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Thesis Summary

In this study, I examine the shtetl, Zion, and Palestine-longing songs of the
Je\\?’i'sh, Eastern European immigrants to America at the turn of thé century. Because
These immigrants were uprooted from their homes, they suffered dislocation and trauma
which led them to yearn for a mythic past when life felt easier and more whole. Thus,
these immigrants longed for an imagined shtetl.

In addition, because these immigrants moved to America precisely at the rise of
Zionism, they experienced two different emotions towards the distant, Jewish homeland.
On one hand, they embraced a traditional, mythic idea of Zion for similar reasons to
which they longed for the shtetl — as an image to counter-act present instability. On the
other hand, they felt a pull towards Palestine, towards the real, attainable land which was
even then being settled.

I begin the study with an examination of the development of the traditional idea of
Zion in Jewish culture and history. In chapter two, I briefly examine the psychological
functions of home-lbnging, how it operates for an individual as well as a culture. In
chapter three, I address the idea of immigrant music making, and look at the Yiddish
Theater in this context. In chapter four, I examine the shtetl-longing songs, looking at
their motifs and portrayals of home. In chapter five, I study the Zion and Palestine-
longing songs and compare them with each other. Finally, in the conclusion, I address
issues of Jewish home-longing today. In addition to examining the songs themselves, I

have read a wide variety of secondary sources, drawing from disciplines such as

performance studies, Zionist thought, psychology, and ethnomusicology.
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Introduction

“No people can long exist without a bond to its land.”" For some nations, this
bond between nation and land, which scholar Eliezer Schweid considers essential, is an
obvious one -- direct, and unencumbered; it is an unquestioned identification, untested by
dislocation or exile. Jewish history can not offer us such simple stories, though, nor can
Jews lay claim to their homeland in such a literal way. After all, our relationship to home
has never been simple. Instead, at least since the destruction of the second Temple, we
have adapted to exile and dispersion by forging a new kind of bond to homeland — a
ritualized bond of longing. Thus, until the advent of Zionism, we have defined ourselves
traditionally not so much by the plot of land on which we stood but by the direction
towards which we faced. We reinvented home by making the longing for Zion into a
kind of place to live in the meantime, even if the meantime took up the whole of our
lives. So doing, we introduced into the idea of home a constant, creative tension, a
tension which is strengthened every time a Jew in the Diaspora turns to face Jerusalem.

Granted, during the two thousand odd years between the destruction of the second
Temple and the birth of the state of Isracl, the extent of Jewish longing for Zion has

waxed and waned. For example, at times of safety and prosperity in Muslim Spain, a Jew

! Eliezer Schweid, The Land of Israel, trans. Deborah Greniman (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University
Press, 1985), 36.




may have prayed for redemption in Zion in a ritualized manner alone, only to feel those
emotions in earnest as soon as Jewish life became unsafe. Schweid explains:

During periods of relative peace and prosperity [in Jewish history],

the land of Israel was relegated to the realm of ritual meaning alone

and aroused no feelings of obligation. Such periods, however, never

lasted very long. Jewish settlement in a country generally provoked

jealousy and religious fanaticism. The venting of this hatred

reawakened [Jews’] feeling of foreignness in all its force, and the

land of Israel, symbolizing the present exile and the redemgtion to

come, once more became central to the Jewish experience.

In this way, what may be called “the Zion concept” functions within Jewish culture
as traumatic memories do on an individual level, moving back and forth in the mind
between rehearsed ritual and active psychological need, lying dormant until revived by
present troubles. Scholar Fred Davis writes about this movement in the case of nostalgia,
but his comments can extend to home-longing as well: “in its collective manifestation,
nostalgia also thrives... on the rude transitions rendered by history, on the discontinuities
and dislocations wrought by such phenomena as war, depression, and civil disturbance.”

Davis’ comments point us towards an essential aspect of home-longing — it is
always intimately connected and reawakened by the present: “the nostalgic evocation of
some past state of affairs always occurs in the context of present fears, discontents,

" Therefore, because home-longing is a response to current

anxieties, and uncertainties.
dislocation, it can teach us as much about present emotions and identity as it can about a
remembered home. After all, the places we yearn for in retrospect are inevitably quite

different than the places in which we actually lived. It is for this reason that sociologist

Clifford Geertz recommends laying aside ontological questions when seeking to

2 .
Ibid, 45.
* Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday (New York: The Free Press, 1979), 49.




understand a culture. He writes: “the thing to ask [about a culture’s events, memories,
and sacred places] is not what their ontological status is. . . . The thing to ask is what their
import is: what it is . . . that in their occurrence and through their agency, is getting
said.”

In the present study, I will examine the expression of longing for home in the early-
twentieth century music of Eastern European immigrants to America, as it played itself
out towards the shtetl, towards mythic Zion, and towards Palestine. The turn of the
century in America is a fascinating and unique period within which to examine aspects of
Jewish home-longing. Certainly, there are many other periods in Jewish history in which
migration or exile provoked a yearning for home. Yet, the art of early twentieth century
Jewish immigrants is unique because of the unprecedented rise of Zionism.

