�ns�ders. In other words, bearers of the trad�t�on often have no d�fficulty �n 
attr�but�ng each var�ant of the t’vir trope to �ts respect�ve branch, and so, they 

14  Whereas joining in with the reader during biblical cantillation is considered a 
deviation from the general Ashkenazi practice, it is not so in the cantillation of Esther, 
where – as I have shown elsewhere – deviation is part of the rule. See Kedem, Con-
temporary Cantillation, 2001.
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are able to evaluate a g�ven performance of the trope as be�ng correct or �ncor-
rect. At the same t�me, the two var�ants of the t’vir trope are s�m�lar enough 
to be smoothly �nterchanged. And so, when a reader of German background 
�nadvertently uses the eastern European var�ant of th�s trope, as occurs from 
t�me to t�me �n our synagogue, h�s western (German) read�ng style becomes 
t�nted w�th a sl�ghtly d�fferent modal�ty.

3. Congregational Participation
Changes �n the Ashkenaz� mus�cal trad�t�on �n Israel man�fest themselves 
not only �n the mus�c �tself but also �n the modes of �ts performance. One of 
these changes concerns the roles of the congregat�on and cantor dur�ng the 
serv�ce. It occurs �n our synagogue that part�cular mus�cal p�eces or�g�nally 
composed e�ther for cantor and cho�r or for cantor solo are sung together 
by the congregat�on – a phenomenon generally unknown back �n Europe. 
Such p�eces are performed congregat�onally even when the text, and �ts mu-
s�cal sett�ng, call for a rec�tat�ve k�nd of s�ng�ng. Th�s �nnovat�on �n mode of 
performance has had two d�st�nct effects. One �s the blurr�ng of the bound-
ary l�nes between the roles of cantor and congregat�on.15 The other �s the 
s�mpl�ficat�on and standard�zat�on of the mus�c �tself, espec�ally �n p�eces of 
�mprov�satory character.16 Two examples of th�s act�ve form of part�c�pat�on 
by the congregat�on are the p�eces by Lou�s Lewandowsky, U’v’nucho Yomar, 
for return�ng the Torah scroll to the Ark before the Sabbath Musaf) and Adonai 
Malach, Psalm 9�, for Kabbalat Shabbat).17 The actual performance of these 

15  By assuming also the cantor’s parts, the congregation is in essence undermin-
ing the traditional status of the cantor as soloist and performer, a status that evolved 
conspicuously in 19th century central and western Europe. The increased active role 
of the worshipping public in the service is indeed consonant with the apparent general 
decline in the status of the cantor in the Ashkenazi community at large. See M. Slobin, 
Chosen Voices, (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1989), p. 195-196; 
E. Schleifer, Current Trends, 1995:65-66; and Goldstein, Ashkenazi Liturgical Music, 
1997.

16  Some aspects of the processes of simplification and standardization occurring in 
this synagogue are similar to those occurring in Ashkenazi American synagogues. See 
Tarsi, “Observations,” 2002; and idem, “Voices in the Sanctuary – Musical Practices of 
the American Synagogue,” in: Conservative Judaism, 55/1, 2002:61-73.

17  The version of Uw’-nucho Yomar sung in this synagogue is no. 76 (p. 128-9) in 
vol. 1 of Lewandowski’s Todah W’Simrah (Berlin: E. Bote & G. Bock), 1876. A slightly 
different version may be found in no. 51 in his earlier Kol Rinnah U’T’fillah: ein- und 
zweistimmige Gesaenge fuer den israelitischen Gottesdienst (Frankfurt a. M.: J. Kauffmann, 
1882; 1st ed.: Berlin), 1871:38-39. Adonai Malach is no. 14 (p. 13) in Kol Rinnah, or no. 
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p�eces by the congregat�on �s qu�te �mpress�ve, cons�der�ng the�r complex�ty, 
wh�ch �ncludes some subtle modulat�ons and jumps �n �ntervals of sevenths 
and octaves.

It should be noted that not all cantor�al p�eces �n th�s synagogue’s repertory 
are sung together by the congregat�on. In other words, the �ncl�nat�on of the 
worsh�ppers to congregat�onal s�ng�ng has not done away w�th the �nst�tut�on 
of cantor.18 From an aesthet�c po�nt of v�ew, �t �s obv�ous that not every mus�-
cal p�ece may or should be sung �n un�son by the worsh�ppers. The spec�fic 
cantor�al p�eces that are sung congregat�onally �n our synagogue are, for the 
most part, those wh�ch were known already to many of the members back �n 
the�r countr�es of or�g�n. The�r performance �n th�s synagogue may be seen, 
then, as an attempt to keep al�ve that part�cular mus�cal trad�t�on w�th�n the 
confines of Israel� real�ty.19

Factors of Change
We saw above that one of the man�festat�ons of change �n the Ashkenaz� mus�-
cal trad�t�on as carr�ed out �n Israel �s the str�k�ng d�vers�ty �n tunes and styles 
ev�dent �n the local repertory. In the case of our synagogue, var�ous factors 
account for th�s d�vers�ty. The first �s connected to the var�ed backgrounds 
of the prayer leaders who have served �n �t throughout the years. Although 
one may find �n th�s commun�ty prayer leaders and cantors who grew up 
w�th e�ther of the two ma�n branches of the Ashkenaz� trad�t�on, the most 
act�ve and consp�cuous among them are those of western European or�g�n: 
from Germany, Holland, France, Sw�tzerland, and England. The latter prayer 
leaders, who are well-versed �n the�r own Old Country trad�t�on, also learned 
the common eastern European nusah, wh�ch fac�l�tated the�r part�c�pat�on 
�n the synagogue.�0 The major�ty of the western European styles and tunes 
employed today �n th�s synagogue, l�ke those of Lewandowsky, were �ntro-
duced by these prayer leaders.

25 (p. 62-63) in Todah W’Simrah, vol. 1.
18  One does indeed hear in this synagogue sections of the liturgy performed in solo 

by the cantor or prayer leader, while the congregation remains silent.
19  For some observations on congregational singing in Israel, see Yosef Zucker, “A 

Cross-section of Congregational Singing in One Israeli City,” in: Journal of Synagogue 
Music, Fall 2005, mainly p. 188.

20  In interviews held with these prayer leaders I was informed that their learning 
of the eastern nusah took place either actively, from teachers or books, or passively, 
through involvement in Zionist youth movements or simply from being exposed to 
the local tradition while living in Israel.
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As to the adopt�on of modern Jew�sh tunes and Israel� l�turg�cal compos�-
t�ons, l�ke those of R�vl�n and Talmon, two explanat�ons may be adduced. 
The first explanat�on �s general and underscores the un�versal�ty of th�s 
development. As often happens, relocated cultural groups absorb features 
and elements from the�r new surround�ngs. These features and elements 
are then �nterwoven �nto the groups’ own pract�ces, thus creat�ng new and 
d�st�nct forms of the�r trad�t�ons. Our congregat�on’s var�ed repertory, then, 
s�mply reflects the �nfluence of local mores and tastes.�1 The second expla-
nat�on concerns the consc�ous asp�rat�ons of the congregat�on to �mpart to 
the�r synagogue a modern Israel� �dent�ty. Desp�te the fact that the members 
come from a var�ety of backgrounds, most of them can be sa�d to possess 
strong Jew�sh and Z�on�st roots. Indeed, the cho�ce of the L�ta-Yerushalay�m 
nusah was �deolog�cally mot�vated. The dec�s�on to use the predom�nant 
l�turg�cal text followed �n the Ashkenaz� Z�on�st commun�ty stems from th�s 
congregat�on’s des�re to be part of that group. The members’ Z�on�st outlook 
�s noted expl�c�tly �n the synagogue’s prayer regulat�ons: “The prayers w�ll be 
conducted accord�ng to the Ashkenaz� nusah accepted �n Jerusalem… wh�le 
g�v�ng express�on to the rel�g�ous s�gn�ficance of the rev�val of the Jew�sh People 
�n the�r sovere�gn country.” It was th�s outlook wh�ch mot�vated the �nclus�on 
of spec�al l�turg�cal p�eces, l�ke the Prayer for the State and �ts Leaders (T’fillah 
Li’Shlom Ham’dinah), the Prayer for the IDF sold�ers (T’fillah l’-Hayalei Tsahal), 
and var�ous other add�t�ons to the yearly l�turgy wh�ch were �nnovated �n the 
Z�on�st camp.�� Needless to say, all these represent a certa�n departure from 

21  The diversity in backgrounds apparent in this synagogue reflects the general social 
situation in Israel in which immigrants from specific communities were dispersed 
throughout the country and eventually joined or formed new communities. This situ-
ation goes hand in hand with the general disintegration of the traditional framework 
of European communities caused in part by the emigration of members from those 
communities. Appreciation of the processes through which new communities are 
formed in Israel is crucial for understanding the ways in which immigrant musical 
traditions are transplanted there. Drawing upon Jehoash Hirshberg’s article, “In Search 
of a Model for Transplanted Music in Migrant Communities” (Musicology Australia 15, 
1992), one could say of our synagogue that the interaction in it between the musical 
elements of various origins has resulted in a “synthesis” of traditions.

22  The prayers for the State and for the soldiers are part of the regular Sabbath and 
Festival services. Among the additional liturgical pieces one should mention the reci-
tation of the memorial service (Yizkor) on the Day of Atonement for members of the 
congregation who died in combat, and the festive services commemorating Israel’s 
Independence Day and “Jerusalem Day” (Yom Yerushalayim), marking the reunification 
of Jerusalem during the Six-day War in 1967.
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the old European synagogue pract�ces. Thus �t �s easy to see how the des�re 
to partake �n the local nat�onal culture led to th�s congregat�on’s openness to 
well-known local p�eces.

Another factor wh�ch expla�ns the d�vers�fied character of our synagogue’s 
repertory �s the fancy of the members for congregat�onal s�ng�ng. Th�s phe-
nomenon, wh�ch we w�ll d�scuss below, accounts for the embrac�ng of var�ous 
Israel� folk and neo-Has�d�c h�ts.

It would appear that all the above dev�at�ons from the trad�t�onal eastern-
European mus�cal nusah are �n contrad�ct�on to the sp�r�t of the regulat�ons. 
As stated, the elect�on of a certa�n textual r�te – �n th�s case, L�ta-Yerushalay�m 
– does �mply the use of a certa�n mus�cal trad�t�on.�� However, the regulat�ons 
do not expl�c�tly define the mus�cal parameters to be followed �n the prayers. 
Although �t �s clear that the elect�on of a spec�fic textual r�te conforms w�th 
the �deal of un�form�ty �n synagogue pract�ce, techn�cally, the amb�gu�ty on the 
mus�cal �ssue allows for the d�fferent prayer leaders to d�splay the�r own mus�-
cal tastes, be they eastern, western, Israel�, or any comb�nat�on of these.

The amb�gu�ty regard�ng the mus�c to be used dur�ng the prayers holds 
also for b�bl�cal cant�llat�on. The use of the western European tropes �n a 
synagogue where the ord�nary read�ng follows the eastern cant�llat�on style 
reflects a certa�n degree of flex�b�l�ty and cons�derat�on for those congregants 
of western background. A case �n po�nt �s the regular even�ng read�ng of the 
Book of Esther. For one, th�s read�ng �s executed �n the western style. But of 
greater �nterest �s the fact that the reader felt comfortable enough to dev�ate 
from the standard western tropes and �ntroduce the detour tune ment�oned 
above. Th�s tune, un�que to certa�n western Ashkenaz� commun�t�es, was 
chosen by h�m out of h�s des�re to please those congregants of western back-
ground to whom th�s tune �s dear.

The case of the t’vir trope, �n wh�ch a western reader �nadvertently sl�ps 
�nto the eastern var�ant of the trope, may be ascr�bed to that reader’s long and 
constant exposure to the dom�nant eastern cant�llat�on style. Th�s example 
�llustrates clearly how the �nteract�on of d�fferent mus�cal styles w�th�n the 
same sett�ng may result �n one style be�ng �nfluenced by the other.

As ment�oned above, changes �n the Ashkenaz� mus�cal trad�t�on �n Israel 
are man�fest also �n the modes �n wh�ch the mus�c �s performed. The example 
we d�scussed was that of congregat�onal s�ng�ng at mus�cal compos�t�ons 
or�g�nally composed e�ther for cantor and cho�r or for cantor solo. In our 
synagogue, several factors account for th�s phenomenon and �ts d�st�nct 

23   See opening paragraph of Changes and Innovations subsection, above.
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consequences. The first factor concerns the lack of a formal cho�r, a real�ty 
common to most synagogues �n Israel.�� Hav�ng no cho�r, �t �s easy to under-
stand how the congregat�on fills �n that part. In fact, prayer leaders �n our 
synagogue who �n�t�ate a p�ece for cantor and cho�r expect the congregat�on 
to assume the cho�r’s role. That the congregat�on jo�ns �n also dur�ng parts 
meant exclus�vely for the cantor stems from the fact that they are not a cho�r 
�n the formal sense of the term, �.e., they lack the tra�n�ng of a formal cho�r. 
Th�s stands out part�cularly �n those mus�cal contexts �n wh�ch the parts for the 
cantor and the cho�r are �n close prox�m�ty to each other. In Lewandowsky’s 
Uw’-nucho Yomar, for example, a p�ece conta�n�ng a sequence of alternat�ng 
parts for cantor and cho�r, �t may not be always clear to the congregants what 
parts were des�gnated for them. In the example of Adonai Malach, a p�ece 
�ntended as a rec�tat�ve for solo cantor, the congregat�on’s s�ng�ng seems to 
be prompted by the fact that th�s p�ece follows �mmed�ately �n the serv�ce 
after another s�ng�ng favor�te of the congregat�on, the Tzaddik Katamar, end 
of Psalm 9�).�5 Consequently, �nstead of conclud�ng the�r s�ng�ng at the end 
of the latter p�ece and thereby adher�ng to the�r “cho�r” role, they tend to 
jo�n �n w�th the cantor for h�s solo part – the result be�ng that the preferred 
and expected mode of performance of a g�ven p�ece �s extended unto the 
ne�ghbor�ng one.�6

The second factor beh�nd th�s synagogue’s vocal congregat�onal part�c�pa-
t�on dur�ng p�eces not meant for congregat�onal s�ng�ng �s the keen des�re 
of many of �ts members for communal s�ng�ng. Th�s des�re, wh�ch reflects 
local tastes and �nfluences, finds �ts or�g�ns �n the pract�ces of Jew�sh Z�on-

24   See Goldstein, “Ashkenazi Liturgical Music,” 1997.
25  Tzaddik Katamar is the ending of the piece titled Tow L’Hodoss (beginning of 

psalm 92) — Kol Rinnah, end of no. 13 (p. 13); Todah W’Simrah, end of no. 21, p. 50-51. 
Psalms 92 and 93, being part of the service’s text, are recited by all communities. The 
congregational singing of this sequence of Lewandowsky’s settings – Tzaddik Katamar 
and Adonai Malach – is randomly found in Ashkenazi Israeli synagogues. The singing 
of Tzaddik Katamar alone in Lewandowsky’s version is apparently a most common, 
wide-spread practice in the US. See G. Goldberg, “Neglected Sources for the Historical 
Study of Synagogue Music: The Prefaces to Louis Lewandowski’s Kol Rinnah u’T’fillah 
and Todah W’simrah – Annotated Translations,” in: Musica Judaica, 11/1, 1989-90: 
mainly p. 34.

26  By changing the norm of performance of this section of the prayer, the congre-
gation is also changing its modal framework, a phenomenon discussed by B. Tarsi in 
“Congregational Singing as a Norm of Performance within the Modal Framework of 
Ashkenazi Liturgical Music”, JSM 30/1, 2005, pp. 63-95.
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�st youth movements both �n Israel and abroad.�7 As a matter of fact, group 
s�ng�ng �s st�ll one of the hallmarks of these �deolog�cal movements. The fact 
that many of the members of our congregat�on are alumn� of movements l�ke 
B’ne� Ak�va and the Rel�g�ous Scouts �s thus s�gn�ficant.�8 Indeed, the des�re 
for congregat�onal s�ng�ng finds express�on early on �n the synagogue’s prayer 
regulat�ons. These regulat�ons, formulated �n the 1960s by the founders and 
first members, have �t that “the prayer leader should str�ve to have the con-
gregat�on jo�n �n the s�ng�ng.”

Conclusion
As stated �n the Introduct�on, the Ashkenaz� l�turgo-mus�cal trad�t�on has 
undergone s�gn�ficant changes dur�ng the last decades. In th�s art�cle �t has 
been my a�m to d�scuss some of the changes spec�fic to th�s trad�t�on s�nce 
�ts relocat�on to Israel, by present�ng man�festat�ons of change taken from 
one part�cular Israel� synagogue. Our d�scuss�on shows that changes �n the 
trad�t�on have transp�red both �n the mus�c (e.g., tunes and styles) and �n 
the manner of �ts performance (whether by cantor or congregat�on), and 
that they cover all areas of the l�turgy, from prayer to b�bl�cal cant�llat�on.�9 
Among the ma�n factors beh�nd changes �n the trad�t�on we noted the d�verse 
backgrounds of the congregat�on’s members and �n part�cular, the rec�procal 
�nfluence of �ts prayer leaders, readers, and cantors on each other. Further-
more, we noted the �mpact that Israel’s modern cultural m�l�eu has had on 
the mus�c of th�s synagogue, as well as the role played by the congregat�on’s 
�deolog�cal asp�rat�ons to partake �n th�s m�l�eu and ass�m�late �ts part�cular 
tastes and trends.

27  Group singing is up to this day a widespread pastime in modern Israel, as can be 
learned from the fact that it serves as leisure activity or entertainment in both private 
and public events. Such events are even organized and recorded or filmed, to be later 
broadcast in the electronic media.

28  See E. Schleifer, Hamishim, 2000; and, idem, “ ‘Shalom Aleikhem:’ HaLahan 
Ha-mekubal Veha-Malhin Ha-nishkakh,” in: Duchan 16 – Avigdor Herzog Book (Jeru-
salem), 2006: mainly pp. 316-317. Elsewhere (Current Trends, 1995:66), he mentions 
this demand for singing as part of a more general trend prevalent both in Israel and 
in the US after World War II and accounted for by social changes brought about by 
modernity.

29  The fact that the changes were found among members who have emigrated from 
Europe, thus embodying the relocation of the tradition, attests to the rapid pace of 
change that this tradition has undergone so far in Israel.
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True, the study of a s�ngle synagogue, however representat�ve �t may be, 
�s �nsuffic�ent for atta�n�ng a full apprec�at�on of the subject of Ashkenaz� 
l�turg�cal mus�c �n Israel today. For th�s research, �t �s �nd�spensable to carry 
out compar�sons w�th other synagogues �n the country. And yet, the p�cture 
afforded by one synagogue alone �s enough to g�ve us a sense of the new 
d�rect�ons �n wh�ch th�s trad�t�on �s develop�ng �n Israel.�0

Amalia Kedem is a Hebrew University PhD student, a researcher at the Jewish Music Re-
search Centre in Jerusalem and an active member of the Jerusalem Gamelan Ensemble. In 
her MA thesis she analyzed contemporary traditions of cantillation of the Book of Esther in 
Israel. Her current research focuses on the creation and development of nusah and tunes 
in Israeli Ashkenazi synagogues in view of the mixture of traditions inevitably occurring 
in the immigrant society of contemporary Israel.

30  Borrowing the concept of “diversity within unity”, I would like to suggest that in 
synagogues such as this one, in which the members actively strive to create a distinct, 
unified, and integrated community, diversity itself generates tolerance for the musi-
cal variety offered by the different prayer leaders, thus making integration possible. 
Congregations that function in this manner are bound to develop their own distinct 
and new musical traditions. On “diversity within unity”, see Asian Music 17(2), 1986 
(a special issue, edited by Mark Slobin and Philip V. Bohlman, and titled “Music in the 
Ethnic Communities of Israel”). For an acute example of how new integrated traditions 
may emerge see J. Summit, “‘I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy?’: Identity and Melody at an 
American Simhat Torah Celebration,” in: Ethnomusicology 37/1, 1993:41-62.
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Sephardic Influences on the Ashkenazi Liturgy in London
by Naomi Cohn Zentner
 

Introduction
In th�s paper I �ntend to expla�n how and why Sephard�c melod�es were 
adopted �nto the l�turgy of the Ashkenaz� Jews �n London dur�ng the early 
twent�eth century. As part of th�s account I w�ll d�scuss synagogue reforms, 
the creat�on of the Un�ted Synagogue’s choral hymnal and the part of Franc�s 
Lyon Cohen �n the �nclus�on of Sephard�c melod�es �n the Ashkenaz� prayers. 
F�nally, I w�ll present a transcr�pt�on of current day Ashkenaz� usage of the 
Sephard�c tune Az Yashir Moshe as a case study for usage of these Sephard�c 
melod�es �n Ashkenaz� Orthodox synagogues �n London of �00�.1

I w�ll beg�n by descr�b�ng the process of synagogue reforms tak�ng place 
w�th�n Orthodox synagogues dur�ng the second half of the 19th century �n 
London result�ng �n the �nclus�on of several Sephard�c melod�es �nto the 
Handbook of Synagogue Music, the Un�ted Synagogue choral comp�lat�on of 
the complete l�turgy of Engl�sh Ashkenaz� Orthodox Jews.�

Synagogue Reforms 
By the second half of the n�neteenth century, major changes had been �mple-
mented �n the r�tuals of Orthodox synagogues �n London. Sermons were 
g�ven �n Engl�sh, prayer was part�ally abr�dged, and rabb�s and cantors were 
dressed �n canon�cals greatly resembl�ng Angl�can m�n�sters of that t�me.� To 
the mass of pr�mar�ly rel�g�ous Eastern-European Jews who began arr�v�ng �n 
waves �n England dur�ng the 1880s, th�s phenomenon must have been qu�te 
d�sturb�ng. Were these the same Jews who had em�grated from European 
commun�t�es only a few generat�ons ago? What �nfluences could have pos-
s�bly provoked a synagogue manner so fore�gn to the trad�t�onal Ashkenaz� 
Juda�sm they had or�g�nated from? 

1. London was chosen to serve as a case-study for this thesis because of the resources 
available; however, Sephardic musical influence is evident in other parts of England 
as well. 

2. Francis L. Cohen and David M. Davis, eds., The Voice of Prayer and Praise: A 
Handbook for Congregational Singing (London: Greenberg and Co., 1899).

3. Todd M. Endelman, The Jews of Georgian England 1714-1830: Tradition and 
Change in a Liberal Society 1714-1830 (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society 
of America, 1979), 160-163.
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Most of the Jews res�d�ng �n England �n 1880 l�ved an Angl�c�zed l�fe. They 
ma�nta�ned Engl�sh values, enjoyed equal r�ghts, and lacked �n the realm of 
Jew�sh learn�ng. As �mm�grants they had qu�ckly �nternal�zed the values of 
Engl�sh l�fe and remodeled the�r own l�ves and the l�fe of the�r commun�ty 
based on these newly acqu�red values. They changed the�r dress, d�et and 
educat�on. External character�st�cs such as the long beard, Eastern European 
dress and Y�dd�sh language were abandoned relat�vely qu�ckly, wh�le central 
elements such as synagogue worsh�p and Jew�sh educat�on were reta�ned but 
mod�fied. Already �n the 18�0s, the synagogue serv�ce changed gradually, so 
that Jew�sh rel�g�ous r�tual would be compat�ble w�th the preva�l�ng gent�le 
pract�ce. For example, only men �n top hats were allowed the honorable 
Aliyah LaTorah; clergymen, then called “m�n�sters,” wore cler�cal robes; and 
decorum was deemed of the utmost �mportance. 

Also reformed were the mus�cal aspects of both Ashkenaz� and Sephard�c 
synagogue r�tual. Cho�rs were �ntroduced to both commun�t�es �n the late 
18�0s and the 18�0s, and ga�ned �ncreas�ngly �n popular�ty. By the 1880s 
they were well establ�shed �n synagogues, and appeared as a weekly feature 
�n Shabbat and Fest�val serv�ces . The mus�c sung by Ashkenaz� cho�rs tended 
to be too complex for the commun�ty to jo�n �n the s�ng�ng; �n fact, �t was 
somet�mes too challeng�ng for even tra�ned chor�sters to perform correctly. 
The �ntr�cate mus�c used �n the serv�ces excluded the lay members of the 
congregat�on from part�c�pat�ng, to the extent that the commun�ty �n some 
synagogues served only as an aud�ence �nstead of as part�c�pants.� Th�s s�tu-
at�on gave r�se to the need for a synagogue hymn book, compr�s�ng melod�es 
for the synagogue serv�ces for Shabbat and Fest�vals that fac�l�tated congre-
gat�onal part�c�pat�on and choral mus�cal performance. 

The Handbook of Synagogue Music
In 1889, the first vers�on of the Un�ted Synagogue’s choral hymnal A Handbook 
of Synagogue Music: The Voice of Prayer and Praise (henceforth “Handbook”) 

4. In a sermon given in 1884, Simeon Singer, the New West End Synagogue minister, 
bemoaned the passive role of the congregation, with the service divided between the 
choir and reader. “[decorum had gone too far, for] the reader and the choir…divide 
between them the whole service, the congregation remaining for the most part passive, 
listening to the proceedings…In the days before choirs had become a recognizable 
auxiliary of the synagogue service the whole congregation joined audibly in the ap-
propriate responses.” Quoted in Steven Sharot, “Religious Change in Native Orthodoxy 
in London 1870-1914: The Synagogue Service,” The Jewish Journal of Sociology 15, no. 
1(1973): 70. 
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was publ�shed, w�th a rev�sed vers�on pr�nted some ten years later.5 One of 
the reasons for the Handbook’s comp�lat�on was an attempt to standard�ze 
the mus�c used �n the Un�ted Synagogue’s const�tuent congregat�ons and thus 
to create a un�fied l�turgy.

The Handbook was �ntended to be the hymnbook for Ashkenaz� Anglo Jew-
ry, used by congregants �n conjunct�on w�th the Siddur. The Handbook—wh�ch 
compr�sed all the melod�es sung �n synagogue dur�ng the Jew�sh year—was 
�nvaluable to cantors, cho�rMaster’s and chor�sters. Its �mmense popular�ty, 
as ev�denced by the release of a rev�sed ed�t�on �n 1899 and five subsequent 
ed�t�ons over the course of the next 65 years, test�fies to �ts mus�cal s�gn�ficance 
�n the Br�t�sh Jew�sh commun�ty.6 

 In an attempt to �mprove the chor�sters’ �ncorrect pronunc�at�on and mus�-
cal �ncompetence, the soprano and alto parts �n the Handbook (sung pr�mar-
�ly by ch�ldren) were notated �n the ton�c sol-fa, taught �n many elementary 
schools, as well as �n staff notat�on. In add�t�on, complex harmon�es were 
rearranged and �ntr�cate melod�es s�mpl�fied so that cho�rboys who were not 
tra�ned mus�c�ans would be able to s�ng elaborate choral compos�t�ons. 

Wh�le �t �s d�fficult to determ�ne how the ed�tors chose mus�cal mater�al 
for the Handbook, �t �s s�mpler to ascerta�n the volume’s mus�cal sources. 
The Handbook �ncluded mostly preex�st�ng choral p�eces w�th a few newly 
composed works and �ncluded p�eces by non-Engl�sh composers such as 
Solomon Sulzer, Lou�s Lewandowsk� and Samuel Naumbourg; and Anglo- 
Jew�sh composers Jul�us Mombach, Charles Salaman and others. Also used 
were preex�st�ng Anglo-Jew�sh mus�cal comp�lat�ons, such as The Music Used 
in the service of the West London Synagogue of British Jews, ed�ted by Charles 
Verr�nder for the Reform synagogue. 

 I chose to focus on fifteen melod�es of Sephard�c or�g�n wh�ch appear 
�n the Handbook of Synagogue Music. My research and compar�son reveal 
that nearly all were taken from The Ancient Melodies of the Spanish and 
Portuguese Jews, ed�ted by Dav�d Aharon de Sola and arranged by Emanuel 
Agu�lar �n 1857.7 The Ancient Melodies was the earl�est pr�nt source for the 
ma�n body of trad�t�onal Span�sh and Portuguese melod�es. Its purpose was 

5. The United Synagogue, formed in 1870, was an organization uniting the Ashkenazi 
Orthodox Synagogues in London under the Chief Rabbi.

6. I chose to focus on the second more widely received second edition published in 
1899 edited by David M. Davis and Francis Lyon Cohen.

7. Emanuel Abraham Aguilar and David Aaron de Sola, eds., The Ancient Melodies 
of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews (London: Wessel and Co., 1857)
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to preserve and lay out the h�stor�cal research of the Span�sh and Portuguese 
oral trad�t�ons.
Sephardic Melodies in the Ashkenazi Handbook
The Sephard�c melod�es �ncluded �n the Handbook are des�gnated for d�fferent 
parts of the year-long prayer cycle. They �nclude Sephard�c melod�es to the 
prayers of Sabbath and the H�gh Hol�days as well as for Shloshet HaRegal�m. 
Among them are: Adon Olam, melod�es for Hallel, Lekha Dod�, El Nora Al�-
lah, En Kelohenu, Y�gdal, and Az Yash�r Moshe/Sh�rat HaYam wh�ch w�ll be 
d�scussed further. Not all melod�es reta�ned the�r Sephard�c funct�on when 
relocated �nto the Handbook. For example: melody number �5 �s Hallel for 
Shabbat �n the Sephard�c Ancient Melodies, but when transferred to the 
Handbook the ed�tors chose to �nclude �t �n the l�turgy of Rosh HaShanah as 
“BeSefer Hayy�m.”

Why d�d the ed�tors of the Handbook, comp�led for the usage of Ashkenaz� 
congregat�ons, dec�de to �nclude melod�es that had never been part of the 
trad�t�onal Ashkenaz� reperto�re? The answer to that quest�on �s complex; 
reasons seem to range from the mus�cal features of the p�eces to the person-
al�t�es �nvolved �n produc�ng the Handbook. 

In 189�, Herman Adler, the Ch�ef Rabb� of the Orthodox Ashkenaz� 
commun�t�es �n London, wrote a pamphlet urg�ng cho�rMaster’s under h�s 
ausp�ces to ut�l�ze melod�es of s�mple contour to encourage congregat�onal 
part�c�pat�on.

 I entreat the worsh�ppers not to �mag�ne that D�v�ne Serv�ce can 
be performed v�car�ously for them but to offer up the prayers w�th 
concentrated attent�on and fervor, and to jo�n w�th heart�ness �n the 
responses, psalms and hymns. In order to enable the congregants to do 
this, I would ask the cho�rMaster’s to use the simplest harmonies and to 
eschew all melod�es of an ornate and flor�d character. 8 

S�nce Sephard�c melod�es were usually sung by the ent�re congregat�on 
they had developed along l�nes espec�ally su�ted to that form of communal 
part�c�pat�on. Many character�st�cs rendered Sephard�c melod�es appropr�ate 
for �nclus�on �n the Handbook: They sounded d�fferent from Ashkenaz� tunes 
but enjoyed unquest�oned Trad�t�onal status as they were already �n use by the 
Orthodox Span�sh and Portuguese commun�ty. Moreover, they were s�mple 
and repet�t�ve w�th small melod�c ranges, mak�ng �t easy for congregants to 
s�ng along. The harmony used �n Sephard�c choral p�eces had fewer modula-

8. Herman Adler, The Ritual: The Reply of the Chief Rabbi (London: Wertheimer, Lea 
and Co., 1890).[ My italics] 
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t�ons than most p�eces �n the Ashkenaz� reperto�re, thus young boys could 
more read�ly learn to s�ng them.

Francis Lyon Cohen
Franc�s L. Cohen, coed�tor of the Handbook, was an Ashkenaz� rabb� and 
mus�colog�st �nterested �n the sources and ages of Jew�sh melod�es. He was 
part�cularly engrossed by what he perce�ved to be anc�ent melod�es. It �s 
�nterest�ng to note the large percentage of Sephard�c melod�es about wh�ch 
he chose to wr�te art�cles, as mus�cal ed�tor of the Jewish Encyclopedia (1901-
1905). He categor�zes them as older than Ashkenaz� melod�es, stemm�ng from 
ant�que sources. Some of the Sephard�c melod�es that eventually appeared �n 
the Handbook were featured earl�er �n h�s academ�c lecture on the evolut�on of 
Jew�sh mus�c through h�story, the Rise and Development of Synagogue Music.9 
It �s poss�ble that wh�le research�ng that talk he encountered �nterest�ng mus�-
cal examples wh�ch he subsequently �ncluded �n the Handbook’s first ed�t�on 
publ�shed �n 1889. Cohen h�mself found Sephard�c melod�es to be s�gn�ficant 
h�stor�cal m�lestones �n the development of Synagogue mus�c. H�s bel�ef that 
Sephard�c melod�es are em�nently su�table for congregat�onal s�ng�ng �s con-
veyed �n h�s art�cle “Adono� Melech” �n the Jewish Encyclopedia:

 In the Sephard�c L�turgy…the melod�es are �ntended more for 
congregat�onal s�ng�ng than for the cantor’s elaborat�on…The Sephardim 
have more traditional strains suited for rendering by a congregational 
unison, and as a result these melod�es have var�ed but l�ttle �n local trad�t�on. 
In the Ashkenaz� l�turgy, however, the cantor was from anc�ent t�mes, not 
so much the leader of the congregat�onal song as the pract�ced vocal�st 
who mus�cally �nterpreted the text to the l�sten�ng congregat�on.10 

  Another aspect of Sephard�c �nfluence �s ev�dent �n the prayer book of 
The West London Synagogue of British Jews, a Reform synagogue establ�shed �n 
18�0. The prayer book adopted Sephard�c pronunc�at�on and other Sephard�c 
customs, �nclud�ng a few melod�es or�g�nat�ng �n the Span�sh and Portuguese 
synagogue. The Orthodox commun�ty could not avo�d be�ng �nfluenced by 
these synagogue reforms, both �n England and abroad.11 Tell�ngly, the Sep-

9. Cohen, Francis L. “The Rise and Development of Synagogue Music.” In Papers read 
at the Anglo-Jewish Historical Exhibition, Royal Albert Hall. London: n.p., 1887.

10.  Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. “Adonoi Melech.” [The emphasis is mine] 
11.  Early Reform communities tended to incorporate Sephardic melodies and employ 

Sephardic pronunciation. Edwin Seroussi has traced Sephardic influences on Reform 
musical practices in Hamburg, Germany. Edwin Seroussi, Spanish Portuguese Syna-
gogue Music in Nineteenth-Century Reform Sources from Hamburg: Ancient Tradition 
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hard�c melod�es �n the Engl�sh Reform repertory appeared later �n the Engl�sh 
Orthodox Handbook. 

Although the Handbook was very popular among chor�sters and cantors 
�t d�d not fulfill �ts pr�mary purpose: to be used by worsh�pers together w�th 
the Siddur. We lack documentat�on regard�ng the actual acceptance of the 
Sephard�c melod�es �nto the repertory of Ashkenaz� synagogues and whether 
they were actually sung after the Handbook was publ�shed dur�ng the �0th 
century. What �s eas�er to ascerta�n �s whether current day Ashkenaz� pract�ce 
�n England �ncludes Sephard�c melod�es �n the synagogue.

My research, for wh�ch I �nterv�ewed Engl�sh Ashkenaz� cantors and lay 
members �n an attempt to locate remnants of the Sephard�c presence, reveals 
that even today Sephard�c melod�es are sung �n most Ashkenaz� synagogues �n 
London. The two most popular Sephard�c melod�es are Adon Olam, composed 
by Dav�d Aharon De Sola, cantor at the Span�sh and Portuguese synagogue 
and ed�tor of the Sephard�c comp�lat�on The Ancient Melodies and Az Yashir 
Moshe/Shirat Hayam. 

Az Yashir Moshe 
Az Yashir Moshe, or Bendigamos as �t �s termed by Ital�an Jews, �s one of 
the most w�despread Sephard�c tunes, sung �n almost all of the Sephard�c 
D�aspora. The use of the melody Az Yashir �n Ashkenaz� l�turgy �s one of 
the most notable phenomena �n the h�story of the �nclus�on of Sephard�c 
mus�c �n Ashkenaz� pract�ce. Az Yashir was and st�ll �s sung by Span�sh and 
Portuguese commun�t�es every Shabbat as part of the Zemiroth (Ashkenaz�: 
Pesukei DeZimra) of the Shaharit morn�ng serv�ce.1� It �s pos�t�oned �n the 
Handbook as part of the regular Shabbat morn�ng serv�ce, wh�ch was �ts set-
t�ng �n the Sephard�c prayers �n the 1880s when Cohen m�ght have heard �t 
sung there. 

Today, Ashkenaz� Jews �n England s�ng �t only tw�ce annually—on Shabbat 
Shirah, the Shabbat wh�ch features the read�ng of the weekly Torah port�on 
of the spl�tt�ng of the Red Sea and the song of pra�se, Az Yashir Moshe — and 
on the seventh day of Passover (Sh’vi’i shel Pesah) when the same port�on �s 
read. They do not s�ng �t �n �ts Sephard�c context, as a prayer of pra�se w�th�n 
the Zemiroth sect�on, but as the melody for the Torah read�ng. 

in the Dawn of Modernity (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1996). 
12.  This custom is practiced in London, Amsterdam, New York, and other remnants 

of the Western Spanish and Portuguese Diaspora.
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The reason for th�s var�at�on �n funct�on m�ght be due to the d�fferences 
between Ashkenaz� and Sephard�c ways of perform�ng the Zemiroth sect�on. 
The Sephard�c congregat�on tends to s�ng much more of the prayers than the 
Ashkenaz� congregat�on. At th�s po�nt �n the Sephard�c serv�ce, the cho�r �s 
often present and leads the commun�ty �n s�ng�ng Az Yashir. However, s�nce 
Ashkenaz�m perform th�s sect�on of the l�turgy �n a qu�et rec�tat�on, and choral 
s�ng�ng appears only at a later stage �n the prayers, Az Yashir �s not sung aloud. 
An attempt to �ncorporate the Sephard�c melody of Az Yashir �nto Ashkenaz� 
prayers at that juncture and to have �t sung by the congregat�on would not 
have been successful. Thus, the only poss�ble opportun�ty for s�ng�ng th�s 
melody would be at a later stage �n the prayer serv�ce, such as used for the 
Az Yashir port�on �n the Torah read�ng, wh�ch occurs tw�ce a year. 

On these occas�ons dur�ng the trad�t�onal Shabbat cant�llat�on of the Torah, 
Ashkenaz� Jews across the globe s�ng a typ�cal Ashkenaz� trope var�at�on es-
pec�ally des�gnated for Az Yashir Moshe. In England, however, th�s �s not the 
case. Engl�sh Ashkenaz�m have adopted the Sephard�c melody of Az Yashir 
Moshe as the�r spec�al cant�llat�on of the Torah port�on of Shirat Hayam. Th�s 
melod�c adopt�on �s unprecedented, s�nce there �s no other c�rcumstance 
�n wh�ch a melody �s used for the cant�llat�on of a Torah port�on dur�ng the 
Jew�sh annual cycle w�th�n Ashkenaz� trad�t�ons. Even more �ncred�ble �s the 
fact that the Sephard�m themselves do not s�ng th�s melody for the Torah 
port�on of Az Yashir Moshe on Shabbat Shirah. Rather, they s�ng �t dur�ng 
the Shabbat Shaharit serv�ce as on any other week and add a spec�al sect�on 
of s�ng�ng �n honor of Shabbat Shirah.

Scores, test�mon�es and record�ngs reflect d�fferent methods of performance 
for th�s melody among the Engl�sh Ashkenaz� synagogues on Shabbath Shirah 
and Shv’i’i shel Pesah. One popular poss�b�l�ty �s s�ng�ng the Sephard�c melody 
only to those verses where the name of G-d �s ment�oned �n Az Yashir. In 
the transcr�pt�on of the Sephard�c vers�on of Az Yashir Moshe as recorded by 
Halfon Bennarosh, hazzan of the Span�sh and Portuguese Synagogue Bev�s 
Marks �n London (Example 1 .1�), the clear beat and Sephard�c pronunc�a-
t�on are ev�dent.

13.  London Sephardic Liturgical Music Series 47101-2, National Sound Archives, 
Jerusalem, 1987.
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Example 1 . Transcription of Halphon Bennarosh’s chant for Az Yashir (London 
Sephardic Liturgical Music Series, 47101-2, National Sound Archives, Jerusalem, 
1987).

Th�s rend�t�on can be compared to a transcr�pt�on of a record�ng I made �n 
London �n �00� of an Ashkenaz� rend�t�on of Oz Yoshir, by Reverend M�chael 
B�nstock, hazzan at the Egerton Road Synagogue (Example 2 .). The alterna-
t�on between verses sung �n the regular cant�llat�on chant and those sung 
�n the Sephard�c chant �s noted. An “A” denotes the trad�t�onal Ashkenaz� 
Torah cant�llat�on and “B” denotes the verses w�th God’s name, �n wh�ch the 
Sephard�c melody �s employed.1�

14.  I chose to transcribe the piece without division into measures since the piece is 
sung without a regular beat; instead, the lines are numbered.
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Example 2 . Reverend Michael Binstock: Oz Yoshir (Song at the Sea);  
A –Traditional Torah cantillation; B –Sephardi melody of Az Yashir (transcription of 
rendition during an interview by the author, London, England, February 3rd, 2004).

 Wh�le Example1. shows the melody of Az Yashir sung by Sephard�m w�th 
a very clear beat, the Ashkenaz� rend�t�on �n Example �. lacks any feel�ng of a 
clear beat. The free-flow�ng rhythm to wh�ch the Sephard�c melody �s sung �n 
the Ashkenaz� vers�on appears to be a result of �ts appearance w�th�n the Ash-
kenaz� Torah cant�llat�on wh�ch �s always sung w�thout regular meter. Hence 
the Sephard�c melody �s sung w�th character�st�c Ashkenaz� Ritardando �n 
certa�n places as well as Ashkenaz� pronunc�at�on. Ashkenaz� and Sephard�c 
cho�rs would l�kew�se perform th�s p�ece �n completely d�fferent ways. The 
Sephard�c cho�r funct�ons as an accompan�ment to the congregat�on’s s�ng�ng 
wh�le the Ashkenaz� cho�r performs th�s p�ece for a l�sten�ng congregat�on. 
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 The verses of Shirat Hayam sung worldw�de by Ashkenaz�m to the spe-
c�al Shirah trope are the same ones sung by the Engl�sh Ashkenaz�m to the 
Sephard�c melody. They are: Exodus 15:1, �, �, 6, 11, 16 and 18. Th�s �mpl�es 
that Engl�sh Jews adopted a Sephard�c melody for the�r cant�llat�on of “Sh�rat 
Hayam” but used th�s melody accord�ng to an anc�ent Ashkenaz� custom. 
Thus, the new pract�ce reflects a fus�on of two trad�t�ons �nto a new hybr�d 
custom. 

Another manner of us�ng the Sephard�c melody w�th�n the Ashkenaz� Torah 
read�ng �s s�ng�ng the ent�re Az Yashir to the Sephard�c melody, not only the 
verses �nclud�ng God’s name. The use of a cho�r for th�s port�on of the prayers 
was once popular, s�nce the Sephard�c melody had been harmon�zed for use 
�n the Sephard�c synagogue w�th a cho�r. M�chael B�nstock recalled that the 
Torah reader customar�ly sang the Sephard�c melody — jo�ned by the cho�r 
�n the melody’s refra�n. In another synagogue, the congregat�on customar�ly 
sang every verse before the reader— revers�ng the trad�t�onal sequence of 
congregat�onal s�ng�ng. 

Accord�ng to halakhah (Jew�sh law; Hayyei Adam: �1, 5), the reader should 
perform the cant�llat�on of the Torah port�on by h�mself. Modern-day Or-
thodox pract�ce �s str�ct w�th regard to th�s law. As a result, �n the last twenty 
years part�c�pat�on of the cho�r or the congregat�on �n Az Yashir gradually 
d�m�n�shed, and has all but d�sappeared. Some of the cantors �nterv�ewed 
ment�oned that they themselves had d�scont�nued th�s custom because �t 
contrad�cted halakhah. 

S�ng�ng the Sephard�c melody of Az Yashir dur�ng the Torah read�ng on 
Shabbat Shirah has spread beyond the Un�ted Synagogue and has become 
an “Engl�sh” custom. Th�s came up �n an �nterv�ew I conducted w�th Hazzan 
Pesach Segal, cantor at the Hendon Adas Y�sroel Synagogue, establ�shed �n 
19�6 and belong�ng to the Un�on of Orthodox Hebrew Congregat�ons. Haz-
zan Segal recalled that a Torah reader �ntroduced the Sephard�c melody of Az 
Yashir to the synagogue dur�ng the 1980s, and the custom was subsequently 
adopted. So much so that on one occas�on when the Sephard�c melody was 
not sung to the Torah port�on of Az Yashir “people were upset,” s�nce �t had 
become a synagogue trad�t�on.15 

My �nterv�ew w�th Hazzan Nathan Gluck—son of the hazzan at the Great 
Synagogue �n Sydney, Austral�a and today cantor at the Munks Synagogue 
�n London—�nd�cates that Az Yashir was sung �n the Sephard�c funct�on as 
part of Shaharit for Shabbat every week unt�l twenty years ago (a custom not 

15.  Pesach Segal, interview by the Author, London, England, February 3rd, 2004.
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pract�ced elsewhere �n Austral�a)16. I bel�eve that th�s pract�ce was �ntroduced 
by Franc�s Lyon Cohen, rabb� of the Great Synagogue �n Sydney between 1905 
and 19��. It reflects h�s cont�nu�ng attempt to renew the anc�ent Sephard�c 
custom. 

Conclusion
Sephard�c melod�es seemed to answer the need for s�ngable congregat�onal 
mater�al at the end of the 19th century when they were �ncorporated w�th�n 
the London Handbook of Synagogue Music by ed�tors Franc�s Lyon Cohen and 
Dav�d M. Dav�s. Th�s attempt to �ntroduce Sephard�c melod�es �nto the cor-
pus of Ashkenaz� synagogue mus�c was not altogether successful; today only 
two of the fifteen melod�es wh�ch were �ncluded �n the volume are st�ll sung 
popularly �n Ashkenaz� synagogues: Az Yashir Moshe and Adon Olam. 

My research has led me to bel�eve that Sephard�c �nfluences on Ashkenaz� 
pract�ces �n England range beyond synagogue melod�es to other areas and 
could be subject to an �nterd�sc�pl�nary study encompass�ng h�story, lan-
guage and arch�tecture. For example, all Un�ted Synagogue congregat�ons 
have seat�ng arrangements w�th congregants fac�ng the center, wh�ch �s the 
Sephard�c custom, �nstead of fac�ng the front as �s the trad�t�onal Ashkenaz� 
arrangement outs�de of England. 

F�nally, wh�le conduct�ng th�s research I asked cantors and mus�colog�sts 
what they thought had drawn Franc�s Lyon Cohen to these Sephard�c melod�es 
and mot�vated h�s attempt to �ncorporate them �nto Ashkenaz� pract�ce. They 
generally repl�ed, “Maybe he just l�ked them.” Cohen’s wr�t�ngs and pract�ce 
�n lead�ng prayer �mply that th�s answer m�ght not be so far from the truth. 

Naomi Cohn Zentner is a PhD candidate in musicology at the Hebrew University, 
under Edwin Seroussi, on the topic of Zemirot Shabbat in Israel. She teaches a 
course in Israeli Folk Music to cantorial students at the Hebrew Union College in 
Jerusalem, and recently delivered a paper on “Biblical Events in Israeli popular 
Song” at the American Conference of Cantors convention. This article, based on 
her Master’s thesis at McGill University in Montreal, was given as a lecture at the 
World Congress of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem on August 2nd, 2005 and is published 
with the Author’s permission.
 

16.  Nathan Gluck, interview by the Author, London, England, February 4th, 2004.
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Point/Counterpoint:
�) Until the Final Note

by Nira Rousso

How is it, that of all the hobbies she might have chosen, Nira Rousso picked the 
serious endeavor of becoming a chorister? And despite everything—why does 
she enjoy it so much? For the Purity of Song.

Shortly after jo�n�ng The Tel Av�v Chamber Cho�r I was surpr�sed to find myself 
totally abandoned. M�nd you, �t wasn’t the first �nsult that I’d suffered �n my 
l�fe. But �t was the first t�me that I exper�enced, �n the m�dst of a rehearsal, 
the cool and b�tter taste of reject�on on grounds of mental defic�ency.

The �rony was that I had been warmly accepted; The Tel-Av�v Chamber 
Cho�r �s famous for close �nterpersonal t�es among �ts members. Even our 
rather brusque d�rector M�chael Shan� had reacted w�th tolerant under-
stand�ng when I struggled through the l�ghtn�ng-l�ke Fugue sect�on of the 
Cherub�n� Requiem. But now a former s�nger, Rena, rejo�ned the group, 
and �n a spl�t-second the women around me d�sappeared, only to repos�t�on 
themselves next to her. It happened qu�etly, w�thout fuss. Rena happened to 
be an excellent s�ght-reader, and �n a cho�r you always want to stand alongs�de 
someone who’s sure of every note. 

“Great,” I sa�d to myself, “you finally managed to find a hobby that po�nts 
out your learn�ng defic�enc�es! Wouldn’t �t have been better to leave your 
s�ng�ng talent �n the realm of obscure myth? Why do you suppose humans 
�nvented hobb�es, �f not to escape the dullness of the�r rout�ne for a l�ttle 
wh�le, to transport themselves to a h�gher and br�ghter level full of enchant-
ment? Th�s part�cular past�me, w�th �ts tremendous �nvestment of energy, �s 
self-defeat�ng, and deb�l�tat�ng to boot.”

When, for example, would �t occur to anyone read�ng th�s art�cle to drag 
themselves—after a full day’s work—to K�ryat Gat, to undress and then su�t 
up �n a room w�th forty other men and women, or even to look �n a m�rror 
after a four-hour rehearsal? The �mage �sn’t very encourag�ng. Truthfully, 
belong�ng to a ser�ous cho�r demoted me from the l�fe-style rank of br�gad�er 
general to that of buck pr�vate.