In addition, then, to expressing longing for the shtetl which had been left behind, as
well as evoking traditional images of Zion, these newcomers to America were helping to
create a new kind of Jewish longing as well — the longing for Palestine. This new longing
differed essentially from a traditional belief in Zion bécause it addressed a material land
and not a utopian vision, advocating action over waiting, strength over passive
acceptance of God’s will. At the same time, the longing for Palestine is similar to
traditional Zion longing because both are products of the Diaspora, of Jews positioned
outside their homeland, looking in.

Taken together, these Yiddish songs of shtetl, Zion, and Palestine-longing provide
us with an excellent example of a moment in Jewish history in which multiple emotions

of home-longing were being expressed at the same time. In order to understand all these

* Ibid, 49.
3 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 10.




songs within a larger cultural context, 1 will begin, in chapter one, by outlining the
historical development and religious function of the Zion idea within traditional Judaism.
It is essential to understand the Zion idea precisely because it serves as the backdrop,
spoken or unspoken, for all other kinds of Jewish home-longing. It is the original mold
of all forms of Jewish place-longing. In chapter two, 1 will shift from the national to the
personal, and examine place-longing from a psycho-analytic perspective, seeking to
better understand its purposes in Jewish tradition. It must be noted that by examining the
sociological and psychological functions of the Zion idea, I am by no means dismissing
its theological authenticity, only seeking to understand its human components as well.

In the third chapter of this work, I will lay aside both the Zion idea and

psychological functions for the moment and examine the act of immigrant music-making.

Specifically, I will address its power to transmit the values of the Old World and ease the
transition to the New. In this context, I will examine the role of the early Yiddish
Theater, from which most of the songs in this study originate. I will also examine
performance’s unique ability to memorialize things, people, and places that have been
lost. Because, as I argue, performance has a special function in helping its audience
wrestle with loss, it is the perfect lens through which to look at Jewish acts of home-
longing.

After laying the necessary groundwork -- understanding the development of the
Zion idea, the psychological functions of home-longing, and the power of immigrant
music-making -- I then turn to in chapter four to the shtetl-songs themselves. I divide the
songs into a number of categories, reflecting the different aspects of shtetl-longing which

the songs themselves express. Though I do examine the music at times, and often give a
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context of when the songs were performed, I am focusing in this chapter on the songs’
lyrics.

In chapter five, I will turn from the songs of the shtetl to those of Zion and
Palestine, thereby completing our picture of home-longing songs among Jewish
immigrants at the turn of the century. This chapter is divided into two parts: the first
examines the immigrants’ traditional Zion-longing songs; the second looks at those
Zionist songs which express longing for Palestine. Throughout chapters four and five, I
will be referring to the background laid in the first two chapters. I will conclude with a
few personal reflections on home-longing. Throughout this study, it is my intention to
shed light on that art of song-making which at once encouraged, ritualized and

transformed the immigrants’ inner need for home.




The Idea of Zion

In his essay, “Diasporas in Modern Societies,” sociologist William Safran asks:

How long does it [usually] take for a Diaspora consciousness to

develop, and what are the necessary and sufficient conditions for its

survival? Does such consciousness [typically] weaken with the

passage of decades or centuries, as the relationship with the real

homeland is lost, or conversely, does the homeland focus become

more deeply embedded in the collective consciousness of a minority

as concrete experience is replaced by myth?®
Safran’s questions are an excellent entry point from which to begin examining the image
of Zion in Judaism. The religious and cultural myth of Zion -- balanced by its opposite,
exile -- forms a core of Jewish belief and practice. Precisely because of its centrality, we
need to ask — what were “the necessary and sufficient conditions” for its growth? Why
and how did Jews continue to dream of Zion when they lived so far away from there?
What purpose did this place-longing serve? Surely, the belief in Zion flourished because
it fed a need, because it served a religious and sociological purpose. It behooves us, then,
to understand this purpose better.

To do so, we must begin by acknowledging that the ideas of Zion and Galut are
inseparable: the promised home is linked inextricably to its shadow land, its double. One
cannot subscribe to one without the other; as soon as one yearns for Zion, one calls up the
specter of Galut, that waiting station of punishment and separation from God.