And we st�ll haven’t ment�oned the s�ngle most hum�l�at�ng sess�on that I 
exper�enced �n th�s endeavor. As someone who acqu�red mus�cal sk�lls rather 
late, �t behooves me to defer to my profess�onal fr�ends; espec�ally when �t 
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comes to �dent�fy�ng chords, where I’ll always be feel�ng my way. D�m�n�shed 
m�nor? Invers�on? Wh�ch mode, and why �s �t dom�nant—hav�ng suddenly 
passed from e�ghth-to-quarter notes?

Using Common Sense
From the moment that all the other female s�ngers abandoned me, leav�ng a 
vacuum �n the�r wake and regroup�ng around Rena, �t dawned on me: here �n 
the cho�r’s home base, no one cares whether Rena the S�nger �s wear�ng a Prada 
scarf or a nylon rag on her shoulder. The only concern �s Rena’s mus�cal ab�l�ty, 
per�od! Cho�rs and orchestras are not run democrat�cally. They are not the 
same for all �nd�v�duals and they are not open to everyone. They’re more l�ke 
a d�ctatorsh�p—not just that of the conductor, but of ab�l�t�es—and then only 
by d�nt of sweat and tears. Ne�ther a substant�al bank balance nor an exalted 
profess�onal status w�ll help you dur�ng an entrance aud�t�on, only your ab�l�ty 
as a performer. And �f �t’s suffic�ent to get you �n, a pr�st�ne and exact n�che 
l�es wa�t�ng for you �n a world wh�ch funct�ons altogether d�fferently. The only 
challenge you face here on a da�ly bas�s �s to put �n a certa�n quant�ty of work. 
W�th�n the quant�tat�ve framework of mus�c you’re only judged by the number 
of hours you spend �n vo�ce development, preparat�on of compos�t�ons and 
constant ear tra�n�ng. No advancement should you expect, no matter how 
much you sweat �t; only to succeed at ma�nta�n�ng your present level. And 
finally, when you w�ll have succeeded �n learn�ng Pendereczk�’s Agnus Dei by 
heart, the follow�ng week you’ll be confronted w�th yet another battle. Th�s �s 
what’s known as a hobby? It’s more of a full-t�me occupat�on!

In the field of Class�cal orchestras and cho�rs you qu�ckly learn to apprec�ate 
the term “el�t�sm”and to stop apolog�z�ng for �t. Once and for all, come what 
may, whether you are Conservat�ve or L�beral, r�ch or poor, �f you’ve got the 
know-how, a good vo�ce and a good ear—you’ll be accepted. Only then w�ll 
you get to know �0 s�ngers who �n�t�ally seemed to share noth�ng �n common 
w�th you bes�des the fact that every one of them �s s�mply crazy about the Tel 
Av�v Chamber Cho�r’s p�an�st, Sacha (Alexander) Wallach, and defers to �ts 
adm�red conductor, M�chael Shan�.

At first, you w�ll be �mpressed by the cho�r’s colorful m�x of ages, ethn�c�t�es 
and occupat�ons. But w�th�n th�s random mosa�c you’ll soon find a surpr�s-
�ngly cons�stent common denom�nator—even s�m�lar�t�es of personal�ty: a 
read�ness to br�ng th�s type of mus�c home through the front door; and an 
openness to culture as a powerful statement that stands second to none. I 
enter a café and not�ce someone w�th a mus�c b�nder tucked under h�s arm. 
For me, th�s �s a telltale s�gn that the two of us are comrades �n arms.
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The Slippery Slope of Constructive Criticism
It took me a wh�le to figure out a way of �mpress�ng the s�ngers around me. 
Even w�thout expert�se I could at least offer some construct�ve cr�t�c�sm “We’ve 
dropped a quarter-tone,” I sourly �nform my ne�ghbor Est�; an accompl�shed 
alto who’s free of all pretense. In all honesty, even �f we had dropped a full 
major th�rd, my ear would not have d�scerned �t. But the �mpress�on that my 
s�mple statement made upon Est� was enormous: “What an ear you have!”

Suddenly, �n a flash of enl�ghtenment, I am wonder�ng: Is �t poss�ble? Can 
�t be that the same food cr�t�c who d�sparaged that charm�ng Arab restaurant 
just outs�de of Kfar Ramah knows absolutely noth�ng about the art of cook�ng? 
Does she bel�eve that d�stort�on and fault-find�ng w�ll automat�cally boost her 
h�gher on the food cha�n? And what about the spur�ous professor of l�terature, 
the one who excor�ated Israel’s most esteemed wr�ters?

Undaunted, on the strength of my �n�t�al success I cont�nue to fabr�cate 
nonsense. What �f I concocted some ju�cy slander about the conductor, M�-
chael Shan�? But enough! The consensus about M�chael’s ear has taken many 
years—and tears—to evolve. He �s, after all, a legend for hav�ng stopped �n 
the m�ddle of a thunder�ng e�ght-vo�ced polyphon�c passage and—l�ke an 
ultrason�c m�ss�le— zeroed �n to the first altos’ row: “That was not clean; 
come, let’s hear �t aga�n!”

And, dear reader, can you guess who was stand�ng among those altos w�th 
her bones trembl�ng? L�ke most female chor�sters everywhere, I’m carved 
out of sturdy stock. In real l�fe, I’ve surv�ved telev�s�on appearances, spoken 
before hypercr�t�cal aud�ences all over the world— �n d�verse languages. And 
yet, noth�ng had prepared me for that terr�fy�ng moment when I was asked 
to s�ng alone for the purpose of determ�n�ng �f I were the one respons�ble for 
dragg�ng the group down to a lower level…

So, Why Do I Do It?
I’m glad you asked. It rem�nds me of Ephra�m K�shon’s soccer referee who 
suffered through ra�n, heat, blows and curses. As he lay on h�s deathbed h�s 
loved ones asked h�m, “Why d�d you choose th�s profess�on?” He mumbles a 
few un�ntell�g�ble words and exp�res. Aga�n—why do I do �t? I do �t only for 
those rare and all-too-br�ef golden moments that grab you by the throat (�n 
both senses) when you’re least expect�ng �t.

Case �n po�nt: The Me�sel Synagogue �n Prague. The Tel-Av�v Chamber 
Cho�r was �nv�ted to s�ng V�vald� �n that c�ty’s Sa�nt N�cholas Church. But later, 
�n the synagogue w�th �ts marble Memor�al Wall on wh�ch are �nscr�bed the 
names of Prague’s Jews who were murdered dur�ng the Shoah, we’re perform-
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�ng Hatikvah �n G�l Aldema’s v�brant, �nt�mate yet soul-mov�ng arrangement. 
You could “hear” the s�lence that descended over that tour�st-filled hall from 
here to Theres�enstadt. The crowd stood there weep�ng, and so d�d we, our 
conductor loudest of all.

Another of these moments occurred �n Germany. We’d been �nv�ted, along 
w�th five cho�rs from the U.S. and Canada, to perform Leonard Bernste�n’s 
Kaddish w�th the h�ghly regarded Nuremberg Orchestra. It was a tremendous 
and t�r�ng undertak�ng. But the moment that made �t all worthwh�le occurred 
far from the concert hall, �n the local commun�ty’s synagogue where we were 
all �nv�ted, for Fr�day N�ght K�ddush. P�cture �t: a Russ�an woman cantor and 
the synagogue packed to �ts rafters w�th hundreds of Jew�sh chor�sters from 
all over the world. If �t were granted me to br�ng my father back to l�fe for 
one m�nute, I would have brought h�m there to hear how Jews from the ends 
of the Earth were all s�ng�ng h�s nusah for Magein Avot! Judg�ng by the teary 
faces I saw, �t was clear to me that many s�ngers had been accompan�ed to 
Nuremberg by the memory of the�r late parents or grandparents. And that 
Shabbat melody had returned w�th them, to the very place from where the 
decree to obl�terate �t had gone forth.

There are also moments of beauty wh�ch carry no baggage from the past. 
Just l�ke that, �n the m�ddle of a concert, the aud�ence �s galvan�zed. All of a 
sudden the a�r becomes electr�cally charged—understandably so—w�th the 
almost rel�g�ous exaltat�on that massed vo�ces seem to create. In Brahms’ 
Song of Destiny, for �nstance, the altos beg�n �n a soft wh�sper, but we know 
that shortly the ent�re ensemble w�ll jo�n them �n a resound�ngly complex 
tutti that w�ll take our l�steners’ breath away.

And what about those l�ttle personal off-s�te v�ctor�es? Often, wh�le I’m 
attend�ng work-related meet�ngs, my m�nd w�ll s�ng—unprompted and 
from memory—the Span�sh Rena�ssance composer Tomás Lu�s de V�ctor�a’s 
Magnificat �n e�ght vo�ces. Go expla�n to those seated around the table why 
you’re sm�l�ng…

At home I find myself argu�ng w�th my worn-out p�ano: “Stop bugg�ng me,” 
I tell �t, “pat�ence…ton�ght, you and I w�ll s�t down to go over the cantata.” 
And then, a small everyday m�racle of marr�ed l�fe takes place. My hubby, 
overhear�ng th�s confus�ng conversat�on, sl�ps out the door and qu�ckly re-
turns w�th a CD of the p�ece.

Clearly, It’s a Misprint
There are also beaut�ful hours when our conductor comm�ss�ons a work from 
an Israel� composer who’s st�ll al�ve and k�ck�ng: Oded Zehav�; Menahem 
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W�esenberg; Ido Sh�ron; G�l Aldema; Av�yah Koppelman. Here, where we 
have a chance to �nfluence the process, shouldn’t we grab the opportun�ty? 
The composer usually aud�ts rehearsals, pay�ng attent�on, expla�n�ng, and 
m�ngl�ng w�th us.

And there are also funny moments. When sett�ng the verse, “In pa�n (be-
etsev) shall you bear ch�ldren (Genes�s �:16), Koppelman deleted the bet 
from be-etsev. The result: “Pa�n (etsev) shall bear ch�ldren.” Around th�s new 
text gathered clouds of the most �nterest�ng commentary I’d heard �n a long 
wh�le.

“What, exactly, d�d you mean?” I ask Koppelman. “Oh, �t was a m�stake,” 
she laughs, “and you’ve no �dea how many d�ssertat�ons are wr�tten on what 
turn out to be pr�nter’s errors once the composer �s gone and there’s no way 
to clar�fy the passage �n quest�on w�th h�m.”

Another truth �s d�scovered. As performers of Class�cal mus�c we s�ng lots 
of Lat�n and German—and get to spend long hours debat�ng the cruc�fix�on 
of Jesus of Nazareth—�n the company of our fr�ends Mozart and Bach. But 
what’s the cho�ce? Suddenly, �t’s t�me to s�ng

 If I had a son, a little son…Uri ekra lo, Uri sheli (Uri,’ I’d call him; ‘Uri, my 
son.)

We s�ng �t to Koppelman’s new tune that takes the early-twent�eth century 
poetess Rachel Bluwste�n back to her roots v�a a lovely Russ�an lullaby. A 
v�brant echo r�ses from the cho�r’s ranks. W�th th�s text, one that expresses 
the long�ng of a barren mother who wa�ts—as Mother Rachel wa�ted—we 
surely know the exact reason for these words and what underl�es them. True, 
we also s�ng, “Forg�ve us, Jesus; do not harm us, O Holy Sp�r�t,” pro forma, 
as �t were. But when we s�ng, Uri, we do so m�ndfully, as �f we really meant �t 
(performed July 6, �005 at Tel Av�v Museum).

Was There a Budget?
As w�th anyone who has unexpectedly been catapulted �nto Israel’s mus�cal 
scene, I too, am dumbfounded by the hardsh�ps encountered �n keep�ng an 
organ�zat�on l�ke ours afloat. How much eas�er �t �s to set up a bloated budget 
for produc�ng a book on meatballs, and how much harder �t �s to ra�se even 
a quarter of that amount for promot�ng a new work of art. I should note, 
apprec�at�vely, that mus�c cr�t�cs have been the most vocal �n alert�ng our 
publ�c to th�s d�lemma, together w�th �nst�tut�onal enablers—l�ke the R�ch 
Foundat�on—wh�ch stand s�lently beh�nd the scenes, support�ng most of 
Israel’s cultural act�v�ty .
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Somet�mes I th�nk the best solut�on for a fa�l�ng government �s to have �t 
start a cho�r. W�th�n one week all the lay-offs would cease and new order and 
organ�zat�on would re�gn over all.

It’s now seven years that I’ve been observ�ng �n amazement th�s model of 
lean and effic�ent leadersh�p. The conductor comes to every rehearsal and 
(naturally) to every concert, far �n advance of even the earl�est s�ngers and 
�nstrumental�sts who arr�ve. And he �s always the last to leave. If a grand p�ano 
�s rented for the hall �n T�ber�as, �t’s always there �n plenty of t�me. Solo�sts 
hab�tually stand around wa�t�ng before the appo�nted hour, fully prepared 
w�th every l�ne. Excuse me for ask�ng, but have you ever seen a self-conta�ned 
un�verse comparable to th�s, anywhere?

It’s free of mean�ngless express�ons l�ke “You can count on me,” “It’ll be 
fine,” “and “It’s all �n God’s hands.” Could the reason that we undertake th�s 
demand�ng avocat�on be that �t serves as a refuge for pr�nc�ples that no longer 
ex�st? For example: follow�ng a schedule to the second; g�v�ng your all unt�l 
the final note; plann�ng each concert as �f �t were a m�l�tary operat�on; and 
even—hard to bel�eve—acqu�r�ng knowledge and absorb�ng culture for �ts 
own sake.

Neither Grand Nor a Finale
In her unforgettable book, Heartburn, Nora Ephron apolog�zes to her read-
ers for hav�ng �ntroduced �0 new characters �nto the story w�thout warn�ng, 
namely, her ent�re support group. I, too, apolog�ze—to my fam�ly members 
for hav�ng �ntroduced �0 men and women w�thout warn�ng �nto our already 
full l�fe. And w�th these strangers, from when I first opened that door, came 
a mult�tude of solo�sts, composers, conductors, cr�t�cs, stagehands, mus�cal 
arrangers, chorales, orchestras, producers, madr�gal s�ngers, vo�ce teachers, 
CDs, record�ng stud�os and aud�ences.

I bel�eve, however, that my fam�ly members have finally gotten used to 
all of the above, because now they are not only demand�ng encores, they’ve 
begun to subm�t spec�al requests!

Nira Rousso is a well-known food writer who regularly writes the “Taste of Life” 
column for the Israeli newspaper Yediot Aharonot with a readership of 1.5 million in 
Israel, the U.S. and Europe, and also reports on zany episodes from her wide-ranging 
personal experiences. In this piece, she reveals an unexpectedly serious—though 
typically irrepressible—side. The article—“Ad HaTav Ha-aharon”—first appeared 
on July 7, 2005, and is reprinted here with the Author’s kind permission. Cellist 
Ohad Bar David of the Philadelphia Orchestra helped in its translation. 
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2) Reflections of a Synagogue Chorister
by Edward Katz

N�ra Rousso’s art�cle, “Unt�l the F�nal Note,” reveals �n accurate and enter-
ta�n�ng fash�on the quas�-secret world of the ser�ous amateur chor�ster. It �s a 
d�fficult world for others to comprehend. Indeed, why do choral s�ngers l�ke 
Rousso spend so many hours per week attend�ng rehearsals, learn�ng mus�c, 
and forego�ng less demand�ng le�sure act�v�t�es so they can devote themselves 
to the�r chosen hobby?

It �s not my �ntent�on to prov�de an answer s�nce I, too, have been an ama-
teur chor�ster for over th�rty years now, twenty of them w�th four separate 
synagogue cho�rs. L�ke N�ra Rousso stand�ng bedraggled before a communal 
dress�ng-room m�rror �n K�ryat Gat after an exhaust�ng four-hour rehearsal, I 
often reflect upon what �t �s that mot�vates me to wake up at 6:�0 a.m. on Sat-
urday, drag myself to the 8:00 o’clock choral warm-up and then confine myself 
to a stuffy cho�r loft above the b�mah for some three-and-a-half hours.

I am not a very “observant” Jew, as the word �s usually used. My late parents 
never attended serv�ces, not even on H�gh Hol�days, and so I followed su�t. 
They d�d, however, have the w�sdom to send me to a Jew�sh day school (of 
wh�ch Montreal has an abundance), so I learned to read, wr�te, speak and 
daven �n Hebrew at school, even �f I d�d not do so �n shul.

My late Dad was a cell�st who ev�dently passed on some of h�s mus�cal 
talent to me. I took up clar�net �n h�gh school, went back to �t after complet-
�ng med�cal school and played clar�net �n a m�l�tary band for 15 years. I also 
happened to have a fa�rly good s�ng�ng vo�ce, so �n the early 1970s I jo�ned 
a secular Jew�sh cho�r wh�ch sang Y�dd�sh and Hebrew folk songs. Three 
years of pr�vate vo�ce lessons and a year of theory and ear tra�n�ng at McG�ll 
Un�vers�ty’s Conservatory of Mus�c �mproved my techn�que.

I dropped out of the Jew�sh secular cho�r and jo�ned the St. Lawrence Cho�r, 
the amateur component of the Montreal Symphony Orchestra Chorus. We 
rehearsed weekly �n a church basement and would jo�n the twenty-five profes-
s�onal chor�sters for the final rehearsals at Place des Arts, the c�ty’s concert 
hall, wh�ch were led by Maestro Charles Duto�t. We performed much of 
the class�cal choral reperto�re, �nclud�ng Beethoven’s 9th Symphony, and the 
Requ�ems of Mozart, Fauré, Verd�, et al. Rousso’s dep�ct�on of the Tel-Av�v 
Chamber Cho�r’s conductor M�chael Shan�, rem�nded me of the St. Lawrence 
Cho�r’s chorus master Iwan Edwards. He, too, was an �ncred�ble mus�c�an, 
almost always �n good humor, who could nevertheless cast a terr�fy�ng glance 
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at any �nd�v�dual chor�ster whose p�tch or rhythm was sl�ghtly off. Unl�ke N�ra 
Rousso, however, we were requ�red to re-aud�t�on annually to ma�nta�n our 
places, and every year, a few of us were asked to leave. But I always seemed 
to pass my aud�t�ons. On one occas�on, Edwards even remarked that, desp�te 
my only modest s�ght-read�ng ab�l�ty, I always knew my mus�c. (If he had only 
known how many hours I—and ev�dently, N�ra Roussa as well—spent each 
week learn�ng the reperto�re…)

After my St. Lawrence Cho�r exper�ence, the s�ng�ng that I’ve been do�ng 
�n Conservat�ve synagogue cho�rs has proved d�fferent �n one other �mpor-
tant respect, qu�te confus�ng at first. The cho�r lofts were generally screened 
off—we could not eas�ly see downsta�rs—so I never actually knew what the 
cantor or congregat�on were do�ng wh�le we performed set prayers or the bas�c 
l�turg�cal responses. Luck�ly, I could read Hebrew, and followed along �n the 
s�ddur w�thout much d�fficulty. In t�me, I grew to know the prayer order, and 
would attend serv�ces even on those Saturdays when the cho�r d�d not s�ng.

I began to apprec�ate the beauty of hazzanut and to understand how 
lucky we were to l�ve �n Montreal, w�th �ts r�ch trad�t�on of cantor�al mus�c. 
I changed venues to jo�n one of Canada’s finest synagogue cho�rs, the Shaare 
Z�on Congregat�on Cho�r. Dur�ng my th�rd year there, I also became a found-
�ng member of a seven-vo�ce sem�-profess�onal m�xed l�turg�cal chamber 
cho�r, Sh�r Hama’alot. I now s�ng regularly at the Orthodox Chevra Kad�sha 
Congregat�on, and subst�tute occas�onally at Shaare Z�on. 

There �s no quest�on that s�ng�ng �n synagogue cho�rs has strengthened my 
knowledge of, and comm�tment to, Juda�sm. I am st�ll not an act�ve synagogue 
member, however, and steer away from comm�ttee work, synagogue pol�t�cs, 
fund-ra�s�ng, etc. It �s my love of synagogue mus�c that keeps me go�ng back, 
nearly every Saturday. When the cho�r does not s�ng, I w�ll s�t and pray w�th 
the congregat�on. But I am always qu�etly humm�ng the bar�tone l�ne of 
whatever p�ece we happen to be daven�ng, hop�ng that no one else can hear 
me, except perhaps for Hashem.

Edward Katz, M.D. is a full-time medical adviser for Quebec’s Occupational Health 
and Safety Board. He also sees private patients in a local clinic when he’s not sing-
ing in several synagogue choirs or with a French-Canadian group or discussing the 
finer points of Jewish liturgical music with other enthusiasts worldwide, via the 
JLM forum (shulmusic.org).
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A Woman Reborn: Name-Changing Service 
for Women Traveling a New Path in Life

by Dorothy Goldberg

Introduction 
Th�s ceremony — to be used after a major l�fe-chang�ng event such as �llness, 
d�vorce, w�dowhood, surgery, etc. — draws upon two anc�ent r�tuals: the 
chang�ng of one’s Hebrew name, and a woman’s per�od�c �mmers�on �n the 
m�kvah. I wrote �t or�g�nally for a fr�end who had undergone gastr�c bypass 
surgery and who, after nearly los�ng her l�fe �n the aftermath, found that a 
year or so later she was l�terally a shadow of her former self. An earl�er form 
of th�s serv�ce helped g�ve her the strength to embrace her new phys�cal and 
emot�onal self and to beg�n aga�n, l�terally, as a new person. The r�tual can 
take place �n the antechamber of a m�kvah, or by a natural body of water or 
sw�mm�ng pool. 

* * * * * *
(Group gathers around the celebrant, s�ng�ng V’-Od HaPa’am or the l�ke)
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Example 1 . V’-od HaPa’am; words by Hillel Zeitlin, music by Benjamin Maisner
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Leader:
Today we gather around ____________ as her lov�ng fr�ends and fam�ly, to 

bless her w�th strength and courage and to celebrate the start of a new phase 
of her l�fe. To mark the �mportance of th�s change of d�rect�on, we are w�t-
ness�ng the change of her Hebrew name. Th�s �s of great �mportance �n Jew�sh 
trad�t�on, for �t �s by our g�ven name that God and the angels recogn�ze us. 
We understand th�s anc�ent r�tual – or�g�nally �ntended to deflect the Angel 
of Death – �n a more modern context. We recogn�ze that even �n the m�dst 
of l�fe, we exper�ence death and reb�rth. By chang�ng ___________’s Hebrew 
name, we are empower�ng her to th�nk of her dest�ny as a clean slate and to 
embrace her future as her own. We part�c�pate �n th�s ceremony today not 
to ward off death, but to embrace l�fe anew. 

Celebrant:
In my l�fe, I have had many �dent�t�es: daughter, fr�end, partner, w�fe, mother 

________, (profess�on) ___________. All these �dent�t�es are part of me, form-
�ng the mosa�c of exper�ence that I br�ng to th�s ceremony today. None of 
these �dent�t�es are forgotten, none are lost. But now, as I set out to rebu�ld 
my l�fe after (�llness, d�vorce, los�ng a loved one, chang�ng careers, ______ ), I 
acknowledge that I am walk�ng a new path. By tak�ng on a new Hebrew name, 
I hope to find a way to leave beh�nd old patterns and pa�n, wh�le hold�ng dear 
the beauty of all I have learned and ga�ned �n my l�fe. Today, I beg�n walk�ng 
a way of peace, balance and wholeness. 

Leader:
Our Sages have sa�d that four th�ngs can cancel the decree of judgment 

upon a person. They are: ts’dakah, t’fillah, a change of behav�or, and a change 
of name. Today, we �nterpret th�s talmud�c say�ng to mean that your dest�ny 
�s never fixed. Dear __________, ts’dakah — wh�ch you have g�ven — �s an act 
of generos�ty that w�ll help you to change the world �n a pos�t�ve way. T’fillah 
— wh�ch you have offered — w�ll help you to sense the D�v�ne w�th�n you and 
to reach for your better self. A change of behav�or — wh�ch you �n�t�ate w�th 
th�s ceremony — can help you to determ�ne our own dest�ny. These three 
th�ngs you have already undertaken as you enter th�s new phase of your l�fe. 
Chang�ng your name — wh�ch you are about to do — w�ll g�ve you the fourth 
sp�r�tual tool to help you along your new path. 
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(Celebrant gives description and history of new name and reason for choos-
ing it)

(Leader: chants Bishivah Shel Ma’alah or the l�ke)
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Example 2 . Bishivah Shel Ma’alah, after Gedaliah Rabinowitz

Leader:
_____________, you stand �n the presence of fam�ly and fr�ends — and �n 

the presence of God — before whom we now change your Hebrew name 
from ___________________ to______________________. If a decree was �s-
sued aga�nst (old name), �t was not �ssued aga�nst (new name). And just as 
your former name has been d�scarded, so may you cast away old fears and 
gr�evances. May your l�fe from th�s moment on be filled w�th compass�on 
and health. We pray that the Source of L�fe send last�ng phys�cal and sp�r�tual 
well-be�ng to you — (new Hebrew name) — and prolong your days and years. 
May you enjoy a l�fe of v�gor and health from th�s day forward; ve-khen yeh� 
ratzon – may th�s be God’s w�ll. 
All:  Amen. 

Celebrant:
Adonai, Ro’i, bless me w�th the courage to handle l�fe’s surpr�ses.
Grant me the strength to overcome advers�ty.
Gu�de me w�th the l�ght of Your Shekh�nah, so that I never aga�n   

 lose my way.
Make me aware that my l�fe �s �n Your hands, and that You are   

 w�th me, always. 
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All: 
May God walk w�th you and protect you on your journey. 

Leader: 
The prophet Jerem�ah refers to God as mekor mayim hayyim “the Foun-

ta�n of L�v�ng Waters” (�:1�). _________________________, you are about to 
�mmerse yourself �n mikveh mayyim hayyim as a s�gn of your comm�tment 
to wash away old fears and behav�ors that prevented you from adapt�ng to 
l�fe’s changes �n the past. Water has always been the agent of pur�ficat�on and 
renewal. Th�s r�tual �mmers�on marks a new beg�nn�ng; grasp �t w�th all the 
courage and strength that we as a commun�ty – and your fa�th �n our Creator 
– can g�ve you. 

(Leader and Celebrant enter mikvah room)

Celebrant:
Barukh atah, Adona�, elohe�nu melekh ha’olam, asher k�d’shanu b’m�tsvotav, 

v’ts�vanu al ha-t’v�llah. 

(Immersion here first time. After second time, take a few moments for private 
prayer. After third time, read poem or prayer brought along by Celebrant or 
Leader. Celebrant then dries off, puts on covering garment and she and leader 
join friends in adjoining room. )

Leader:
May God’s Shekh�nah protect you �n the shelter of Her W�ngs as you walk 

�n the footsteps of Deborah and Hannah. May your vo�ce echo w�th the�rs and 
w�th those of our ancestors who sang to M�r�am �n the W�lderness. 

(Leader leads all �n s�ng�ng Ali Be’er or the l�ke)
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Example 3 . Ali B‘er, after Avshalom Cohen, 1955.

Celebrant:
I thank God for hav�ng kept me �n l�fe, susta�ned me, and enabled me to 

reach th�s transform�ng moment.

(All s�ng Birkhat SheHeheyanu)
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Example 4 . Birkat Sheheheyanu

Leader:
We now call you by your new name, ________________ bat __________

______, wh�ch l�nks you �n love to those who share your new l�fe. May th�s 
name br�ng respect to you, and honor to the Jew�sh people.
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(All s�ng T’fillat HaDerekh, by Debb�e Fr�edman1)

Example 5. T’fillat HaDerekh, music and lyrics by Debbie Friedman

Dorothy Goldberg was ordained as a cantor in 2005 at the Academy for Jewish 
Religion. She holds a BA in History from Bryn Mawr College, an MA in Journal-
ism and Public Relations from American University, and a Postgraduate Diploma 
in Performance and Communications from the Guildhall School of Music and 
Drama in London. She is cantor of Temple Beth Tikvah in Madison, CT and lives 
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THE CHOIR LOFT
by Deborah Weisgall

My father observes Yom K�ppur, the day of Atonement, �n Rockland, Ma�ne, 
�n a l�ttle wh�te clapboard synagogue that was bu�lt as a Seventh Day Advent�st 
church. My father leads the serv�ces, and my brother and I stand on e�ther 
s�de of the lectern and s�ng the cho�r parts. We have been do�ng th�s for about 
e�ght years, and the first year the vo�ces of the real cho�r I heard throughout 
my ch�ldhood echoed so strongly �n my ears that I wept, our s�ng�ng was so 
meager �n compar�son. Th�s year, the�r vo�ces were fa�nt; I had trouble hear�ng 
the�r harmon�es, and the�r loud absence d�d not shake my bones and leave 
me small and sad. I was afra�d I was forgett�ng, so I am wr�t�ng th�s.

* * * * * *
My grandfather was a cantor �n Balt�more. He em�grated �n 19�0 from Iv-
anc�ce, a town �n Morav�a, w�th h�s w�fe, my father, who was seven, and my 
uncle, an �nfant. My father was born �n that town, where my grandfather was 
a cantor. In Hungary, once, years ago, we drove through v�llages near the 
Czech border wh�ch my father sa�d were very much l�ke Ivanc�ce. Low gray 
stucco bu�ld�ngs shuttered aga�nst the ma�n street, few trees, lots of dust; 
when my father was young and the roads weren’t paved there was probably 
even more. There were an�mals, then, too, I �mag�ne. My �mpress�on was of 
grayness, land, sky and houses, and empty streets.

The synagogue �n Balt�more was called Ch�zuk Amuno, wh�ch means “the 
strength �n fa�th.” It was the German synagogue, and although my grandfather 
had marr�ed �nto a Hungar�an, and German-speak�ng, fam�ly (and �n Ivan-
c�ce, Jews spoke German, gent�les spoke Czech), he had been born �n Poland 
and was eastern European, by defin�t�on, lower class. But he was handsome, 
w�th th�ck ha�r, a strong nose, blue eyes and full, curl�ng l�ps; he cult�vated a 
mustache and wore a hat and fine gabard�ne su�ts and carr�ed a cane, and he 
looked as d�st�ngu�shed as the r�chest member of the congregat�on.
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My father and h�s l�ttle brother sang �n the cho�r and stud�ed Hebrew ev-
ery day after school. They, and later my brother and I and our cous�ns, grew 
up �n the synagogue near the Dru�d H�ll reservo�r. It was made from large 
blocks of golden l�mestone, the rock of Jerusalem. It faced east, �t had arched 
w�ndows glazed w�th watery squares of sta�ned glass �n shades of blue-green, 
and �t had a green copper dome. Ins�de, �t was open to the dome l�ke an op-
era house, w�th a w�de balcony for the women, along three walls. The front 
facade had three double walnut doors under a port�co at the top of a broad 
fl�ght of l�mestone sta�rs.

We always used the s�de door and the back sta�rs that led to the b�mah, the 
broad low platform ra�sed three steps above the congregat�on. We stopped 
�n the doorway and waved to my grandfather at h�s lectern — he was always 
there before us. We called h�m by h�s first name, Abba, wh�ch means father 
�n Hebrew. We cont�nued up the narrow sta�rs, past a men’s room and a l�ttle 
antechamber w�th a metal p�pe coat rack, to the cho�r loft.

Years later, when the congregat�on bu�lt another house of worsh�p out �n 
the suburbs, they tr�ed to sell the bu�ld�ng by the reservo�r. The ne�ghbor-
hood was deter�orat�ng and turn�ng Black. But Abba sa�d that he bu�lt that 
synagogue w�th h�s own hands; he had ra�sed the money for �t, and he was 
stubborn and seventy-four. He refused to move to the developments and the 
br�ck and glass warehouse they had the nerve to call a temple — the Temple 
was destroyed �n 70 AD. For twenty years the congregat�on supported two 
bu�ld�ngs, the one out there where everybody went for bar m�tzvahs and where 
you needed t�ckets for the H�gh Holy Days, and the one �n town, wh�ch they 
let get gr�my and rundown, but where every day my grandfather collected a 
m�nyan, the quorum of ten men necessary to hold a serv�ce.

As long as they l�ved �n Balt�more, my father and uncle sang �n the cho�r. 
My father, a composer, became �ts conductor and sang bar�tone; my uncle, 
a bass, was a lawyer and a jazz p�an�st. Every Saturday and every hol�day the 
cho�r sang. My brother jo�ned the cho�r when he turned s�x; he was pa�d 
five dollars a week. On Saturdays he and my father would leave the house at 
quarter-to-n�ne �n the morn�ng.

I d�d not go w�th them. I was a g�rl. It was a men’s cho�r. Although women 
no longer were segregated and relegated to the balcony, the serv�ces were 
for men. Moreover, my fam�ly d�d not pay much attent�on to �ts women. My 
mother felt her exclus�on keenly. It was a d�fficult s�tuat�on because she had not 
been ra�sed �n a rel�g�ous fam�ly, and my father’s parents also looked down on 
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her for her lack of knowledge. She felt she couldn’t w�n. Often I felt that I was 
her hostage; I would do everyth�ng I could not to be an outcast l�ke her.

Somet�mes I would go w�th my father, ma�nly on hol�days; somet�mes my 
mother would br�ng me downtown, late. The cho�r loft was bu�lt l�ke a box �n 
a theater separated by a curta�n from the rest of the balcony. It was over the 
b�mah. I sat on �ts marble ledge and peeked through a velvet curta�n that was 
drawn across the lower th�rd of the arched open�ng. From that perch I looked 
d�rectly down on my grandfather at h�s lectern �n front of the ark where the 
Torahs, the scrolls of the law, were kept. My grandfather and the rabb� stood 
back-to-back. The rabb� faced the congregat�on. Abba faced God.

People dressed to go to th�s synagogue, �n fur tr�mmed su�ts and ve�led 
hats, �n h�gh heels and perfume: Mrs. Hecht, whose fam�ly owned a fancy 
department store; Mrs. Hutzler, whose fam�ly owned �ts fanc�er compet�t�on; 
th�s congregat�on was ch�c. The more conservat�ve men l�ke Mr. Moses wore 
hats, the others put on yarmulkes at the door. I wore my new clothes first 
to shul, Y�dd�sh for school, wh�ch �s what we called the synagogue. Spr�ng 
coats and cotton dresses and patent leather shoes for Passover, pla�d wool 
sk�rts and red shoes for Rosh HaShanah, although �t was usually too hot for 
wool, espec�ally up �n the cho�r loft. I measured myself �n that place. As I 
grew, people not�ced and commented I was the cantor’s granddaughter. I 
felt a terr�ble need to be beaut�ful and smart. It was expected. To th�s day, I 
never worry more about what I look l�ke than when I am dress�ng to go to a 
synagogue, and I never worry more about mak�ng a m�stake.

I felt awe �n that cho�r loft, and deep frustrat�on and anger, but I also learned 
a fam�l�ar�ty w�th rel�g�on, and a backstage affect�on for �t. We were the cast of 
th�s product�on. The second bass worked for the Nat�onal Brew�ng Company, 
one of the tenors was a jeweler, another sold men’s clothes. When �t was t�me 
for them to s�ng, they sang, but when �t wasn’t, dur�ng the Torah read�ng and 
espec�ally dur�ng the sermon, they crowded �nto the men’s room for a smoke 
or sat �n the antechamber and read the papers. They sent my brother to the 
drugstore across the street for Cokes �f �t wasn’t Yom K�ppur (and threatened 
to send h�m out for cheeseburgers �f �t was); they argued pol�t�cs, played 
checkers and told jokes.

Jokes. My uncle told jokes all the t�me. My father could have already blown 
h�s p�tch p�pe and be ra�s�ng h�s hand for the cho�r’s cue, �t could be Yom K�p-
pur, the hol�est day of the year, and my uncle would crack a joke. “Two goy�m 
were walk�ng by a shul, and they heard a strange no�se. ‘What’s that?’ one says 
to the other. ‘They’re blow�ng the shofar,’ the other guy answers. ‘Boy,’ says the 
first guy, ‘they sure know how to treat the�r help.’” A s�ck choked chord would 
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�ssue from the cho�r loft, my grandfather would look up, h�s mouth open from 
s�ng�ng, h�s eyes narrowed �n fury, and he would shake h�s fist.

The congregat�on thought he was �mplor�ng God; we knew he was threat-
en�ng my uncle, and we laughed even harder.

Then, every year, wh�le the congregat�on and the rabb� were busy read�ng 
respons�vely �n Engl�sh, my uncle leaned out over the ra�l�ng and �n a stage 
wh�sper told my grandfather that down there �t m�ght be Yom K�ppur, but up 
here �n the cho�r loft, �t was S�mkhas Torah, a hol�day of feast�ng and rejo�c-
�ng. Th�s went on every year, the same jokes, the same fury.

My father would tell my uncle to stop act�ng l�ke an �d�ot, and the cho�r 
would sober up and s�ng. On the H�gh Holy Days there were at least twelve 
men, and when they sang the sound rang �n my ears unt�l I could hardly 
breathe. The floor v�brated under my new shoes, and the th�ck brass curta�n 
ra�l trembled �n my hand. I was afra�d, and transfixed.

There had been cantors �n my father’s fam�ly for five generat�ons, s�ngers 
and composers. My grandfather sang the�r mus�c and the trad�t�onal central 
European melod�es, hundreds of them, many of wh�ch he wrote down for 
the first t�me; h�s was one of the few vo�ces left after the second World War 
wh�ch knew these songs. He also wrote h�s own mus�c, always for h�s solo 
(he was a h�gh bar�tone but he tr�ed to s�ng tenor) accompan�ed by cho�r, 
w�th bar�tone and bass solos for my father and uncle. There was no eastern 
European wh�n�ng and wa�l�ng here; th�s mus�c was r�ch and melod�c. It 
sounded l�ke Schubert, l�ke Verd�, then there would be a tune as modal and 
haunt�ng as a troubadour’s, as anc�ent as the med�eval hymn �t accompan�ed. 
Each hol�day had �ts own mus�c, �ts part�cular melod�es that recurred aga�n 
and aga�n, �ts le�tmot�fs.

My grandfather’s mus�c was lav�sh, excess�ve, glor�ous. He resented �t when 
the rabb� �nterrupted to read a passage �n Engl�sh. My grandfather repeated 
those passages, espec�ally slowly �n Hebrew. He sang the ent�re serv�ce; eyes 
closed, he vaulted �nto arpegg�os and falsetto cadenzas. He was gorgeous �n 
h�s black robe, �n a wh�te robe for the H�gh Holy Days, and �n h�s hat, black 
or wh�te, shaped l�ke the on�on dome of a Russ�an Orthodox church. He 
thumped the beat w�th h�s palm on the lectern.

My father’s p�tch p�pe wheezed l�ke a harmon�ca as he tr�ed to follow my 
grandfather’s wander�ngs from key-to-key. From the cho�r loft my father, h�s 
eyes bulg�ng w�th frustrat�on, h�ssed “C sharp!” or “Papa, G!” but Abba rarely 
pa�d attent�on. He was obey�ng the psalm: “Make a joyful no�se unto the Lord, 
come before h�s presence w�th s�ng�ng.”
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I could not s�ng. My vo�ce was h�gh, and �t wavered. It was too h�gh to h�tch 
a r�de on any of the men’s vo�ces. I heard the�r harmon�es �n a tangle, and I 
could not separate one l�ne and stay w�th �t. My father laughed at me. “You’re 
just l�ke your mother,” he sa�d, “you can’t carry a tune.” Cruel. I d�d not want 
to be l�ke my mother, I wanted to be l�ke the men.

It was not unt�l years later that I understood what made my father speak to 
me that way: he, a grown man �n h�s fort�es, was st�ll chas�ng h�s father, who 
was never go�ng to let h�m catch up. My anger has s�mmered down, though 
�t’s never ent�rely gone; my father, after all, let my brother s�ng. But perhaps 
�t has been up to me to let my father know that I want to s�ng, too. And over 
the years he has heard.

* * * * * *
The synagogue, then, held much I could not do, and much of what I wanted. 
Th�s trad�t�on, th�s world of suffer�ng and rejo�c�ng to mus�c �n a fore�gn lan-
guage, was too �ntr�cate for a ch�ld to understand. I could not read Hebrew 
fluently l�ke my grandfather and father; nobody �n my generat�on could; the 
letters, elegant black teardrops, often made no sense desp�te Hebrew school 
three t�mes a week. At the Passover seders my grandfather made each of us 
ch�ldren read aloud from the Haggadah, and �f we hes�tated even for a second 
over a syllable, he jumped �n w�th a correct�on. Out of self-defense, we smart 
ones memor�zed paragraphs and �nterrupted h�s chant�ng to read the same 
words every year. I d�d not understand Hebrew grammar unt�l I stud�ed �t �n 
college. But understand�ng was never the po�nt: wonder was.

There was an abundance of wonder. We celebrated to excess. On Hanukkah, 
when most fam�l�es l�t one menorah, we l�t four. The seder table extended �nto 
the l�v�ng room, my grandfather had so many guests for Passover. After h�s 
w�fe d�ed, Abba cooked everyth�ng but dessert: eggs, gefilte fish, matzo ball 
soup, meat, vegetables. The women baked cakes and competed for pra�se; 
they also served and cleared the elaborate meal. The men sang. I wanted to 
stay at the table and s�ng, but my mother, who hated help�ng, made me help 
her. Later, when I was older, I — never one to avo�d a battle — baked, too.

We sang every paragraph of the Haggadah. We went on for hours after 
d�nner; we had two or three melod�es for some of the psalms and prayers: 
my great-grandfather’s, my great-great-grandfather’s, Mrs. Werner’s father’s 
(Mrs. Werner was a refugee from H�tler who came to the seders and whose 
cakes, to the d�stress of the women �n my fam�ly, were superb). Abba shouted 
at everybody — h�s ch�ldren, h�s grandch�ldren — to behave; he pounded on 
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the table for s�lence, wh�ch he never got, and to keep the rhythm. By now the 
damask tablecloth was sta�ned lavender from sp�lled w�ne.

My grandfather, my father and my uncle: the�r three loud, compet�ng vo�ces 
dom�nated the s�ng�ng. The rest of us, accord�ng to our natures, cont�nued 
to aud�t�on or we shut up. We ended the seder w�th Had Gadyoh, a song of a 
k�d eaten by a cat, wh�ch was eaten by a dog, wh�ch was k�lled by an ox, verse 
by verse, all the way up to the Angel of Death, and the Holy One, Blessed 
be He. The Angel of Death was my grandfather’s solo. When I grew up, the 
last verse, the Holy One, Blessed be He, became m�ne. After I fin�shed, we 
repeated that verse, as loud and as fast as we could and ended on a w�ld, d�s-
sonant chord, through wh�ch, hold�ng some note un�quely her own, I could 
always make out my mother’s p�erc�ng alto.

We s�ghed w�th rel�ef — we were nervous about pleas�ng Abba; was he 
worr�ed about pleas�ng God? — and exhaust�on and sat�sfact�on. It had been a 
good performance. The next n�ght, we d�d �t all over aga�n, every word, every 
note; even the arguments, the yell�ng at my cous�ns, the resentments over 
who had to clear the table, became part of the serv�ce.

Once a year on S�mhat Torah, the day when the read�ng of the five books 
of Moses �s completed and begun aga�n, we celebrated �n the synagogue. I 
remember the process�on of the Torahs, w�th the�r s�lver breastplates and 
po�nters and bells, carr�ed around the synagogue seven t�mes by the men �n 
the congregat�on, and we ch�ldren, carry�ng paper Israel� flags and apples, 
brought up the rear. The women, who d�d not carry Torahs, crowded to the 
a�sles to k�ss the scrolls.

The year I was twelve I demanded to be perm�tted to carry a Torah �n the 
process�on. My father argued my case, and I was g�ven a small one, dressed 
�n deep red velvet w�th gold embro�dery. I was the first woman �n the h�story 
of the congregat�on to do so. I don’t th�nk I have ever felt prouder, or more 
uneasy.

Soon after that, my father got a job �n New York. We only returned to 
Balt�more for the H�gh Holy Days and Passover. We jo�ned a synagogue on 
Long Island; my brother and I attended Hebrew school, but not serv�ces. They 
were ugly. The mus�c was ugly, the cantor had a terr�ble vo�ce, and I had never 
had to s�t through a sermon �n my l�fe. The demot�on to aud�ence was not as 
pa�nful as the lack of beauty �n the performance. It was an ex�le.

But �n my first year at college, I dec�ded not to fly to Balt�more for Yom 
K�ppur. I dreaded that day because of the fast�ng and the long serv�ces, the 
endless repet�t�on of s�ns, all of wh�ch I had comm�tted, the stor�es of martyr-
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dom, centur�es of slaughter. I thought by stay�ng away I could avo�d the dread. 
The eve of the hol�day, I went w�th fr�ends �n Boston to the�r synagogue for 
Kol N�dre serv�ces. From the first note, I wept, from homes�ckness and the 
unbearable ugl�ness of the sound. The next morn�ng, I took a seven o’clock 
plane to Balt�more. I never felt so welcomed or loved. My father wept when 
he saw me; but I was com�ng back for an even deeper comfort.

In the afternoon as we began the Ne’�lah serv�ce, just before sundown, low 
golden l�ght from the b�g w�ndows filled the synagogue, g�ld�ng the walls and 
the b�mah and the wh�te velvet curta�n of the ark, g�ld�ng the Torahs �n the�r 
wh�te velvet covers, sh�n�ng on the ha�r of the ch�ldren �n the congregat�on 
and on my grandfather’s wh�te ha�r below h�s domed hat. I felt the exaltat�on 
of the day l�ke sunl�ght on my body. I was be�ng cleansed. I loved th�s mo-
ment, these men; th�s �s what I was, what I was pr�v�leged to know, however 
�mperfectly.

Ne’�lah means clos�ng; the last serv�ce of Yom K�ppur, �t symbol�zes the 
clos�ng of the gates of heaven. Our fate for the com�ng year has been wr�tten, 
and sealed at Ne’�lah �nto the Book of L�fe, or Remembrance, or Deeds; that 
book has many names. The melod�es for the H�gh Holy Days are repeated for 
the last t�me �n the last confess�ons, the last pleas for forg�veness. The serv�ce 
ends w�th a declarat�on of fa�th. The Shema: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord �s our 
God, the Lord �s One” �s sa�d once. “Bless the name of the Lord” �s repeated 
three t�mes, and “The Lord, He �s God” �s repeated seven t�mes, followed by 
one long note on the shofar, the ram’s horn. My grandfather was �n h�s e�ght-
�es; h�s vo�ce blasted l�ke a shofar, round and full w�thout v�brato, a call �n 
the w�lderness echo�ng �n the synagogue dome. He counted the repet�t�ons 
on h�s fingers so he wouldn’t get lost, and so d�d my father and my uncle. I 
never tr�ed to stay away aga�n.

* * * * * *
Abba was gett�ng old; h�s memory was go�ng. A layer of gray gr�me coated 
the l�mestone walls of the synagogue, and broken panes of the watery glass 
had been replaced w�th cheap clear ones. The wh�te velvet curta�ns were 
yellowed; the curta�n across the cho�r loft badly frayed; only five men came 
to s�ng �n the cho�r on Yom K�ppur. F�nally one year my grandfather d�d not 
conduct serv�ces; he d�dn’t even know what day �t was. My father took h�s 
place, at s�xty-three a cantor for the first t�me.

That afternoon I was tak�ng a break �n my grandfather’s apartment across 
the street from the shul. He looked up from h�s cha�r and asked me whether 
today was Yom K�ppur. It was, I sa�d. He was upset. He �ns�sted on gett�ng 
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dressed. He put on h�s be�ge gabard�ne su�t and h�s felt Homburg and asked 
for h�s s�lver-banded cane. We took the elevator downsta�rs and walked 
slowly across the street, up the stone steps to the front door of the synagogue. 
We walked down the a�sle and sat �n the front row of the congregat�on. My 
father was just beg�nn�ng Ne’�lah. The ark was open, and the sun gleamed 
on the s�lver Torah ornaments. The synagogue was filled w�th golden l�ght 
and a feel�ng of heady t�redness after a day of fast�ng. In h�s beaut�ful, deep 
vo�ce, my father sang the last suppl�cat�ons: “Our Father, our K�ng, seal us �n 
the Book of L�fe, answer our prayers, look upon us w�th r�ghteousness and 
k�ndness, save us.”

He took the shofar out of �ts cover and put �t on the lectern. My grandfather 
stood. “Take me up,” he ordered. I held h�s arm, but he d�dn’t need help. He 
walked to the steps of the b�mah and shook me away. He mounted the sta�rs 
and crossed to the lectern. My father moved as�de. My grandfather gr�pped 
the lectern w�th both hands, t�lted h�s head back to the heavens and w�th a 
vo�ce clear and full and p�erc�ng as a young man’s he began the Shema: “Hear 
O Israel...”

He was magn�ficent; he was a glor�ous old man. He knew God l�stened 
when he prayed; God was h�s real aud�ence. Abba stole the show. My heart 
went out to my father.

The follow�ng year, Abba stayed home, and my father got through the 
whole day alone. Then a group of people t�red of the suburbs re�ncorporated 
the synagogue �nto a new congregat�on that h�red �ts own full-t�me cantor. 
We stopped go�ng to Balt�more for the hol�days. Abba had to be moved to a 
nurs�ng home. At the end of h�s l�fe he had forgotten everyth�ng but mus�c; 
he knew no one. But when my father v�s�ted and sang, perhaps a Sabbath 
prayer, Abba sang along and recogn�zed h�s son’s vo�ce.

Abba d�ed when he was n�nety-s�x. My father d�d not know where to hold 
the funeral. “In shul,” my brother and I sa�d. “It’s too b�g,” my father answered. 
“Nobody remembers h�m. Nobody w�ll come.” Well, the house was sold out, 
as we used to say �n the cho�r loft. All the old cho�r members were there; 
they sang from the b�mah. After the funeral, we had a party, and my uncle, 
the jazz p�an�st, �mprov�sed to the tune of a Sabbath prayer: “The Torah �s a 
tree of l�fe.”

I’m not sure how �t happened, but my father never m�ssed a Yom K�ppur. 
He found the synagogue �n Rockland, Ma�ne. We have l�ved near there sum-
mers for more than th�rty years, but never had much to do w�th the small 
Jew�sh commun�ty, wh�ch has been here s�nce the turn of the century. The 
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congregat�on �ncludes lawyers and doctors, dent�sts and merchants, a man 
who works on a herr�ng boat, a woman who bakes bagels, and the mayor of 
Monhegan Island. At least one woman �n the congregat�on dresses to k�ll.

My father �s a d�st�ngu�shed composer; at the age of seventy-three he’s 
even becom�ng famous. And there he �s, every year on the H�gh Holy Days. 
I’m �mmensely grateful to the congregat�on for hav�ng us. Otherw�se we’d 
have no place to go. In the beg�nn�ng I th�nk they were uncomfortable that 
I, a woman, stood on the b�mah throughout the serv�ces, but I’m part of the 
act, and now, as long as I wear a yarmulke, they don’t m�nd. To my surpr�se, 
I know the serv�ce pract�cally by heart, the words and the mus�c.

Wh�le my grandfather was al�ve, we could not beg�n the Kol N�dre serv�ce 
w�thout tears. My father and my brother and I would weep, remember�ng 
what �t was l�ke, the grandeur, the s�ng�ng that you could hear outs�de on the 
street, remember�ng my grandfather beg�nn�ng the prayers. Nobody but th�s 
fam�ly knows that mus�c; I don’t know whether �t was lost �n the murders of 
the Second World War or �n the prom�se of Amer�ca. We used to mourn 
what was lost; th�s year we d�d not weep. Maybe �t hasn’t all been lost, or 
maybe we’re healed.

One prayer for me �s the most beaut�ful of the serv�ce; a part of �t goes: “The 
shofar �s sounded. A st�ll, small vo�ce �s heard. Even the angels are fr�ghtened 
and tremble as they say: ‘The day of judgement �s here!’” It was the cho�r’s 
b�g number, solos for everybody, compl�cated vocal l�nes, a real product�on. 
I don’t th�nk that the tenor ever came �n on cue; my father always yelled at 
h�m afterwards.

In Ma�ne at first we used to try and fake �t, but the echoes of the old cho�r 
were louder �n our ears than we were. It’s gotten s�mpler each year. Th�s year, 
my father even forgot to g�ve my brother h�s solo, wh�ch used to belong to 
my uncle. Next year, my brother won’t let h�m make that m�stake.

Th�s year the hol�days fell �n October; Yom K�ppur was cold and clear. In 
the afternoon, dur�ng the break �n the serv�ces, I went home and changed 
�nto jeans and cl�mbed a mounta�n. Outs�de �t was a secular day, the roads 
clogged w�th tour�sts look�ng at leaves. I got lost, on a tra�l I’ve taken hun-
dreds of t�mes. When I was a l�ttle g�rl my father would take me for a walk 
around the reservo�r on Yom K�ppur afternoon. Now he stays �n shul all day, 
as my grandfather d�d. My father �s �n h�s sevent�es now, but h�s vo�ce �s as 
pure as ever.

You can see the ocean from the synagogue �n Rockland, and you can also 
smell the sard�ne factory. I made �t back to shul just �n t�me for Ne’�lah. The 
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street was s�lent. None of the synagogue’s ne�ghbors �s Jew�sh. It’s a street 
w�th few trees, potholes, nondescr�pt clapboard houses, a couple of t�ed-up 
dogs and a l�ttle donut shop. It must be l�ke Ivanc�ce, the town where my 
father grew up.

When he ended the serv�ce, he counted the repet�t�ons on h�s fingers so 
he wouldn’t lose track, and so d�d my brother, and so d�d I. My father’s vo�ce 
was deep and loud and clear, and he blew a blast on the shofar that must have 
lasted half-a-m�nute, as strong and p�erc�ng as the foghorn �n the harbor.

Deborah Weisgall is the daughter of the late composer Hugo Weisgall, founding chair 
of the Cantors Institute faculty at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, and 
the granddaughter of Abba Yosef Weisgal who served as cantor at Chizuk Amuno 
Congregation in Baltimore for 52 years. When not climbing mountains in northern 
New England she’s either skiing them or writing novels like A Joyful Noise (1999) and 
a forthcoming novel about George Eliot for Houghton Mifflin, due out in 2008. This 
reminiscence of incidents that took place in the 50s and 60s was written in 1995.
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Marcia Falk’s Book of Blessings
Reviewed by Arnold Jacob Wolf

These are not espec�ally devout t�mes �n the h�story of our people’s sp�r�tual 
career. I would not have expected �n advance any outpour�ng of new prayer 
books of qual�ty and �mag�nat�on. Perhaps �t �s prec�sely the vo�d �n our �n-
ner l�ves that calls forth pass�onate, even somewhat desperate, attempts to 
refash�on and to reconfigure our trad�t�onal l�turg�es. From all w�ngs of Jew�sh 
rel�g�ous l�fe — the Orthodox r�ght, represented by the many prayer books 
publ�shed by Artscroll, the left, exempl�fied by Marc�a Falk’s poet�c Book of 
Blessings, a non-prayer book, and all the organ�zed movements �n between 
— we have new projects and new volumes of prayers and commentary.

There are two tendenc�es at work �n these new prayer books, and the two 
seem to me utterly contrad�ctory. One �s the recovery of trad�t�onal texts: more 
Hebrew, more lost or formerly object�onable �deas and formulat�ons, more 
pages of more unfam�l�ar words that come from the past h�story of Jew�sh 
worsh�p. The other trend �s a relentless censorsh�p of words and �deas found 
eth�cally �mperm�ss�ble or aesthet�cally repuls�ve. The most obv�ous tendency 
of th�s k�nd �s an express�on of Jew�sh fem�n�sm, a doctr�ne that holds that 
our new l�turgy must be rendered gender-free and unm�stakably neutral as 
to male or female �n all respects. But th�s �s not the only force at work. The 
Reconstruct�on�st dogma that the Jews are not a chosen people or the ArtScroll 
�ns�stence that no word may ever be changed or refocused desp�te the known 
h�story of a chang�ng, �ndeed an ever-chang�ng S�ddur, are both examples of 
many �deolog�es at work to fash�on the serv�ce accord�ng to one or another 
supposed theolog�cal pr�nc�ple. Obv�ously, recovery and reconstruct�on are 
compat�ble only w�th the greatest of d�fficult�es and the most strenuous k�nd 
of man�pulat�on. It �s hard to go back to the past when you conce�ve of that 
past as patr�archal, pr�m�t�ve, superst�t�ous, or m�staken. It �s hard to make 
the l�turg�es more attract�ve and access�ble �f you hold that the new �s ipso 
facto forb�dden by the Torah. Yet both tendenc�es are everywhere at work: 
recovery and rad�cal �nnovat�on are both omn�present.

The amount of commentary �n most of these prayer books suggests that they 
are as much for study as for daven�ng or, perhaps, that the ed�tors do not trust 
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people to be able to pray w�thout a good deal of �nformat�on, encouragement, 
and mot�vat�on. The Reconstruct�on�sts, �n part�cular, are very concerned to 
structure the l�turgy most carefully so as to �nsp�re more kavvanah and lead 
to more sp�r�tual success. One has the feel�ng about the�r and others’ attempts 
that somet�mes m�cro-manag�ng commun�ty worsh�p does as much harm as 
good. There �s a v�rtue �n spontane�ty, even �n randomness �n prayer, along 
w�th fixed formulat�on.

The commentar�es are meant to �nform as well as to �nsp�re. B�bl�cal and, 
often, many other references are prov�ded. Why? For further research, or to 
shore up the val�d�ty of the prayer texts? There seems to be more comfort 
�n try�ng to understand the words than �n try�ng to commun�cate w�th God, 
the God Who, as Abraham Heschel often sa�d, �s the real problem of modern 
prayer. These books are for the student at least as much as for the worsh�per. 
But �t may be that all of us who would become worsh�pers must beg�n as 
students �n these t�mes of both sp�r�tual dearth and sp�r�tual awaken�ng.

* * * * * *
Marc�a Falk �s the accla�med translator and �nterpreter of the Song of Songs. 
For many years she has been work�ng met�culously and caut�ously on a book of 
Jew�sh prayers wh�ch now has appeared, to general approbat�on and grat�tude. 
Wh�le hardly a complete S�ddur, her Book of Blessings �s full of �nsp�red trans-
lat�ons of the trad�t�onal l�turgy and of modern Hebrew and Y�dd�sh poems 
by women poets whose work �s worthy of be�ng heard or heard aga�n.

Poetry �s not, however, prayer. Med�tat�on �s not qu�te worsh�p. “Pass�onate 
reflect�on,” as Walter Kaufmann called �t, �s not prec�sely what Juda�sm has 
usually called prayer. M�sspell�ng h�s name and espous�ng Kaufmann’s v�ews, 
Falk leaves herself open to the k�nd of cr�t�c�sm that he deservedly �ncurred. 
Whatever these “prayers” turn out to be, they are very beaut�ful, �ndeed:

Hal’lu: Praise
Pra�se the world- bursts through pa�n
pra�se �ts fullness and the moment
and �ts long�ng, when the whole
�ts beauty and �ts gr�ef. bursts forth �n joy.

Pra�se stone and fire, Pra�se the dy�ng beauty
l�lac and r�ver,  w�th all your breath
and the sol�tary b�rd at the w�ndow. and, pra�s�ng, see

Pra�se the moment the beauty of the world
when the whole  �s your own.
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Sh’ma: Communal Declaration of Faith

Hear, O Israel- 
The d�v�ne abounds everywhere 

and dwells �n everyth�ng; 
the many are One.

Lov�ng l�fe  We w�ll teach th�s to our ch�ldren
and �ts myster�ous source  throughout the passage of the day-
w�th all our heart  as we dwell �n our homes
and all our sp�r�t,  and as we go on our journeys,
all our senses and strength,  from the t�me we r�se
we take upon ourselves  unt�l we fall asleep.
and �nto ourselves  And may our act�ons
these prom�ses:  be fa�thful to our words
to care for the earth  that our ch�ldren’s ch�ldren
and those who l�ve upon �t,  may l�ve to know:
to pursue just�ce and peace, Truth and k�ndness 
to love k�ndness and compass�on. have embraced,
 peace and just�ce 
 have k�ssed and are one.

One of Falk’s polem�cs �s aga�nst the separat�on of body and soul, of “mas-
cul�ne” sp�r�t from “fem�n�ne” flesh, as she somet�mes �mpl�es. Th�s g�ves 
her the opportun�ty to rev�se the great prayer at the end of the Sabbath, 
Havdalah, wh�ch �s preem�nently a statement of d�st�nct�ons between the 
holy and the profane, between the Sabbath and the week, between Israel 
and the nat�ons:

Distinctions

Let us d�st�ngu�sh parts w�th�n the whole 
and bless the�r d�fferences.

L�ke the Sabbath and the s�x days of creat�on, 
may our l�ves be made whole through relat�on.

As rest makes the Sabbath prec�ous, 
may our work g�ve mean�ng to the week.

Let us separate the Sabbath 
from other days of the week, 

seek�ng hol�ness �n each.
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Falk does not bel�eve �n a personal God, desp�te the �ns�stence of her trusted 
�nterlocutors, Lawrence Hoffman and Rachel Adler, that only a personal God 
can �nsp�re or mandate rel�g�ous comm�tment. Her v�s�ons of the trad�t�onal 
bless�ngs consc�ously finesse the trad�t�onal formulat�on of God as K�ng or 
commander Who g�ves us spec�fic tasks for wh�ch we return thanks:

Blessing Before the Meal Blessing After the Meal

Let us bless the source of l�fe  Let us acknowledge the source of l�fe,
that br�ngs forth bread from the earth. source of all nour�shment.

      
  May we protect the bount�ful earth 
 that �t may cont�nue to susta�n us,

      
   and let us seek sustenance

 for all who dwell �n the world.
 
For her, personal�ty �mpl�es anthropomorph�sm and even spec�es�sm, the 
dangerous doctr�ne that people are more prec�ous than other forms of l�fe. 
(How many plants or an�mals would she sacr�fice to save her ch�ld’s l�fe, I won-
der.) So prayers must reflect the equ�valence of all l�fe and all of nature. Th�s 
�s surely problemat�c for the Jew who accepts a h�erarchy of God’s creat�on, 
however profound our love may be for other spec�es. The moon �s equal to 
the sun, �n Falk’s eyes. God �s nature wr�t large and, so, transcendence col-
lapses �nto �mmanence:
 

Renewal of the Moon

I l�ft my eyes to the h�lls: 
heaven and earth are my comforts.
By day the sun does not harm me, 

by n�ght the moon �s my gu�de.

It renews �ts l�ght 
for those just beg�nn�ng, 

who w�ll one day find 
the�r own renewal.

May the moon 
be as pra�sed as the sun 

and all be equal 
as when we began.
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The real �ssue �s: can we pray what we do not (yet?) bel�eve? Marc�a Falk �s so 
certa�n of what she bel�eves and of what she w�ll never bel�eve that she must 
bowdler�ze the trad�t�onal S�ddur. For my part, I hardly know what I bel�eve 
and what I only w�sh I could bel�eve. Unl�ke early, rat�onal�st�c Reform l�tur-
g�sts, I want the prayer book to express not only my v�ews or even our v�ews, 
but also what the generat�ons have held to be sacred and what I may some day 
come to accept. We should not censor our class�cs to make them conform to 
our pol�t�cal or theolog�cal wh�m. If th�s be hypocr�sy, make the most of �t. 
Even Falk seems to sense that more �s at stake than verbal honesty.

Sanctification over Wine for Sabbath Eve

There was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. 
The heavens and earth were complete, with all their host.

  Genes�s 1:�1-�:1

Let us bless the source of l�fe 
that r�pens fru�t on the v�ne 

as we hallow the seventh day-
the Sabbath day- 

�n remembrance of creat�on, 
for the Sabbath �s first 

among holy days,
recall�ng the exodus 

and the covenant.

In the beauty of these phrases, Marc�a Falk has helped us all to hear the words 
of our trad�t�on and to make some of them our own.

Arnold Jacob wolf is Rabbi Emeritus of K.A.M. Isaiah Israel Congregation in Chi-
cago, and author of Unfinished Rabbi: The Selected Writings of Arnold Jacob 
Wolf. This review is reprinted with permission on the tenth anniversary of its 
original appearance in JUDAISM, Spring 1997.

* * * * * *
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Selections from Marcia Falk’s “Blessings” — in Song,
Performed by Linda Hirschorn and Fran Avni 
CD available from www.vocolot.com

Reviewed by Kimberly Komrad

Th�s collect�on, �nterpret�ng mus�cally words excerpted from Marc�a Falk’s 
The Book of Blessings: New Jewish Prayers for Daily Life, the Sabbath and the 
New Moon Festival, Harper Coll�ns, 1996, �s a sooth�ng, calm�ng stream of 
twenty-one folk-�nsp�red melod�es, rang�ng �n durat�on from twenty-three 
seconds to nearly five m�nutes. It sets to mus�c a set of poet�c, non-h�erar-
ch�cal, gender-�nclus�ve, alternat�ve Jew�sh prayers for our t�me, �n Hebrew 
and Engl�sh.

The overall feel�ng of the album �s soulful and med�tat�ve, w�th a d�st�nctly 
fem�n�ne gentleness. Its repet�t�veness, w�th a cha�n of related mus�cal themes, 
lends �tself well to med�tat�on, heal�ng serv�ces, women’s prayer gather�ngs, 
and other creat�ve serv�ces.

 “Bless�ng Before the Meal” �s part�cularly lovely, w�th L�nda H�rschorn’s 
and Fran Avn�’s vo�ces �nterweav�ng a tune, beaut�ful �n �ts s�mpl�c�ty, w�th 
soul-touch�ng harmon�es. A h�ghl�ght of the collect�on �s “Susta�n�ng L�fe, 
Embrac�ng Death,” a song �n both Hebrew and Engl�sh, wh�ch leads �nto a 
mesmer�z�ng, textured round. The refra�n of “Havdalah: Part�ng R�tual for 
the Sabbath,” wh�ch �ncludes vo�ces of men and ch�ldren, �s rem�n�scent of 
the Lad�no song, “Cuando el Rey N�mrod,” but also �ncludes some mov�ngly 
chanted nusah.

A var�ety of �nstruments, �nclud�ng saxophone, flute, trumpet, acoust�c 
and electr�c gu�tar, mandol�n, bass, keyboard, balala�ka, and v�ol�n, add a r�ch 
world mus�c style backdrop to the collect�on. H�rschorn’s and Avn�’s vo�ces 
blend together well, �n some very pleasant harmon�es throughout. As beaut�-
ful as most of the �nd�v�dual p�eces are, they have a tendency to run together, 
sound�ng very much al�ke. The album does not offer much var�ety �n rhythm 
or vocal dynam�cs, mak�ng �t a b�t fat�gu�ng to l�sten to �n one s�tt�ng. Many 
select�ons sound l�ke var�at�ons of fam�l�ar Israel� folk songs. Overall, Selec-
tions from Marcia Falk’s Blessings in Song �s a lovely, worthwh�le contr�but�on 
to the body of creat�ve, gender-neutral Jew�sh prayer mus�c.

Kimberly Komrad is hazzan at Kehilat Shalom in Gaithersburg, MD. She has chaired 
the Cantors Assembly’s Seaboard Region for ten years, and performed cantorial and 



�18

operatic music at concerts around the United States. Recently, she lectured on the 
Aleppo Codex at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC.

* * * * * *
Andrew Bernard’s The Sound of Sacred Time: 
A Basic Music Theory Textbook to Teach the 
Jewish Prayer Modes, 2005

Reviewed by Patrice Kaplan

The art of nusah ha-t’fillah has been an oral trad�t�on for centur�es and anyone 
who has learned Jew�sh prayer modes knows that the study requ�res a great 
deal of oral transm�ss�on. That may be espec�ally so because of the dearth 
of wr�tten mater�al on th�s subject. However, Jews have always found a way 
to document oral trad�t�on, espec�ally when there was a fear of los�ng that 
trad�t�on. In The Sound of Sacred Time, Cantor Andrew Bernard presents a 
clear descr�pt�on and compend�um of the bas�c Jew�sh prayer modes.

He descr�bes h�s book as “a bas�c mus�c theory textbook to teach the Jew�sh 
prayer modes...des�gned for mus�c�ans tra�ned �n Western tonal theory who 
are study�ng trad�t�onal Jew�sh l�turg�cal mus�c....”1 H�s tra�n�ng as a mus�c�an 
�s obv�ous (he had earned a Bachelor’s, Master’s, and Doctorate �n Mus�c 
even before becom�ng an �nvested cantor and rece�v�ng h�s Master of Sacred 
Mus�c degree). H�s wr�t�ng assumes a bas�c knowledge of western harmony. 
The book funct�ons well both as a supplement for students of hazzanut and 
as a reference resource. Its strength l�es �n the clar�ty of �ts expos�t�on and �n 
the volume of �ts mus�cal examples. 

 Cantor Bernard first �ntroduces the three bas�c prayer modes �nd�v�dually 
�n separate chapters — Mage�n Avot, Ahavah Rabbah, and Adona� Malakh. 
Chapter Four deals w�th compound modes and Chapter F�ve (the final chapter) 
d�scusses modulat�ons, excurs�ons and �dent�fy�ng phrases. The first append�x 
— wh�ch occup�es approx�mately one-th�rd of the ent�re book — charts the 
prayer modes for Weekdays, Shabbat, H�gh Holy Days and the Three Fest�-
vals. The second append�x g�ves an overv�ew of the h�story and structure of 
the Jew�sh prayer modes. 

Cantor Bernard has done an adm�rable job of deal�ng w�th the d�fficult�es of 
document�ng an oral trad�t�on. One of h�s tools �s to c�te numerous examples. 

1 Andrew Bernard, The Sound of Sacred Time, page v.
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H�s ma�n text c�tes over 170 mus�cal examples, and the first append�x c�tes 
nearly �00 add�t�onal examples. He has also developed techn�cal prowess �n 
formatt�ng the excerpts and explanat�ons to clearly document the deta�ls of 
h�s descr�pt�ons. H�s adept use of color, l�nes, arrows, c�rcles, and boxes �n 
h�s mus�cal examples makes th�s text both v�sually attract�ve and part�cularly 
�llum�nat�ng. 

He has taken a subject that �s complex and d�fficult to expla�n, and pre-
sented �t �n a well-organ�zed way. He quotes Dr. El�yahu Schle�fer say�ng �n a 
lecture that the art of cantor�al chant �s “an endless ser�es of var�at�ons on a 
model wh�ch does not ex�st.”� However, Cantor Bernard uses so many clear 
examples of nusah �n h�s book, and presents h�s top�c so �ntell�g�bly, that he 
nearly does bu�ld a model for the student. 

H�s first three chapters are espec�ally commendable �n that they expla�n 
the modes and g�ve lots of examples. These chapters are s�m�lar �n style to 
Charles Dav�dson’s Immunim Be-Nusach Ha-Tefillah, but have no “work-
book” aspect — the “answers” for the student are �n full v�ew. (On the other 
hand, Bernard’s text offers no pedagog�cal approach and �s structurally less 
a textbook than a reference catalogue.) The follow�ng two chapters deal w�th 
compound modes and modulat�ons, excurs�ons and �dent�fy�ng phrases. 
These chapters are more �n a style of a sampl�ng. (More �nformat�on on the 
Sel�hah mode can be found �n Dav�dson’s Immunim and Joseph Lev�ne’s 
Synagogue Song in America. More examples of �dent�fy�ng phrases can be 
found �n Append�x C of the latter book, where Dr. Lev�ne charts th�rty-n�ne 
M�-S�na� tunes, �n pr�mary and recurr�ng usage.) Cantor Bernard touches on 
the Ukra�n�an-Dor�an mode but makes no ment�on of the Study mode. He 
takes obv�ous pleasure �n d�ssect�ng the prayer modes. The joy of h�s exam�-
nat�on seems to culm�nate �n h�s final chapter w�th a sett�ng from Sel�hot by 
Israel Alter that defies analys�s.� 

I first encountered th�s book �n �ts smaller or�g�nal form as Cantor Bernard’s 
1998 thes�s for the Master of Sacred Mus�c degree. The thes�s vers�on �ncluded 
four chapters: the h�story and structure of the modes as an overv�ew (now 
Append�x �), and the bas�c descr�pt�ons of the three ma�n modes (now the 
first three chapters). The book vers�on �s greatly expanded. One of �ts h�gh-
l�ghts �s the first append�x — s�xty-five pages of extens�ve charts of nusah that 
are clear and understandable. He wr�tes that th�s chart �s “the resource I’ve 
always wanted on my bookshelf. It �s a qu�ck reference show�ng the standard 

2 Ibid., page 176.
3 Ibid., pages 94 & 95.
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l�turgy w�th appropr�ate nusach.“� Now, readers of the Journal can be glad to 
have �t on the�r shelves as well! 

The book bears no ISBN number, and �s not eas�ly ava�lable. Instead, the 
author can be reached d�rectly: Cantor Andrew Bernard, Temple Beth El, 
5101 Prov�dence Road, Charlotte, NC �8��6 (70�) �66-19�8, ext. 107, or 
cantorb@carol�na.rr.com
 
Patrice Kaplan has served Temple Sholom in Broomall (a suburb of Philadelphia), PA, 
as cantor for over 20 years. She received her Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in Music 
from Temple University and her cantorial certification from the American Conference 
of Cantors. She has served on the executive boards of the Delaware Valley Cantors’ 
Conference and the Women Cantors’ Network. 

* * * * * *

Abba’s Faith — Emunat Abba: The Sacred Chant of 
Abba Yosef Weisgal, transcribed and edited by 
Joseph A . Levine

Reviewed by Sharon Bernstein

The mus�cal port�on of Joseph A. Lev�ne’s comprehens�ve d�ssertat�on, Emu-
nat Abba, �s celebrat�ng �ts twenty-fifth ann�versary �n a brand new re-release 
by the Cantors Assembly. Wh�le the unpubl�shed Analys�s and B�ography 
port�ons of h�s doctoral study occupy another 500 pages, the �09 pages of 
transcr�bed chant that are the subject of th�s rev�ew �nclude a tremendous 
array of hazzan�c mater�al for H�gh Holy Days, Fest�vals, Sabbath, Weekday, 
and spec�al occas�ons, a chunk of wh�ch can’t be found elsewhere. Acqu�r�ng 
�t should be the eas�est dec�s�on of �007. 

Th�s book conta�ns some of the most deta�led, spec�fic, and careful tran-
scr�b�ng that I have seen. S�ng�ng through passages, follow�ng Joe’s d�st�nct�ve 
�nd�cat�ons (“hero�cally”, “yearn�ngly”), st�ck�ng to the met�culous note values 
and rests, I felt the vo�ce of another cantor, another rhythm and style, com�ng 
through me, g�v�ng these fam�l�ar words new mean�ng. 

There are, �n my m�nd, two uses for a book of hazzanut: one �s to find a 
“p�ece”, a new Kedushah or Kol N�dre; someth�ng to add to your reperto�re. 

4 Ibid., page 103.



��1

There’s plenty of that �n Emunat Abba – pull �t out the next t�me you’re �n 
search of a new someth�ng. 

The other purpose �s to learn, to find new poss�b�l�t�es w�th�n the nusah, 
to see how someone else does or d�d �t. It �s for th�s that I find Emunat Abba 
to be so r�ch: �n �ts presentat�on of the cantor’s art as a balance of fireworks, 
pla�n nusah, and congregat�onal melody; �n the nusah �tself, part�cularly �n 
the less elaborate sett�ngs, wh�ch have unexpected tw�sts; and �n the �nclu-
s�on of texts and chant�ng wh�ch you rarely, �f ever, find wr�tten out, such 
as We�sgal’s cant�llat�on for Yam�m Nora�m, Shabbat, and Esther, h�s Torah 
B’rakhot, Mahashavot B’has�dut, Z’m�rot, She-Hu Noteh Shamayim follow-
�ng H�gh Holy Day Musaf Ale�nu, chunks of the Avodah serv�ce, Weekday 
M�nhah, chant�ng for the Haggadah, port�ons of Ne�lah, and a n�ce alternat�ve 
for Bohein Kol Eshtonot. It’s also n�ce to see bas�c respons�ve chant�ng w�th 
the kahal �ncluded �n places l�ke Kabbalat Shabbat (L’khu N’ran’na) and Hallel 
(B’tseit Yisraeil & Min Hameitsar), and a rend�t�on of Hadlakat ner Hanukah 
that �s completely d�fferent from the ub�qu�tous vers�on. 

The nusah �tself tends towards the s�mple, stra�ghtforward. Embell�shments, 
where they occur (more �n “b�g” p�eces, almost non-ex�stent �n bas�c passages) 
fall neatly �nto the l�ne, and can (�f you’re work�ng �n a no-embell�shment 
zone) be eas�ly cut. There are unusual patterns: extended passages on a s�ngle 
note and much use of chromat�c�sm (chant�ng on a s�ngle note or repeat�ng a 
mot�f, go�ng up and down chromat�cally). H�s use of acc�dentals �s flavourful, 
sp�cy, as �n Uv’Yom Simhat’khem, the word “t’ruat” go�ng from m�nor tr�ad to 
major and back to m�nor, play�ng w�th the A-flat �n Imru Leilohim, and the 
E-natural—�nstead of E-flat — pass�ng downward from G to D on Sh’vikin of 
Kol N�dre, although that m�ght be a common var�at�on I’m not fam�l�ar w�th. 
Weekday Arv�t �s mostly �n m�nor, w�th s�de tr�ps �nto major and Ahavah 
Rabbah (on the same root as the m�nor), and w�th a hunky-dory use of the 
lower 7th. There’s a wonderful modal�ty �n Kabbalat Shabbat, us�ng much of 
the scale below ton�c, trumpet�ng C major arpegg�os, much use of Ukra�n�an 
Dor�an and the flatted 7th, and, �n F-major, sharp�ng the F and go�ng �nto D 
major, mak�ng the overall tone deeper, more myster�ous. Some sett�ngs, such 
as Hamol al Ma’asekha, are del�c�ously s�mple and del�cate. 

Perhaps least �nterest�ng to me �n th�s book are the “b�gger” p�eces, such as 
Marom, Unetaneh Tokef, and M’hal La’avonoteinu. They s�t qu�te h�gh – too 
h�gh for a woman �n the pulp�t, probably too h�gh for most men as well, w�th 
too w�de of a range to just transpose them down – and where the s�ngle note 
chant�ng and chromat�c�sm felt exc�t�ng �n the less embell�shed texts, �n these 
sect�ons I found �t overly dramat�c w�thout enough melod�c and harmon�c 
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var�ance to susta�n. Joe Lev�ne took a s�m�lar stance �n the Foreword to Emunat 
Abba: “My exper�ence [�n restor�ng and transcr�b�ng my old mentor’s hab�tual 
pract�ce] confirmed what Jew�sh folk w�sdom had known all along, that any 
oral trad�t�on of mus�c �s preferable to �ts wr�tten counterpart. Abba We�sgal’s 
performance was �nfin�tely more al�ve and beaut�ful than h�s composed p�eces, 
wh�ch seem st�ff by compar�son.”

It �s th�s book’s g�ft that everyone w�ll find th�ngs that are useful and beau-
t�ful to them. My favor�tes, �n add�t�on to the p�eces ment�oned above, are 
the very beaut�fully shaped Hatsi Kaddish for H�gh Holy Days, a lovely Shir 
Hama’alot melody before B�rkat ha-Mazon, the chant�ng for Br�t M�lah, an 
Eishet Hayil and Adonai Ro’i for Levayah wh�ch are exqu�s�te, the beaut�ful 
Mizmor Shir l’yom Hashabat based on a Rouman�an folksong, the Do�na-
l�ke open�ng to Adonai Malakh Gei’ut Laveish, Vay’khullu and Aleinu from 
Shabbat Arv�t, the wonderful turn on “avote�nu” at the beg�nn�ng of Shabbat 
Shahar�t Ya’aleh V’yavo, the lovely hat�mot to R’tseh and Hatov �n Shabbat 
Musaf, Ein Keiloheinu sung to a Yugoslav�an Folksong, Ana Adonai, and the 
very sweet and lovely beg�nn�ng to Tal. 

A huge y’yasher koah and thank you to Joe for allow�ng us a gl�mpse �nto 
th�s world, part�cularly on behalf of those, l�ke me, who d�dn’t get to hear 
�t first-hand. It �s a tremendous work, and should cont�nue to be a p�llar of 
cantor�al reperto�re and study for decades to come. 

Sharon Bernstein has been working as a cantor since 1991. She graduated from 
the H.L. Miller Cantorial School at JTS in 2003, and has concurrently become an 
aficionado of Yiddish song, performing and teaching in Israel, Europe—particularly 
Vilna—and the U.S. She is currently taking a leave from full-time pulpit duties to 
devote time to her family and to sing in a Punk Rock band. 

* * * * * *

Two DVDs: Great Cantors of the Golden Age, and 
Great Cantors in Cinema—a remastered edition with 
seven new selections — produced by the National Center for 
Jewish Film of Brandeis University

Reviewed by Roslyn Barak

Th�s newly released DVD vers�on of two documentar�es �s d�g�tally re-mas-
tered and greatly �mproved from the or�g�nal v�deotaped product�on, wh�ch 
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I’ve owned for some years now. The upgraded v�sual and aud�o qual�ty �s 
�mmed�ately apparent, although there are st�ll rough spots, espec�ally the 
sound qual�ty of the var�ous cho�rs that accompany the cantors. However, for 
afic�onados of hazzanut th�s DVD set �s a joy to hear and behold.

The first DVD, Great Cantors of the Golden Age, boasts a narrat�on by the 
�ncomparable Hazzan Max Wohlberg. H�s �ntroduct�on to the film �s d�st�n-
gu�shed by �ts conc�se explanat�on of the h�story of the Golden Age of Haz-
zanut, start�ng w�th the wave of Jew�sh �mm�grat�on to the Un�ted States at the 
turn of the �0th century, wh�ch brought the cream of Eastern Europe’s cantors 
to these shores. Hazzan Wohlberg’s knowledge of each cantor’s background 
�s adm�rable, and he rec�tes the�r names and profess�onal accompl�shments 
as �f he were a baseball fan rec�t�ng batt�ng averages. He does th�s seem�ngly 
w�thout notes, an �mpress�ve feat, but not unusual �n the world of cantorhol�cs, 
as anyone who has ever m�ngled w�th such a group can attest.

What follows �s footage of some of the past century’s greatest cantors: 
Gershon S�rota, Mordecha� Hershman, Dav�d Ro�tman, Josef Shl�sky, Adolf 
Katchko, and perhaps the most renowned of all — Yossele Rosenblatt. Wohl-
berg speaks lov�ngly of each of these great �nterpreters of the Jew�sh l�turgy, 
and sets the stage for the�r performances. Indeed, these are performances, 
spec�fically �ntended for a film aud�ence, rather than an exper�ence of actual 
tefillah. Notw�thstand�ng, the cantors manage to convey an �mpress�on of 
prayer that r�ngs true, even though �t �s obv�ous that the staged atmosphere, 
roll�ng cameras, and adjustments to God’s name as �t appears �n the l�turgy 
st�ffens the�r demeanor qu�te a b�t. But th�s �s a small pr�ce to pay for the 
pr�v�lege of hear�ng these legendary hazzan�m, �n the pr�me of the�r vocal 
form, regal�ng us w�th the�r soulful �nterpretat�ons of great cantor�al rec�ta-
t�ves, and leav�ng us a legacy of prayer as art wh�ch �s fast d�sappear�ng �n the 
world of synagogue mus�c. 

From Gershon S�rota’s powerful (�ndeed, almost overpower�ng) render�ng 
of Hoshana, to Adolf Katchko’s stentor�an bass-bar�tone del�very of M’lokh, to 
Josef Shl�sky’s lyr�cal Uv’-Shofar Gadol, to the exqu�s�te subtlety and sweetness 
of Dav�d Ro�tman’s Av HaRahamim (wh�ch actually brought me to tears), to 
Mordecha� Hershman’s Mimkomkha, gleam�ng w�th operat�c tenor br�ll�ance, 
and finally to the masterful and �ncomparable Yossele Rosenblatt’s �ntense 
and exc�t�ng offer�ng of Adonai Z’kharanu, backed by Meyer Machtenberg’s 
cho�r – where we hear and see Rosenblatt’s superb mus�cal�ty and art�st�c 
�ntegr�ty – we are treated to the most subl�me exper�ence of cantor�al art. 
The Meyerbeer-l�ke compos�t�on that Rosenblatt presents affords h�m the 
opportun�ty to showcase h�s extraord�nary coloratura and falsetto, but one 
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�s never aware of the performer’s own ego �n the m�x. Rather, �t �s the mus�c 
and holy text that dr�ve th�s extraord�nary man. An art�cle �n the New York 
Times, wh�ch appeared on September �� of �006, descr�bes a jazz mus�c�an’s 
react�on to a record�ng of Rosenblatt s�ng�ng Tikanta Shabbat. 

 I started cry�ng l�ke a baby. The record was cry�ng, s�ng�ng and pray�ng, 
all �n the same breath. I sa�d, wa�t a m�nute. You can’t find those notes. 
Those are not ‘notes’. They don’t ex�st…I th�nk he’s s�ng�ng pure sp�r�t…he’s 
mak�ng the sound of what he’s exper�enc�ng as a human be�ng, turn�ng �t 
�nto the qual�ty of h�s vo�ce, and what he’s s�ng�ng to �s what he’s s�ng�ng 
about…�t doesn’t sound l�ke �t’s go�ng up and down; �t sounds l�ke �t’s 
go�ng out. Wh�ch means �t’s com�ng from h�s soul.

Th�s film preserves a remnant of that exper�ence for all t�me. The art of the 
cantor rema�ns al�ve so long as we have w�tness to that art, though the pract�ce 
of that art may fade away. We must p�ty the generat�ons that w�ll never know 
the exc�tement and glory of true hazzanut. Max Wohlberg ruefully adm�ts 
that those days are probably gone, yet he argues that �t �s �mportant to know 
what once was, even �f we are too close to a st�ll emerg�ng Amer�can style 
to be able to make �t out. Perhaps we can hope for a future rena�ssance to 
occur. In the meant�me, the film generously prov�des a remembrance as well 
as spec�al features wh�ch shouldn’t be m�ssed: add�t�onal performances by 
Katchko, Ro�tman and Rosenblatt, that are equally superb. All �n all, th�s �s a 
worthy product�on and a g�ft to the Jew�sh world.

The second DVD, Cantors in Cinema, �s narrated by longt�me rad�o and 
telev�s�on commentator Mart�n Bookspan, and focuses on appearances by 
noted cantors �n Hollywood c�nemat�c product�ons, whether feature films or 
documentar�es. Mo�she Oysher’s melodramat�c performance �n Overture to 
Glory (19�0) rem�nds one of the role played by Al Jolson �n The Jazz Singer 
(19�7): the cantor who becomes a pop s�nger who then returns to the syna-
gogue on (what else?) the eve of Yom K�ppur, to chant Kol Nidre (and, �n th�s 
case, replace poor Manfred Lewandowsk� m�d-chant). Th�s �s a del�ghtful 
opportun�ty to see Oysher at h�s enterta�n�ng and cantor�al best, and there 
are more opportun�t�es later on �n the film, �nclud�ng the sect�on known as 
Spec�al Features.

For sheer enterta�nment value, however, noth�ng tops Le�bele Waldman’s 
shenan�gans �n the 19�1 mov�e short, Cantor on Trial, a takeoff on the fam�l�ar 
song Khazonim oif Probe by Sholom Secunda. Waldman’s character�zat�ons 
of three d�fferent cantor�al cand�dates at an aud�t�on �s pr�celess, and the au-
d�t�on�ng comm�ttee �s a h�lar�ous bunch of Y�dd�sh actors who are, pardon 
the express�on, qu�te the “hams.”
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But once aga�n, Yossele Rosenblatt steals the film, and our hearts, w�th 
h�s render�ngs of cantor�al rec�tat�ves and Y�dd�sh songs �n a documentary 
travelogue made to acqua�nt d�aspora Jews w�th Palest�ne �n June 19��. Th�s 
�s actually the final footage of Rosenblatt, for he passed away wh�le mak�ng 
the documentary. The s�ght of crowds attend�ng h�s funeral �s terr�fically mov-
�ng, and here we have �t filmed for poster�ty. At that po�nt one real�zes the 
�mportance of th�s DVD as an h�stor�cal document, a must for ohavei Yisrael 
everywhere. Rosenblatt �s also presented later on �n the Spec�al Features sec-
t�on of the DVD, offer�ng an emot�onal render�ng of Yahrzeit Lied, a trag�c 
Y�dd�sh song wh�ch opens and closes w�th hazzanut. 

Moshe Koussev�tsky’s chant�ng of Eil Malei Rahamim �n the film We Who 
Remain, a sober�ng documentary about the remnant of the Pol�sh Jew�sh 
commun�ty just after the Holocaust, also appears on the DVD. Koussev�tsky 
— the ch�ef cantor of Warsaw before World War II — was �nv�ted back to 
s�ng for what was left of the commun�ty at a ceremony of remembrance. It �s 
a pa�nful cl�p to watch, and h�s soar�ng rec�tat�on of the Memor�al Prayer �s 
a wonder. Koussev�tsky �s brought back �n Spec�al Features as well, w�th an 
affect�ng rend�t�on of V’li-Y’rushalayim Irkha. Josef Se�den’s 19�1 film The 
Voice of Israel features Mordecha� Hershman s�ng�ng Hayom Harat Olam, 
and aga�n we are treated to h�s spectacular vo�ce — a s�lver trumpet that 
could melt stone. 

Th�s noteworthy project cannot fa�l to del�ght and fasc�nate fans of Jew�sh 
mus�c and the Jew�sh people, h�stor�ans, arch�v�sts, and anyone else who may 
have the pr�v�lege of v�ew�ng the DVDs. Kol ha-kavod to Producer/Cantor 
Murray S�mon for h�s pass�onate pursu�t of th�s restorat�on, and to D�rec-
tor R�ch Pont�us and Execut�ve Producer Sharon Pucker R�vo. We are truly 
blessed by the�r efforts.

Before entering the cantorate, Roslyn Barak enjoyed a career as concert recitalist and 
opera singer. She received her musical training at the Manhattan School of Music, and 
her cantorial investiture at the Hebrew Union College in New York. She has been the 
cantor of Congregation Emanu-El in San Francisco since 1987, chairs the American 
Conference of Cantors’ Publications committee, and serves on the Central Conference 
of American Rabbis’ Prayer Book Editorial committee. Recently, she toured Germany 
in conjunction with the release of her CD, The Jewish Soul.

* * * * * *
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Hans Cohn’s Risen from the Ashes: 
Tales of a Musical Messenger
(Hamilton Press, 2005).

Reviewed by Deborah J. Togut

An only ch�ld, Hans Cohn escaped Berl�n w�th h�s parents at the age of twelve 
shortly after Kr�stallnacht �n March 19�9. H�s fam�ly �mm�grated to Shangha�, 
because Ch�na was the only country, other than Tr�n�dad, that would accept 
Jews at the t�me. In Shangha�, Hans exper�enced corrupt�on, poverty, d�sease 
and death. H�s parents had barely enough money to open a restaurant, and 
worked t�relessly just to stay al�ve. H�s mother’s unt�mely death left Hans and 
h�s father devastated but not destroyed. The two worked ten hours a day, 
seven days a week to support themselves by keep�ng the restaurant go�ng. 
The cul�nary sk�lls that Hans developed out of sheer necess�ty �n Shangha� 
would cont�nue to serve h�m well throughout h�s l�fe and prov�de h�m w�th 
an unfa�l�ng source of �ncome, come what may. Dur�ng h�s year of mourn�ng, 
Hans went to the local synagogue to rec�te Kadd�sh and also to l�sten closely 
to the cantor. A g�fted vocal�st h�mself, Hans would l�sten just as �ntently to 
many other cantors before he began serv�ng as a ba’al tefillah and eventually 
as a hazzan. 

After the bomb�ng of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 19�1 the Jews’ s�tu-
at�on �n the ghetto of Shangha� deter�orated so much that Hans dec�ded to 
stow away on a boat bound for Austral�a. Lack�ng proper documentat�on, 
he feared that h�s father would forb�d h�m from try�ng to embark �llegally, so 
he left w�thout say�ng goodbye. He was eventually caught as the result of a 
d�screpancy �n headcount on the boat and about to be bound over for return 
to Shangha� on the return voyage. Luck�ly, k�ndness on the part of a stranger 
— plus h�s own Chutzpah — enabled h�m to escape ja�l t�me, and the k�ndness 
of locals �n Melbourne made h�m feel at home far away from home. Fear of 
be�ng caught led Hans to change h�s name temporar�ly and eventually move 
to Sydney. A year later, an uncle �n Cal�forn�a agreed to sponsor h�m, lead�ng 
Hans to em�grate once more and start anew �n the Un�ted States.

Indeed, h�s l�fe �mproved from then on. H�s uncle’s sponsorsh�p had 
opened the door to a much better l�fe filled w�th opportun�ty, but Hans had 
not graduated from h�gh school. Rely�ng on h�s sk�lls as a cook, he sought 
out pos�t�ons �n restaurants. Unfortunately, Amer�ca was not �nterested �n 
European cu�s�ne, but �n fast food. So Hans d�d what he had to do and became 



��7

a short-order cook. He also began study�ng vo�ce and attend�ng serv�ces at a 
Conservat�ve synagogue �n Burbank.

 In 19�8, Hans was drafted �nto the US Army and served �n Fort Ord 
where he met Eva Rhee, the woman who would become h�s w�fe. She was of 
a pr�v�leged German-Jew�sh background and a teacher of Engl�sh and Span-
�sh. The�r courtsh�p surv�ved Hans’ transfer to Fort Bragg, North Carol�na 
and they marr�ed upon the complet�on of h�s m�l�tary duty.

 Through all these peregr�nat�ons Hans was deepen�ng h�s knowledge 
of Jew�sh mus�c and h�s apprec�at�on of Jew�sh trad�t�ons. He determ�ned to 
study Juda�sm and develop h�s sk�lls to the�r fullest. An opportun�ty to ac-
compl�sh both goals presented �tself w�th Hans’ acceptance �nto the cantor�al 
school of Hebrew Un�on College �n New York C�ty — the School of Sacred 
Mus�c. Wh�le study�ng there he worked at many jobs to support h�mself and 
h�s grow�ng fam�ly. By the t�me he graduated �n 196�, he and Eva had three 
daughters and Hans had fulfilled a l�fe-long dream. He accepted a pos�t�on as 
the Cantor and Rel�g�ous School Pr�nc�pal at Temple Beth El �n South Bend, 
IN. Hans earned a Master’s �n Gu�dance and Counsel�ng at Notre Dame Un�-
vers�ty before mov�ng on to Temple Beth Jacob, a Conservat�ve synagogue �n 
Redwood C�ty, CA.

 L�fe back �n Cal�forn�a cont�nued to br�ng Hans and Eva much joy both 
from the�r fam�ly and the�r work. Yet, he was pa�nfully rem�nded of what had 
happened �n Berl�n dur�ng h�s ch�ldhood, when an arson�st set fire to the�r 
synagogue and destroyed �t almost completely. Years later, a surpr�se d�agnos�s 
of throat cancer caused Hans to ret�re early from h�s pos�t�on at Temple Beth 
Jacob and mod�fy h�s l�festyle. Desp�te th�s setback, he cont�nued to ma�nta�n 
an office and serve the congregat�on �n every way he could, v�s�t�ng the s�ck 
and lead�ng Sh�va m�nyan�m, among other th�ngs. Shortly after the�r fift�eth 
wedd�ng ann�versary, h�s beloved Eva was str�cken w�th a bra�n tumor and 
passed away. Of all of the losses Hans exper�enced, Eva’s death was h�s great-
est. A surv�vor and opt�m�st by nature, however, Hans cont�nues to make the 
most of h�s l�fe by enjoy�ng each day to �ts fullest, by exerc�s�ng regularly and 
explor�ng h�s �nterests. He harbors no resentment aga�nst God or man, serv-
�ng h�s commun�ty w�th grace and compass�on. Spurred by encouragement 
from h�s three daughters and s�x grandch�ldren, he set h�s l�fe’s exper�ences 
down on paper and publ�shed them �n a slender book that has got to be one 
of the most hope-filled narrat�ves I’ve ever read.

Although I am a th�rd-generat�on Amer�can and felt only remotely affected 
by the Holocaust, I was fasc�nated by how certa�n parts of Hans Cohn’s l�fe 
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paralleled my own. After l�v�ng �n Japan for several years as a ch�ld, I always 
wanted to reconnect w�th the Japanese and learn the language and h�story 
formally. So I majored �n As�an Stud�es at Cornell Un�vers�ty and spent s�x 
years after college work�ng for a Japanese company, travel�ng back and forth 
to Japan. I enjoyed straddl�ng the two worlds — my Jew�sh commun�ty and my 
Japanese colleagues. Along the way, I dec�ded to turn my love for Torah and 
Juda�sm �nto a vocat�on. I gave up my �ntercont�nental commut�ng and even-
tually enrolled �n the Cantors Inst�tute of the Jew�sh Theolog�cal Sem�nary. In 
compar�son to Hans’ l�fe, however, my story has been a pr�v�leged one. 

 Hans Cohn has led a l�fe l�ke no other. Even more remarkable �s h�s ap-
parent awareness of all that happened to h�m as it was happening and h�s 
determ�nat�on to rema�n hopeful and opt�m�st�c and never to despa�r, a l�v�ng 
proof that Rav Nahman of Bratslav’s d�ctum — ve-ha’ikar: lo le-faheid k’lal 
(“but the ma�n th�ng �s: not to be afra�d”) — really works. Hans’ wr�t�ng �s 
stra�ghtforward, h�s act�ons resourceful and persever�ng, h�s comm�tment to 
surv�val unwaver�ng and h�s love for h�s cul�nary and cantor�al crafts, pas-
s�onate and �nvent�ve. He �s a cred�t to both profess�ons. 

Hazzan Deborah J. Togut serves as Ritual Director of B’nai Israel Congregation 
in Rockville, MD.

* * * * * *

Two CDs of Choral Performances:

The London Jewish Male Choir’s 80 Years (ARC Music, 
2006), 
Sholom Kalib’s Jewish Music Heritage Project 
Inaugural Season CD
(pre-publication edition)

Reviewed by Josée Wolff

At first glance these two CDs are as d�fferent as one can �mag�ne. 80 Years 
London Jewish Male Choir celebrates e�ght decades of th�s well-establ�shed 
cho�r, h�ghl�ght�ng the�r choral trad�t�on w�th h�stor�cal and recent selected 
record�ngs. The cho�r was founded �n 19�6 and many of �ts members were 
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s�ngers �n the var�ous London Synagogue cho�rs of that t�me. Today’s London 
Jew�sh Male Cho�r st�ll �ncludes some of London’s top cantors. The record-
�ngs are of profess�onal qual�ty, as �s the s�ng�ng; the l�ner notes �nclude back-
ground �nformat�on about the cho�r and the compos�t�ons �n four languages. 
Solo�sts on th�s record�ng �nclude star cantors Dav�d Kusev�tsky and Naftal� 
Herst�k. 

The Jewish Music Heritage Project Inaugural Season CD was recorded 
dur�ng two l�ve performances of the JMHP Boy’s and Men’s Cho�r, a newly 
formed ensemble created spec�ally for the purpose of these arch�val record-
�ngs. As Ruth Kal�b E�senberg expla�ns, “My dad started the volunteer cho�r 
w�th boys who had no s�ng�ng exper�ence. They began �n November �005 and 
were recorded at two concerts that took place just a few short months later 
— �n March and June �006…To say the least, the challenges were form�dable.” 
Th�s �s unfortunately obv�ous when one l�stens to the record�ng. The perfor-
mance �s clearly not at a profess�onal level; the s�ng�ng has many challenges, 
p�tch and phras�ng be�ng among the most troubl�ng ones (�n sp�te of the p�ano 
doubl�ng the parts throughout). Th�s CD has not yet been publ�shed, and the 
draft of the l�ner notes lacks some cruc�al �nformat�on, such as the names of 
cantors, solo�sts and accompan�st �n the var�ous p�eces. 

What do these two record�ngs have �n common? As far as I am concerned, 
the obv�ous connect�on �s a pass�onate love for the reperto�re of the male 
synagogue cho�r. Both record�ngs pay homage to a r�ch trad�t�on; each �n the�r 
own way tr�es to find avenues not only to conserve th�s her�tage but also to 
keep �t al�ve. And th�s �s what makes Sholom Kal�b’s project espec�ally touch-
�ng. It �s clear that he cares deeply about the mus�cal trad�t�on of the Eastern 
European synagogue. In h�s �ntroductory words on the JMHP prospectus he 
wr�tes, “Eastern European synagogue mus�c �s the qu�ntessent�al sp�r�tual 
and art�st�c embod�ment of centur�es of Jew�sh l�fe and h�story. Th�s vast 
treasury—Juda�sm’s own class�cal mus�c—const�tutes the mus�cal her�tage 
of the overwhelm�ng major�ty of the world’s Jews. Trag�cally, th�s r�ch and 
mult�faceted her�tage �s �n danger of be�ng lost forever.” Wh�le we can argue 
the val�d�ty of the first part of th�s statement (wh�ch �gnores the vast mus�cal 
her�tage of the rest of K’lal Y�srael), we can’t argue the fact that th�s Eastern 
European her�tage �s �ndeed �n danger of be�ng lost.

The sampler CD �s part of Kal�b’s “unprecedented h�stor�c effort to com-
prehens�vely document and record for poster�ty the great treasury of East-
ern European synagogue mus�c.” It �s the first one �n a ser�es that ult�mately 
w�ll cons�st of up to seventy-five CDs. On �t we hear some of Kal�b’s own 
compos�t�ons and arrangements as well as compos�t�ons by well-known 
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composers l�ke Lewandowsk�, Dunajewsk�, and Alman and by lesser-known 
composers such as Salman and G�bl�chman. It appears that Kal�b made h�s 
cho�ces �n part based on personal connect�ons w�th the many cantors and 
choral conductors who were h�s mentors and �nsp�rat�on. The reperto�re �s of 
var�ed qual�ty; some, l�ke Lewandowsk�’s Zokharti Lokh (V’al Y’dei Avadekha), 
belong to the masterp�eces of our Ashkenaz� trad�t�on—East or West. Others 
are at best, Gebrauchsmusik, �ntended for use dur�ng a serv�ce rather than �n 
concert sett�ng. Unfortunately, ne�ther category of select�ons �s enhanced by 
�ts performance on th�s pre-publ�cat�on CD.

Wh�le I adm�re Kal�b’s �ntent�ons and h�s pass�on for th�s enormous under-
tak�ng, I do hope that future record�ngs w�ll be of a h�gher vocal and mus�cal 
qual�ty than th�s one. There are some sweet moments on the d�sc: the boy 
soprano at the beg�nn�ng of Salman’s Mogen Ovos, and hear�ng melod�es of the 
Musaf Kedushah (Joshua L�nd and Dov�d Moshe Ste�nberg) wh�ch are sung 
weekly �n my own synagogue. Th�s reperto�re has not yet been lost ent�rely!

  80 Years London Jewish Male Choir covers a broad spectrum of mus�cal 
styles, represent�ng the w�de var�ety of reperto�re that the cho�r has performed 
over the years. The open�ng select�ons were recorded �n �005 and h�ghl�ght the 
current cho�r w�th an eclect�c m�xture rang�ng from Samuel Alman’s Sefirat 
Ha-Omer to an arrangement of Hava Nagila. On the next two tracks we hear 
rend�t�ons of Az Moshiakh Vet Kumen and Der Rebbe Elimelekh, recorded �n 
19�8. That same year London hosted an �nternat�onal compet�t�on for syna-
gogue cho�rs, organ�zed by the Jew�sh Chron�cle. I would �mag�ne that th�s 
cho�r part�c�pated (although as someone who grew up �n the Netherlands I 
can’t help but kvell that �t was the Cho�r of the Great Synagogue �n Amsterdam 
that won first pr�ze!). It �s clear that th�s was an era when synagogue cho�rs and 
the�r reperto�re were h�ghly respected and apprec�ated. And �t �s po�gnant to 
hear those pre-war record�ngs and real�ze that London may �n fact be one of 
the rare places �n Europe where the commun�ty was not dec�mated and the 
choral trad�t�on was able to cont�nue. 

On th�s CD we can hear some wonderful examples of the r�ch sound of a 
male synagogue cho�r, espec�ally �n l�turg�cal select�ons l�ke Alman’s Sefirat 
Ha-Omer and Brun’s U-mipnei Hata-einu. Un�quely Br�t�sh �s an arrange-
ment of Hatikvah, comm�ss�oned for the coronat�on of Queen El�zabeth II, 
and performed �n 195� w�th the Central Band of the Royal A�r Force. The 
tracks on th�s d�sc vac�llate between the somewhat banal (Hava Nagila, 
F�sher’s arrangement of Oseh Shalom by Nur�t H�rsh) and class�cs that have 
w�thstood the test of t�me (Lewandowsk�’s Shuvi Nafshi and Schubert’s Tov 
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L’-Hodot, Psalm 9�). Among the h�ghl�ghts are the Z�lberts Havdalah w�th 
Hazzan Dav�d Kusev�tzky (unfortunately th�s �s one of the tracks where there 
�s no composer l�sted �n the l�ner notes), and Alman’s Shomeir Yisrael w�th 
Hazzan Naftal� Herst�k.

Josée Wolff is director of student placement at the School of Sacred Music, Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, and interim cantor of Temple Shaaray 
Tefila in New York. A native of the Netherlands, she was the first woman from the 
European continent to graduate from the School of Sacred Music at HUC-JIR and 
be invested as a cantor.
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Subject: Friday Night Alive — Without Instruments!
February �8, �007

Dear Joe,
In the Fall �005 �ssue of the Journal (p. �17), Mark B�ddelman makes reference 
to a Pak�stan� melody for “Hallelu” as a serv�ce opener that can be repeated 
effect�vely three or four t�mes unaccompan�ed. Th�s melody �s actually a var�a-
t�on on the song “Allah Huu!” by Nusrat Fateh Al� Khan, lyr�cs by Mohammad 
Iqbal Naq�b�. The song �s a qawwali — a devot�onal song of the Sufis.

c

Allah Hu

&

#

#

#

#

#

Al lah- hoo!

œn œ œ

Al lah- hoo!

œ œ œ

Al lah- hoo!

œn œ œ
˙ ™

Al lah- hoo!

œn œ œ

Al lah hoo!

œ œ œ œ

Al lah- hoo!

œ œ ˙ ™

Example 1 . Alla Hu by Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan
One w�ll note upon l�sten�ng to th�s qawwal� that the modal�ty �s not �n 

m�nor, but rather a major scale w�th a lowered 7th, although �t �s truly d�fficult 
to determ�ne a true modal�ty s�nce the song l�m�ts �tself to a pentaton�c scale 
and adds the lowered 7th. 

Er�k Contz�us
New Rochelle, NY

* * * * * *
Subject: An Overview of Music Therapy

 September 8, �006

 Dear Ava Lee M�llman F�sher,
 I opened my copy of JSM th�s morn�ng and am thr�lled w�th your art�cle about 
us�ng mus�c therapy and pedagogy to empower adolescents w�th spec�al needs 
to succeed at Bar/Bat M�tzvah celebrat�ons! I’m the starry-eyed person who 
advocated for th�s top�c to be the focus of a JSM volume, but d�d not have 
the t�me to work on �t myself. Your art�cle �s s�mply superb — full of pract�cal 
�nformat�on, beaut�fully wr�tten and �nsp�r�ng all at once — and �s just the 
sort of approach I was hop�ng for, and more.

 L�lly Kaufman
 Bloomfield, CT
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* * * * * *
Subject: First European Cantors Convention 

August �1, �006

Cantor�al convent�ons are a regular feature of Jew�sh mus�cal l�fe �n the USA. 
But for Europe, Jew�sh Mus�c Inst�tute staged the first, over three days �n June 
at London’s Central Synagogue on Great Portland Street. Th�rty-two cantors 
came from all over the UK and from Austr�a, Canada, Czech Republ�c, Den-
mark, Germany, Italy, South Afr�ca and the US. Among these were several of 
world class: Shmuel Barz�la� from V�enna; Yoss� Malovany from New York; 
Alberto M�zrah� from Ch�cago; Ar�e Subar from Montreal; and our own 
Moshe Haschel from St John’s Wood synagogue. The �nsp�rat�on and plan-
n�ng of the convent�on came from Stephen Glass, D�rector of JMI’s Cantor�al 
Sect�on, who pres�ded and gu�ded w�th h�s l�vely presence and enthus�asm, 
and from Gerald�ne Auerbach, D�rector of the JMI, who organ�zed �t. The 
whole convent�on was effic�ently steered and managed by H�rsh Cashdan, 
JMI’s Spec�al Projects Officer. 

The events, a ser�es of presentat�ons followed by an�mated d�scuss�ons, 
covered such top�cs as a recons�derat�on of the role of the cantor �n today’s 
cond�t�ons, the art and sk�ll but also the values and pr�nc�ples that should 
�nform hazzanut, new compos�t�ons and g�v�ng new l�fe to old ones, master 
classes on daven�ng and nusah �n wh�ch everyone was g�ven an opportun�ty 
to s�ng and g�ven an assessment and gu�dance on the�r performance, hal-
akh�c �ssues relat�ng to the conduct of serv�ces, co-work�ng w�th cho�r or 
congregat�on as part�c�pants, meet�ng the challenge of the Carlebach type 
of serv�ce, and reflect�ons on the future of the cantorate. A part�cularly valu-
able presentat�on came from Mr. Ell�ot Benjam�n, ENT surgeon at Char�ng 
Cross Hosp�tal, whose expert�se �n the mechan�sm of the vo�ce was greatly 
apprec�ated. 

A var�ety of po�nts made �n the course of the d�scuss�ons focus on the 
problems fac�ng those who want to preserve and cont�nue the age-old trad�-
t�on of the cantor. These all seem to ar�se from one ult�mate cause: the lack 
of apprec�at�on by many congregants (and, let �t be sa�d, by many rabb�s and 
yesh�vot also) of the mus�c of our prayer. From th�s stems the lack of tra�n�ng 
�n the trad�t�on, of good new mus�c and of employment opportun�t�es. 

Cantors’ convent�ons br�ng together those w�th the des�re to learn and to 
teach our prec�ous mus�cal her�tage. We hope that all who attended w�ll feel 
re�nv�gorated �n the�r w�ll to cont�nue �t. 

V�ctor Tunkel
London
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* * * * * *
Subject: Second Latin American Cantors Convention

 November 1�, �006

 The �nd Lat�n-Amer�can Convent�on of Hazzan�m, sponsored by the Lat�n-
Amer�can Rabb�n�cal Sem�nary Marshall T. Meyer, was held �n Buenos A�res 
on July 16th and 17th, �006. F�fty hazzan�m attended, �nclud�ng students and 
graduates of the Cantor�al School Be�t Asaf w�th�n the Rabb�n�cal Sem�nary, 
plus establ�shed hazzan�m from Argent�na, Ch�le, Braz�l, Uruguay, Mex�co 
and the U.S.

At th�s second convent�on we dec�ded to create a profess�onal organ�zat�on 
of Lat�n Amer�can hazzan�m wh�ch would oversee preservat�on of the nusah 
and enable us to be true envoys of the kahal before God. All of us have the 
academ�c accred�tat�on to d�ssem�nate Jew�sh l�turg�cal mus�c as a founda-
t�on of our rel�g�on accord�ng to Halakhah and Jew�sh trad�t�on go�ng back 
many centur�es.

As experts �n the mean�ng, �mportance and order of the prayers we look 
upon ourselves as caretakers of that prec�ous trad�t�on. As profess�onally 
recogn�zed hazzan�m we see ourselves as author�t�es on Jew�sh mus�c for our 
commun�t�es, as exemplars of Yahadut for our adult congregants and as role 
models �n l�v�ng accord�ng to the Torah for the youth of our synagogues. 

 Our a�m �s to create an assoc�at�on of peers that represents our �nterests 
and prov�des a place for exchang�ng �deas that would further our goals as 
sh’lihei tsibbur �n the countr�es of Central and South Amer�ca. We also want 
to recla�m the lost respect that our profess�on once enjoyed �n th�s part of 
the world and cont�nues to enjoy elsewhere.

Accord�ngly, we reached the conclus�on that only graduates of the Be�t 
Asaf School or possessors of the same qual�ficat�ons—to be determ�ned by 
exam�nat�on or by v�rtue of a d�ploma from a recogn�zed cantor�al school 
— would be accepted as members. As part of the Lat�n-Amer�can Conserva-
t�ve movement known as Amlat (Lat�n Masort�), we’ve dec�ded to call our 
cantor�al organ�zat�on Cantorlat. 

Ar�el Fo�gel 
Sant�ago 

* * * * * *
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Subject: Women’s League’s Outlook
January 1�, �006

Dear Ed�tor,
I am heartened by the fact that many �n the Un�ted Synagogue are �nclud�ng 
“cantor” �n the�r comments about clergy. Unfortunately, the same cannot 
be sa�d about a recent �ssue of Women’s League Outlook, the magaz�ne for 
women of the Conservat�ve movement. There are several art�cles, under the 
head�ng of “A Movement Transformed,” that �nclude �nterv�ews w�th women 
rabb�s. Accord�ng to what we read �n these art�cles, none of the women “who 
changed the movement” have been cantors. All of us �nvolved �n synagogue 
l�fe know th�s to be a completely false �mpl�cat�on.

 Sadly, even a woman rabb�—Jud�th Hauptman—who has publ�shed 
groundbreak�ng scholarly art�cles, was not ment�oned �n any of the art�cles. 
The women rabb�s actually h�ghl�ghted were “everyday” pract�t�oners. They 
held pos�t�ons �n pulp�ts, Jew�sh commun�ty centers, schools and agenc�es. 
They were cons�dered to be groundbreakers s�mply by v�rtue of the�r gender 
and the�r presence. It �s �n th�s group, I cla�m, that women cantors should be 
�ncluded.

One congregant at a t�me, one student at a t�me, �t seems that women can-
tors must challenge the stereotypes and overcome the barr�ers of prejud�ce 
and �gnorance. It greatly saddens me that Women’s League, wh�ch I respect 
so much, has chosen not to �nclude women cantors �n the�r l�st of people 
who have transformed the Conservat�ve movement. I can only hope that 
any d�scuss�on �nsp�red by th�s letter w�ll help to enl�ghten members of our 
movement who are �n a pos�t�on to change that.

Marcey Wagner 
Brookv�lle, New York

* * * * * *
Subject: Minhah L’-Shabbat

August ��, �006

Dear Ed�tor,
I rece�ved my Fall �006 JSM th�s week, and found �t replete w�th �nterest�ng 
art�cles that w�ll naturally take t�me to read and absorb. The one on Minhah 
L’-Shabbat, however, caught my eye. 
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Geoffrey Goldberg wrote �n the Journal of �005 that before the F�rst World 
War the Great Synagogue of Mun�ch, wh�ch was L�beral, held a spec�al M�n-
hah serv�ce for the many ch�ldren who attended school on Shabbat. Cantor 
Emanuel K�rschner who offic�ated, had composed an organ accompan�ment 
based on the nusah to all the congregat�onal responses — and the ch�ldren 
were the “cho�r.”

Cantor Dav�d Kusev�tsky once told me that �n London’s Hendon Synagogue 
dur�ng the Second World War he would always offic�ate at Shabbat M�nhah 
serv�ces w�th a cho�r. Cantor Shlomo Mandel related someth�ng s�m�lar. As a 
cand�date for the pos�t�on of Cantor at the Great Synagogue �n Amsterdam, 
he too was requ�red to aud�t�on at the Shabbat M�nhah serv�ce w�th a cho�r. 

The first t�me I v�s�ted �n Brussels over Shabbat a generat�on later, I recall 
that a youngster was sent up to lead the daven�ng at M�nhah; th�s was ev�dently 
the�r stand�ng custom. I understand that �n the U.S. today, boys and g�rls are 
tra�ned to lead that serv�ce at the�r Bar and Bat M�tzvah celebrat�ons.

Ak�va Z�mmermann
Tel-Av�v

* * * * * *
Subject: Jewish Views of Disability

March �7, �007
 
Dear Joe,
On behalf of the Un�vers�ty of Pennsylvan�a L�brar�es and the Freedman 

Sound Arch�ve, we are del�ghted to acknowledge your �ntroduc�ng the 
Un�vers�ty’s Juda�ca Collect�ons to the Fall �005 and Fall �006 �ssues of the 
Journal of Synagogue Mus�c.

The art�cles �n the Fall �006 �ssue deal�ng w�th Mus�c �n Therapy and 
Pedagogy are very spec�al, espec�ally Scott Sokol’s p�ece on Jew�sh V�ews of 
D�sab�l�ty. Please convey our thanks to the authors of those art�cles and to 
Dr. Sokol.

Robert and Molly Freedman
Ph�ladelph�a
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Twenty Timeless Recitatives for All Voices

Very Broadly, Let Words Dictate Rhythm

After Ovadyah ha-Geir
Ki Zokheir Ko Ha-Nishkahot
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I. Ki Zokheir Kol HaNishkahot
 

After *Ovad�ah ha-Ge�r, ca. 11�0, Mi Al Har Horeiv  Plus Ashkenaz�c , S’l�hot Nusah

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Kadosh Atah   HaYom Harat Olam
Sim Shalom     S’lah Na . . . .salahti ki-d’varekha

My dear scholarly fr�end, *Ovad�ah, the Norman Proselyte:
I rece�ved your �nqu�ry ask�ng whether you, as a convert to Juda�sm, are ent�tled to say 
�n your da�ly prayers, “Our God and God of our Fathers.” I say to you: Indeed, you may 
say all of these bless�ngs w�thout chang�ng the word�ng. You are just l�ke any nat�ve 
born Jew �n th�s regard...Once you entered our ranks and jo�ned the Jew�sh Rel�g�on, 
there was absolutely no d�st�nct�on between us and you �n anyth�ng...

Rabb� Moshe ben Ma�mon

Timeless Recitatives for All Voices and Many Texts
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II. Meheirah Yishama
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II. M’heirah YiShama 

After Salamone Ross�, Le-Mi Ehpots (“To Whom Should I g�ve Honor?”) 
HaShirim Asher LiShlomo, 16��

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Y’Varekh’kha   Shoshanat Ya’akov
V’Nislah     Barukh Haba/B’rukhim HaBa’im
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Freely, but balance each pair of hemistichs

III. Ending of Barukh She-amar
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III. Ending of Barukh She-Amar 

After Idelsohn, Thesaurus VIII: 68, # ��1, “Tunes Ascr�bed to 17th Century”
 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

HaN’shamah Lach  . . . Dark’kha  . . . L’ma’ankha  . . . Ta’aleh Arukhah
Eil Melekh Yosheiv   U’v’khein Tein Pahd’kha
Z’khor B’rit Avraham  Hatsi Kaddish
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Solemnly — Balancing Each Pair of Hemistichs

IV. Ot'kha Edrosh
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IV. Ot’kha Edrosh
 

(French and German Rite: S’lihot for Kol Nidre Night) 
Samuel Dav�d, Po’al Hayyei Adam, 1895: #18�

 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Mi Yidmeh Lakh (Cong . joins at Ka’Amur L’-David)
V’-Ya’azor (Cong . joins at V’-Atem ha-d’veikim)
Uv’-nuho (Cong . joins at Ki Lekah Tov)
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Rapidly recited

V. Avot LeHol
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V. Avot L’-Hol
 

Abba We�sgal (1885-1981), �n Joseph A. Lev�ne, Emunat Abba,1981: #18�
 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

G’vurot / K’dushah / Hazarah  Birkhot HaShahar
Ashrei / U-Va L’-Tziyon / Shir Shel Yom 
Ha Lahma Anya / Hasal Siddur Pesah Kaddish / Hatsi Kaddish
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Lightly

VI. Adonai Malakh
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VI. Adonai Malakh
 

Bezalel Odesser (Eastern European vers�on of the Fr�day N�ght mode  
(1790 - 1861)  on wh�ch Jacob Koussev�tzky based h�s more elaborate
Transcr�bed by Max Wohlberg rec�tat�ve, notated �n Ketonef Yosef, �000: 99-100, JTS,
JTS ca. 1955 H.L. M�ller School)
 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Ahavat Olam   V’-Shamru
Raheim Na    Esa Einai (Ps. �2�)
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Free Chant

VII. Mimkom'kha
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VII. Mi-M’kom’kha 
 

Solomon Sulzer, Schir Zion, Joseph Sulzer, Ed.,1905: #8� 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

L’-Dor VaDor   Eishet Hayil (Prov. 3�; L’vayah)
Adonai, Mi YaGur (Ps. �5)  L’-David Mizmor (Ps. 24; L’vayah)
Hazarat Shaharit/Musaf L’-Shabbat Mizmor L’-David (Ps. 23; L’vayah)
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Recitando

VIII. Kiddush Le-Shabbat
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VIII. Kiddush L’-Shabbat
 

Rabb� Isaac of Vorke, �n Chemjo V�naver, Anthology of Jewish Music,1955: ��

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Avadim Hayinu (Haggadah recitation)
Shalom Aleikhem & Vay’khullu (before Kiddush)
Nodeh L’kha . . . Ve’Al Ha-Kol . . . Ha-Eil Avinu (Birkat HaMazon)
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6

8

With Middle-Eastern Intonation

IX. Kol Adonai

 &
b

b

b

b

Kol

1
œ

j
œ

A

œ

do- nai

œ

j

-

œ

>
j

œ

U

y’-ho-lel-

fi
œ œ

a ya- lot,

œ œ
œ

-

œ

>
j

œ œ

U

va

,

ye

œ

j

œ

- he-- sof

œ

j

- y’

œœœ

a- rot,

œ œ

-

œ
œœœ œ

,

‰

3
3

 &
b

b

b

b

u

2

v’- hei

œ ™œ œœœ
kha- lo

œ

j

-

œ

>

J

œ œ ‰

ku

œ

>

lo

œ

J

œ

>

-

œ

J

œ

o meir

œ

j

œ

- ka vod

œ

j

œ

>

™
-

œ

U

™
,

A
œ

do- nai

œ

j

- la- mab-

œ

>

œ ™
œ œ

 &
b

b

b

b

bul

3

ya shav,

œ œ
œ

-

œ

>
j

œ

U
,

va-yei

fi
œ

j

œ

shev- A

œ

j

œ

do- nai

œ

J

-

œ
œœœ œ

,

Me

œ

J

œœœ œ œ

j

œ

j

œ

lekh- -

œ

>

J

œ œ ‰

3 3

 &
b

b

b

b

l’

4
œ

o-

œœœ œœ œ œ

j

lam.

œ œ œ

- -

œ

j

œ œ

U

‰

A do- nai- oz

œ œ œ

l’ a- mo

œ œ œ

- yi tein,

œ œ ™œ œ
-

œœ

œ ™
‰

A do--

œ œ

 &
b

b

b

b

nai

5

y’ va- reikh

œ

>

œb ™
œ

œ

U

-

,

et

œ

J

a mo-

œ ™ œ œ œ œ ™ œ œ œ œ ™ œ œ œ œ
va sha

œ

j

-

œ œ ™ œ
lom.-

œ œ

>

™
œ ˙

U

™

IX. Kol Adonai 
(Psalm 29)

After a Lad�no Folk Song Otsar Musikali Shel
“Yo Me Nomorí del A�re” Adat Ha-Sefardim,
 Yaakov Mazor & Moshe 
 At�as, Ed�tors, 1975: �7� 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Ya’aleh Tahanuneinu   Ana Avda  . . . tav’van u-keshot
Yih’yu L’-Ratson Imrei Fi
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Exultingly

X. Melekh Rachaman

 &
b

b

b

b

E
V’-

1

mf lo
lo

-

ì

heinu
yeira’eh

W
œn œ

- veilohei
et

(Adonai Malakh)

p’nei
avoteinu,

Adonai rei-
melekh

kam
ra-ha- man,

œn œ œ

- ra

, ì

heim
ish
-

œ

J

-
k’- mat- nat

œ œn œ œ œn

a
ya

lei
do,

œœœœœ

-
-

nu;

œ

J

œ

-

‰

ì3 3

Fine

 &
b

b

b

b

tov
k’virkat

2 W

umeitiv
Adonai

(Study Mode)

hidaresh
elo

la
he-

nu
kha

œ

J
œ

-
-

‰

shuvah
asher

ì
W<b>

eileinu

(Magein Avot)

na
baha- mon

tan-
ra

œ
œœœ

ha-- me- kha
lakh.

œ œ œ œœ

-

‰

 &
b

b

b

b

big

3
œ

j

lal

ì

- a vot

œn ™ œ
-

(Ukranian-Dorian)

she’- a- su

œ œ œ

r’- tso

œ œn œ œn

ne

œœœœ

- kha;

œœ œ ™
-

‰

b’ nei

œ

j

- veit kha

ì
œ

-

b œ
- œ

> ™™

- k’-va

œ

R

t’hi-

(S’lihah -

- lah,

∑
œ œ

œ

-

 &
b

b

b

b

v’-

∑
4

- T’hinnah)

ho-- nein

ì
œ œ

mik dosh- kha

œ

œ œ œ

- al m’-kho

œ œ œ œ

no,

œn ™ œ œU™

-

‰

v’- har

œ

j

ei

ì
œ œ œ

>

n

J

- nu

œ

- b’-

(Adonai Malakh)

vin ya- no,

œ œ œ

œ

-

 &
b

b

b

b

v’-

5

sam

ì
œ

j

hei-

œ

œn œ œ

- nu- b’-ti ku

œ œ œ œ

- no,

œ ™ œœU™
-

‰

v’-ha sheiv

ì
œ œ

œ ™

- ko ha

(S’lihah - T’hinnah)

- nim

∑
œ œ

- la’ a

∑

- vo- da- tam

œn œb œ œ œ œ

-

‰

 &
b

b

b

b

u l’-

6

- vi yim

ì
œ œœ

œn ™œœ (Ahavah Rabah)

l’-shi

œœœœ

ram,

œn

œ œ

u l’-- zim

œ œ
fi
œ
œ

ram,

œb œœ
œ ™

- v’-

,

ha sheiv

ì
œ œ

- yis

(Magein Avot)

ra- eil

œ
œb œ

- lin vei

œ œœ œb

- hem;

œ ™ œ˙
-

3

 &
b

b

b

b

v’-

7

sham na’ a
œ

œ

-

ì

leh- v’neira’eh

Wœ œ

(Study Mode)

v’nishtahaveh- l’-fa-ne-kha

œ

>

j

œ

b’-sha-losh
œ œ

pa- a-mei

œ œ œ
œ

>

r’-ga-lei- nu

fi
œ

j

œ œ œ œ

U
,

 &
b

b

b

b

ka

8

ka- tuv

ì
W

œ
œn

-

(Adonai Malakh)

b’ to- ra- te

˙n

- kha:

œ

U

-

‰

Sha

ì

losh

W
œn

j

- p’-amim ba sha-na- nah-

œ œn œœ œn œ

j

œ

,

 &
b

b

b

b

yei-

9

ra-eh

ì
œ œ

œ

J
œ ™

khol

(Study Mode)

z’-

œn

J

khur kha

œ œ œ ‰

et p’-

ì

nei

(S’lihah - T’hinnah)

œ œ

A do-

∑

- nai e-

∑

lo he-

œ<b> œ œn œœ œ œ
- kha

œ<n> œœ
ba- ma-kom

ì
œ œ

a

(Adonai Malakh)

sher

œ ™
œ<n>

-

fi
œ
œ

yiv har,-

D.C. 

œ œœ
œ

U

 &
b

b

b

b

b’

10 œn

j

hag

ì

-

œ

j

-

(Pesah Mode)
œ

ha -

œ

J

ma

∑

tsot

œ
œ œ

-

‰

u v’-- hag

ì

-

(Shavuot Mode)

œ œ

˙
œ ™

ha

œ

j

sha- vu- ot

œ œ œn œn œ

-

‰

u v’-- hag

ì

-

(Sukkot Mode)

œ œ

ha suk

œ ™ œ
- kot;

(v’-lo...)

al Fine
œ œ<b> œ ™

-

X. Melekh Rahaman
 

Joseph A. Lev�ne, Synagogue Song in America, �001: 161f 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

B’rit Milah / Simhat Bat: B’rakhot, Eloheinu 
Mi She-beirakh: Oleh, Bar/Bat Mitzvah, Holeh, Hatan, Anniversary
Eirusin / Sheva B’rakhot
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4

4

Sustained Recitation

XI Tsidduk Ha-Din

 &
b

b

b

Ha-tsur

1 fi
œ

j

œ

ta mim- po’

œ œ

o- lo

œ œ

- ki khol

œ ™ œ œ ™
d’- ra-khav

œ œ œ

mish pot,

œ

j

œ

U

-

,

Eil

œ ™
e mu- nah

œ œ

- v’-ein a -

œ

>

™ œ œ

vel, tsad-

œ

>

™ œ œ

3 3 3

 &
b

b

b

dik

2

v’- ya- shar

œ

>

™ œ œ

Hu.

œ

-

œ

-

œ ™ ≈

Ha tsur,

œ

r

œ

>

- ta mim

œ

j

- b’-khol po

œ ™ œ œ

al,

œ

>

J

œ

U

-

‰

mi yo mar- lo

œ

>

™ œ œ œ

mah

œ œœœœ

tif

œ ™
œ

3 3 3
3

-

 &
b

b

b

al.

3 ˙ œ
‰

Ha sha- lit

œ œ
œ

>

- b’-ma

œ ™ œ œ

>

tah- u v’-- ma

œ œ œ
˙

- al,

fi
œ
œœ

U

™™
- mei

,

mit

œ

r

œ

>

- u

œ

j

m’- ha- yeh,

œ œ œ

-

œ

>

™ œœ
mo-

œ ™ œ
3

 &
b

b

b

rid

4 œ ™™
sh’-ol

œ

r

œ ™™
va ya

fi
œ
œœ

r

˙

- al.

œ

U

™
-

‰

Ha-tsur,

cresc.
fi
œ

r

œ ™™
ta mim

œ

r

b’-khol ma’

œ ™ œ œ

a- seh,

œ ™ œ ˙ ™
-

Œ

mi

˙

>

yo mar- lo

œ

-

œ

-

œ

>3

 &
b

b

b

mah

5

ta’ a

œ

>

œ
-

- seh,

œ
-

j

œ

U

n ™
- ha’

,

o meir

œ œ

- v’-o

œ

>

n ™ œ
- seh,

œ œ œ

U™
he

,

-
sed- hi-

œ ™ œ
nam

œ œ
˙

- la nu- ta’ a seh.

œ

> ™
œ œ œ œ

-

œ

U

U-

,

viz

œ œ

-

 &
b

b

b

khut

6 ˙<b>
ha ne’

œ ™ œ
- e- kad- k’- seh,

œ œ œ œ œ

>

™ œ

j

œ œ œ œ œ

‰

hak - shi

œ

j

œ

>

™
vah- va’ a sei.

œ œ œ œ

-

œ

U
,3

 &
b

b

b

Tsad

7

Accelerado

dik

œ

j

œ

>

- b’-khol

œ

j

d’- ra

œ ™ œ
khav,

œ
œ

œ

U

™
-

≈

ha tsur

œ

r

- ta mim,

œ

>

™ œ œ

- e

œ

>

™
rekh- a pa

œ œ

- yim

œ

>

j

œ

U

- u ma-

œ œ

-

 &
b

b

b

lei

8 œ œn œn œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

ra

fi
œ
œ œ ™

ha-- mim,

œ

j

œ

U

™
-

,

≈

ha
-

œ

r

3 3 3
-

 &
b

b

b

mol

9
f
˙

na

œ

‰™
v’ - hus-

œ

r
œ

na

œ ™

al a vot

œ œ

- u va- nim.

fi
œ
œœ

-

œ

-
œ
-

˙

-

˙

U

3

XI. Tsidduk HaDin 
Zavel Kwart�n, Semiroth Zebulon, 19�8: 65

 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Mikhtam L’-David (Psalm 16) Ma Ashiv L’-Adonai (Psalm 116)
Tsitsit Paragraph (Numbers 15) M’lokh / Atah Zokheir / T’-ka
Bi’Y’mei Matityahu / Mordekhai V’-Khakh Hayah Omeir
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Freely Chanted

XII. Va-Y'khullu

 &
b

b

b

Vay’

1

khul- lu-

ì
W

U

œ œ œ

ha-sha-ma-yim v’-ha a- rets

œ

j

œ

- v’-khol

œ

j

ts’- va-am,

œ ™ œ œ œ

U

‰

va -

accel.

y’

ì
œ œ

3 3

-

 &
b

b

b

khal

2

E lo- him

œ ™ œ œ œ

>

n

- ba yom

œ

j

- ha sh’-- vi i

œ

>

™ œ œ œ

- m’-lakh to

œ

>

n ™ œ œ œ

>

- a sher

œ

j

œ

>

- a sah,

œ

j

-

œ ™ œn œ
‰

va- yish

ì
œ œ

3 3 3 3 3

-

 &
b

b

b

bot

3 W

U

ba-yom hash’-vi-i mi-kol m’lakh-to

œ
‰

a - sher

œ

j

œ œ œ œ œ

a- sah,

œ

j

œ

lightly
‰

va- y’

ì
œ œ

3 3

-

 &
b

b

b

va

4 œ

>

rekh- E-lo-him

Wœ

j

et   yom hash’-vi-i vay’-ka deish

œ

>

- o to
œ

j

œ

-

fi
œn

j

œ œ

U

Œ

ì3 3

 &
b

b

b

Ki vo

5 W

U

sha-vat mi-kol m’-lakh to

œ

>

-

œœœ œ<b> œœ‰
a sher

ì
W

œ

j

- ba-ra elo -him

œ

la- a sot.

fi
œ
œ

œ œ

-

œ

j

œ

U

‰ ìì
5

3

 &
b

b

b

Ba-

6

rukh A tah,

œ œ œ

- A do- nai

œ

>

™œ œ œ

U

>

™
- E

,

lo- hei

ì
œ

œ

œ
˙

U

- nu,

œ ™
- vei

,

lo- hei

ì
œ œ

-

œœœœ
œ

a vo

œ ™ œ
- tei

œ ™œœ
- nu,

œ

>

j

œ

U

™
- e

,

lo-

ì
œ œ

3 5 3

-

 &
b

b

b

hei

7

Av ra- ham,

œ œ œ

-

œn œ
œœœœœœœ

E lo- hei- Yits--hak,

fi
œ#
œœ œ œ<n> œ œ ™œœ‰

v’Ei lo- hei

ìrit.

œ œ
œ ™

-

œ œb œ

Ya a- kov,

œn œ œ

-

œ

>

j

œœœœœ

U
,3 3

 &
b

b

b

ha

8 œ

j

Eil

ì

- ha ga- dol,

œ

>

™ œ œ
- ha gi- bor

œ

>

™ œ œ
- v’-ha no- ra,

œ

>

n ™ œ œ œ

- Eil

,

el- yon,

ì
œ

> ™ œ œ ˙ œ

U™

ko- nei

œ

J

Sha ma

œ

>

œ œ

- yim

œ

>

J œ

U

- va

, ì
œ
œ<n>3

3

-

 &
b

b

b

a

9
˙

-

œ ™
œ

rets.

fi
œ
œ

œ œ œ ˙

U

- - -

î3

XII. Vay’khullu
 

After Dav�d Kusev�tsky, �n Joseph A. Lev�ne, ed., Ba’avur Dovid, 199�: 1-5

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Raheim Na (Birkhat HaMazon) Birkhat Kohanim
BiY’shivah Shel Ma’alah  Hoshanah L’ma’ankha, Eloheinu
Adonai Ro’i (Psalm 23)
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c

XIII. Birkhat Ha-Kodesh

&
b

Ye

1

mp

hi
œ

j œ

- ra tson

œ

œ

œ œ

-

‰

mi - l’- fa
œ œ

ne

œ ™ œ
- kha,
œ œ œ œ

U

™
-

‰

A do- nai
œ

œ
œ œ

- E lo- hei
œ

œ
œ

- nu

œ

>

j

œ

- v’ei lo-

œ œ

3 3 3 3

-

&
b

hei

2

a vo- tei

œ œ
œ

-

fi
œ
œ

nu,

œ œ œ

U

™
-

,

she t’- ha--

f
œ œ

- deish a lei

œ œ œ

- nu

œ

>

j

œ

- et ha ho-

œ œ

- desh- ha zeh

œ œ œ ˙

-

‰

le

œ

j

3 3 3

-

4

4&
b

to

3
mp

vah

fi
œ
œ

œ œ œ œ ™™
- ve

œ

r

liv- ra

fi
œ

œ

- khah.

œ

U

œ

U

˙

U

™
-

‰

(Optional Duet)3

4

4

4

4

Deliberately°

¢

&
b

veCantor ti
œ

j

- ten

œ ™ œ œ

- la nu

œ œ œ œ

- hay- yim

œ ™ œ

- a ru

œ œ

- kim,

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ ™
-

≈

hay
-

œ

r

3

-

&
b

4

Harmony
p

œ

j œ ™ œ œ œ

pp
œ ™ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ ™ ≈

œ

R

°

¢

&
b

yim shel sha lom,

œ œ
œ

- hay- yim

œ ™ œ

- shel to vah,

œ œ
œ œ ™j

- hay-

,

œ

r

yim- shel

fi
œ
œ

b’ ra

œ œ œ

- khah,-

fi
œ

r

œ œ œ
œ

U

™™
hay-

,
f

œ

r

-

&
b

5

œ œ
œ œ ™ œ œ œ

œ œ ™j
,

œ

r

œ œ œ œ œ œ
œ

U

™™
,

œ

r

°

¢

&
b

yim shel hi- luts

œ

>

œ œ

- a tsa

œ ™ œ

- mot,

œ
œ

-

,

hay-

œ œ

yim

œ ™ œ œ ™ œ
- she yeish

œ ™ œ

- ba hem

œ
œ

-

œ œ

&
b

6

œ

>

œ œ œ ™ œ œ
œ

,

œ œ œ œ ™ œ œ
œ

œ œ

°

¢

&
b

yir at

œ

œ

- Sha

œ œ œ

ma

œ œ œ œ

>

j

- yim

œ

r

- v’

,

yir

œ

r

œ

- at- heit,-

œ ™ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

U

™
,3

&
b

7

œ œ

œ œ œ œ

>

j

œ

r

,

œ

r œ œ œ

J

œ

U™
,

XIII. Birkhat HaHodesh 
 

After Josef Rosenblatt, “Shome�r Y�sra’e�l” Greater Record�ng Co. 
Cassette GRC 1��, 197�: A-�
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&
b

hay-

8

yim,

œ ™™ œ
- hay- yim

œ œ œ ™
- she ein

œ

j

-

œ ™ œ
ba hem

œ œ œ ™
- bu shah

œ

j

-

œ
œ
œ

u kh’- li

œ œ œ

- mah,

œ œ œ
œ

U

-

,3 3

&
b

hay-

9

yim,

œ
œ
œ

-

œœœœ

hay-

œ ™ œ
yim

œœœ œb œ ™j
- shel

,

œ

r

o sher- v’-- kha- vod,

œ œ œ œ œ ™ œb œ ™ ‰
hay- yim

œ œœœœ

-

œ ™ œb œœœ ™
she t’--

œ œ

3 3

&
b

hei

10

va

œ ™œœœœ˙

nu- a

,

œ ™j œr

ha

˙

- - vat

œœœœœœœ

œ

to

œ œ
œb œ œ

rah

œœœœ œ<n> œœ
œ

- -

‰
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Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Shomeir Yisra’eil  Tsur Yisra’eil  Hin’ni 
Tikanta Shabbat  Atah Yatsarta
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XIV. V’-Khol Mi She-Oskim 
After P�erre P�nch�k, “Rozo D’-Shabbos,” The Repertoire of Hazzan Pinchik, 196�: 78 

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

(Geshem:)  Ba’avuro  . . . Z’khor Sh’neim-asar Sh’vatim
(Pesah:)   B’rah Dodi 
(Hashkivenu:) V’-Hagein Ba’adeinu
(S’firah:)  Hin’ni Mukhan 
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8

XIV VeKhol Mi Sheoskim
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XV. Ya’aleh V’-Yavo for All Occasions
 

After P�nchos Jass�nowsky , The Prophecy of Isaiah, 19�5 

6

8

Andante with Flexible Rhythm

XV. Ya'aleh Ve-Yavo
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Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Atah Ehad   Ama Rabi El’azar
Akavya   Uv’-Shofar Gadol
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XVI. Alah Elohim BiT’ru’ah
(Cantor, then Cong., verse by Verse) 

Beny Ma�ssner, 1978 
XVI. Alah Elohim Bi-Truah
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Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Hoshana — L’ma’an Amitakh Hoshana — Even Sh’tiyah
Hoshana — Om Ani Homah   Atah Hivdalta
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XVII. Hatsi Kaddish
 

After O. Camhy, Liturgie Sephardie, 1959: 7�; and N. Castel, Ladino Songbook, 1981: 11

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

L’-Eil Oreikh Din   Eil Dar BaMarom
Eil Melekh B’-Olamo  Ve’al Hata’im
N’-Kadeish  . . . . Az B’kol

c

Measured

XVII Hatsi Kaddish
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XVIII. R’tsei ViM’nuhateinu
 

El�ezer Gerov�tch, Shirej Simroh, 190�: pt. 1, no. �5

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

V’-sham’ru   Uv’Khitvei HaKodesh Ne’emar
Tsidkat’kha Tsedek  Hineh Eil Y’shu’ati
Aheinu Kol Beit Yisra’el Eil Malei Rahamim

c

XVIII. R'tseh Vi-Mnuhateinu
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XIX. Ki Hineh KaHomer
 

L. Glantz, �n G. Ephros, ed., Vol II., Cantorial Anthology, 19�0: 86 

Lightly

Ki Hineh Ka-Homer
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Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

Yir’u Eineinu  Shomeir Yisrael (all three verses) 
Hasof Zero’a Kodshekha (final verse of Maoz Tsur)
Tsur Yisrael
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Responsive Ashrei
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XX. Responsive Ashrei
 

After Moshe Ganchoff (196�) Musique Internationale,
Kall�r’s K’rovah for Musaf YK:  Cassette M576
Esa Dei’i L’mei-Rahok 

Ashre�
Ha-Am...

Congregat�on:

Congregat�on:
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Congregat�on:
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Congregat�on:
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Ve-ezuz
Nor’otekha...
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V’-Rahum...

Yodukha,
Adona�...

L’-Hod�’a
L�V’ne�...

Some�kh
Adona�...



�61

Other texts that may be sung to this chant pattern:

V’-Khol Ma’aminim  Hodu HaGadol
Ki Anu Amekha  An’im Z’mirot 
Esa Dei’i L’mei-Rahok
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A new website has been established in tribute to:

SIDOR BELARSKY
The Man and His Music

www.sidorbelarsky.com

“Sidor Belarsky was the singer who taught American Jews to understand the
unique Yiddishkeit of the songs of the the Jews of Eastern Europe. On the
concert and opera stage he was elegant and moving, a performer of
unquestioned musicianship and authority.”

Cantor Samuel Rosenbaum, Executive Vice-
President of the Cantors Assembly, 1959-97

“One is struck by the artistry and the natural, almost disarming expression of
his interpretations. He used his lyric bass, seamless in all registers, in the
service of the text as well as the music...with no contrived mannerisms, only
a seemingly endless flow of melody with flawless diction.”

Dr. Morton Gold, Music Critic of
The National Jewish Post and Opinion

“S�dor Belarsky was the s�nger who taught Amer�can Jews to understand 
the un�que Y�dd�shke�t of the songs of the Jews of Eastern Europe. On 
the concert and opera stage he was elegant and mov�ng, a performer 
of unquest�oned mus�c�ansh�p and author�ty.”

Cantor Samuel Rosenbaum, Executive Vice-
President, the Cantors Assembly, 1959-97

“One �s struck by the art�stry and the natural, almost d�sarm�ng ex-
press�on of h�s �nterpretat�ons. He used h�s lyr�c bass, seamless �n 
all reg�sters, �n the serv�ce of the text as well as the mus�c...w�th no 
contr�ved manner�sms, only a seem�ngly endless flow of melody w�th 
flawless d�ct�on.”

Dr. Morton Gold, Music Critic,
The National Jewish Post and Opinion

A new webs�te has been establ�shed �n tr�bute to:
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SPECIAL PRICE TO JSM READERS ON

The Music of the Hebrew Bible
and the Western Ashkenazic Chant Tradition

by Victor Tunkel

ONLY $26.OO
INCLUDING
SHIPPING

    TYMSDER
    PUBLISHING
    PO Box 16031
    London NW3 6WL, UK

Tunkel’s exploration of Western Ashkenazic cantillation fills a significant gap within the wider

Jewish music literature. It provides the only reliable notation of this tradition and reasserts

its continued presence alongside the system widely used in both the USA and Israel, upon

which previous studies have focused.

Journal of Jewish Studies

Tunkel’s book is a masterly summary of the subject, presenting all significant interpretations

of the system’s technical and musical aspects...Here we find a persuasive charm:

experience, knowledge and insight offered with a good humor which fills the reader with a

sense of beauty, order, and even awe.

David Robinson, Consultant to the Bible Society
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To learn more, contact:
Dr. Marsha Bryan Edelman
800-475-4635 ext. 138

• World-class Jewish Music Library
• Online courses in Music History & Literature
• Performing Ensembles

Investiture option through 
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College

Discover 
Jewish Music at 
Gratz College

Transdenominational 
M.A. in Jewish Music program, 

preparing professionals for careers in:
• music education
• choral conducting
• the cantorate

7605 Old York Road
Melrose Park, PA  19027 

www.gratz.edu
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Readers, both lay and profess�onal, w�ll be grateful to the Schechter 
Inst�tute for republ�sh�ng the Rosh Hashanah commentary, together 
w�th h�s long-awa�ted commentary on the Kol N�dre serv�ce.   

Rabbi Jules Harlow, editor of the Mahzor for Rosh  Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur and of Siddur Sim Shalom

 The High Holy Days, (in English)  by Hayyim Kievel, $25 
JSM Special Price - $�5

I would l�ke to purchase _______cop�es of The H�gh Holy Days.
	My check �n the amount of ________ �s enclosed. 

	 cred�t card no. ____________________________ exp�ry date: ___________
Name: ________________________ Inst�tut�on: _________________________

Street Address or POB: _____________________________________________

C�ty: _________________ State/Prov�nce: _____ Code: ______Country: ____

 Orders: Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies, 4 Avraham Granot St., 
Jerusalem, Israel, 9��60, 

attn:	Atalia	Gutbir:	email:	atalia@schechter.ac.il
Tel:	972-2-6790755,	ext.	111,	Fax:	972-2-6790840

Visit the Schechter Book Store – www.schechter.edu - 
for additional quality publications

  

The High Holy Days
  

A Commentary on the Prayerbook 
of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur

by Hayyim Herman Kieval,
 

edited by David Golinkin and 
Monique Susskind Goldberg
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Mordechai Hershman
Adolph Katchko

Moshe Koussevitsky
Moishe Oysher
David Roitman

Yossele Rosenblatt
Joseph Shlisky
Gershon Sirota

Leibele Waldman

TWO COMPLETE DOCUMENTARIES 
WITH CANTORS:

Send $49.95 plus $8 shipping, 
check, Mastercard or Visa to:

DIGITALLY RESTORED 2-DISC SET WITH 7 BONUS CANTORIALS

NOW AVAILABLE ON DVD

The National Center 
for Jewish Film
Brandeis University
Lown 102, MS 053
Waltham, MA 02454
(781) 899-7044
jewishfilm@brandeis.edu
www.jewishfilm.org

“Archival gold...an important addition to music-history archives.”    –The Boston Globe Magazine
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SPECIAL OFFER
TO JSM READERS ON

THE FOLLOWING BOOKS

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION, PLEASE CALL OR E-MAIL
THE CANTORS ASSEMBLY OFFICE:
212-678-8834     caoffice@aol.com

HALLEL

Charles Osborne

$12.95 (list

$14.95)

MUSICAL SIDDUR

FOR SHABBAT

Sol Zim

$50.00 (Order 5,

get one free!)

CHEMDAT YAMIM

Jerome B. Kopmar

$14.95 (list

$19.95)

NIGGUNEI SHABBAT

Meir Finkelstein

$20.00 ($15.00 for 5 or

more!)

EMUNAT ABBA

Joseph Levine

$32.00 (list $40.00)



�68

Now iN PaPerback!

DiscoveriNg Jewish Music
by Marsha bryan edelman

Exploring the full range of Jewish music over 3,000 
years of history, from music in the Bible through 
20th century popular Jewish music from around the 
world. With over 150 musical illustrations and an 
accompanying audio CD.

$28, paper, 420 pages, audio cd included
ISBN-13: 978-0-8276-0857-3
Previous edition (hardcover)  0-8276-0727-X

A NAtioNAl Jewish Book AwArd FiNAlist

“We are grateful for his comprehensive and scholarly 
research in cantillation…. We are so grateful to 
Dr. Jacobson for having shared his extraordinary 
talents….”
—Cantor’s Assembly Kavod Award

Chanting the Hebrew Bible is the most 
comprehensive guide for the proper cantillation 
and pronunciation of Biblical Hebrew.  Cantors, 
cantorial students, rabbis, Biblical scholars 
and anyone interested in chanting or better 
understanding the Bible will want to own this 
book.

Also AvAilABle iN A coNcise pAperBAck
editioN…

Joshua Jacobson’s masterpiece is also 
available in this condensed, 300-page, 
user-friendly paperback edition, ideal as an 
instructional guide for adult and young-adult 
students of Torah, and for b’nai mitzvah 
students and Jewish educators.

$75 Cloth 1,000 pages
ISBN-13: 978-0-8276-0693-7  (0-8276-0693-1)
Audio CD included

$25 Paper 300 pages 
ISBN-13: 978-0-8276-0816-0 (0-8276-0816-0) 
Audio CD included

THE JEWisH PuBliCaTion soCiETy
Creating a Shared Literary heritage SinCe 1888
2100 arch street, Philadelphia, Pa 19103
800-234-3151 or 800-355-1165 Fax: 215-568-2017
www.jewishpub.org
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SPECIAL OFFER ON PUBLICATIONS OF THE
TORONTO COUNCIL OF HAZZANIM

37 Southbourne Ave.
Toronto M3H 1A4, ON Canada

THESE FOUR ITEMS: $25.00 (US) each, including postage

YOU MAY ORDER BOOKS BY
e-mail: cantor@adathisrael

OR
FAX: 4�6 635- �629

CANTOR A. ELIEZER KIRSHBLUM, CHAIRMAN