On the other hand, when one relinquishes a messianic vision of Zion, one is also

freed to rethink the Galut. Secular Zionists proved this point well, for just as they




reconfigured traditional notions of Zion, they also reconfigured the Galut. Eliezer
Schweid explains: “No longer was [the land of Israel, for secular Zionists,] seen as the
land of destiny, the holy land; rather it was a land to be possessed, a foundation upon
which the national might of a people could stand. . .. Elements of traditional thought
provided historical justification for the new secular outlook, which progressively
obscured the traditional view.”” Thus, unlike a traditional picture of the Galut, the
Zionists’ image was free of sin and alienation; suffering could be eliminated through
one’s own efforts, simply by settling Palestine. When we examine the Zion-longing and
Palestine-longing songs in chapter five, we will notice both images of the Galut
employed, either as a place of waiting and suffering, “light-years” away from the holy
land, or as a physical reality from which one can free oneself and move to Palestine.
Now that we have acknowledged the link between the Zion idea and a traditional
rendering of Galut, where should we begin a deeper examination of these ideas? Eliezer

Schweid recommends that we begin with the Torah, reasoning that “the Bible is more

than simply the collection of ideas, concepts, and symbols that the Jewish people has
drawn upon... in every generation,; it is itself the [primary] spiritual link between the
people and its land.”® Turning to the Scriptures, we are reminded throughout the Torah
that the land of Israel is considered intrinsically holy, not because the soil is different
there, but because “God chose to dwell among His people precisely in the land of Israel,
in Jerusalem, on Mt Moriah, and nowhere else.” While it is true that God appeared to the

children of Israel in all sorts of temporary dwelling places in the desert, these locations

8 William Safran, “Diasporas in Modemn Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return,” Diaspora: A
Journal of Transnational Studies 6 (1997): 95.

? Eliezer Schweid, The Land of Israel, 2.

¥ Ibid, 15.




were never considered permanently holy, “while the holiness of the land of Israel and the
Temple mount abides forever.” Moreover, “after the settlement of the land is completed,
God dwells among his people only in Israel, only in Jerusalem, only in the Temple.”

Yet, though the Scriptures teach us that God’s dwelling in Zion is permanent, the
people’s claim to the land is not. It is conditional upon living a life of Torah. In other
words, “they are to dwell in Israel perceiving it as a Promised Land whose inheritance is
conditional.”"® Such a life of holiness would cause the people to live with “a constant
readiness for the future destined for them,” for Messianic redemption. In this way,
according to Shweid, “the image of the land of Israel reflects the vision of its future more
than it reflects its past and present. In this sense, too, it is a Promised Land, a land that
one day will fully become what it was destined to be by the will of God.” According to
Schweid, throughout the history of Jewish thought, philosophers, rabbis, and poets alike
returned to this promised vision of the land, that place where one day, the Jewish people
would again “live a life of holiness in the [immediate] presence of God.”"!

A life within the land is a life of closeness to God, whereas Galut is predicated upon
distance. In the present study’s immigrant music, as we will see, there is evidence of this
sense of distance from a place considered more holy. However, in this case, the place in
question is the shtetl . These immigrants saw in the archetypal shtetl a world close to
God, in which fixed methods of communication ensured them a safe and constant
relationship with the Divine. But, so their story continues, those methods were lost or
complicated upon arrival in the golden land. It is as if they had lost the Temple all over

again.

? Ibid, 27.
° ibid, 28.
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While the Torah teaches us the supremacy of the land of Israel, it also points to an
inter-dependence between exile and Zion. As early as the Book of Genesis, the
Patriarchs leave and return to Galut with some frequency. Indeed, it is Abraham’s very
willingness to uproot himself and follow God’s directions which is the beginning of his
intimacy with God. As archeologists Zali Gurevich and Gideon Arad claim, it may be
the Patriarchs’ wanderings in and out of the Promised Land, and the complicated
relationship to place which those wanderings engender, that to a great extent define who
we are. 2

In his book Galut, Amold Eisen points out the tensions vis-a'-vis the Galut at the
close of the Torah as well. He writes: “As Israel prepares to cross the Jordan, Moses tries
to conjure up a picture of the life awaiting his people on the other side.... Yet, here too
the imagination of home is overpowered by the specter of homelessness. Curse routs
blessing; home remains unachieved, and incompletely imagined.”’® Even at its
conclusion, then, the Torah does not offer the reader the satisfaction of a journey
completed, a home possessed, and an exile finally left behind.

Rather, the Torah is completed just before the children of Israel enter the land. In
this way, both the Israelites and the reader remain at the story’s close in a state of
expectancy, a state of longing, waiting for the command to enter the land. It makes no
difference that the nation does enter Canaan shortly thereafter, in the book of Joshua. For
the Torah itself -- that book defining our most basic myth of peoplehood -- leaves us
waiting at its close. The Torah’s unresolved ending forces us to recognize that “the Land

of Israel was not the birthplace of the Jewish people, which did not emerge there, as most

"' Eliezer Shweid, The Land of Israel, 27.
2 Arnold Eisen, Galur (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 7.
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people have on their own soil. On the contrary, it had to enter its own Land from

without; there is a sense in which Israel was born in exile.” The Torah’s unfinished
ending also teaches us not to confuse the narrative of longing for Zion with that of its
possession, as described in the Book of Joshua. The first is the narrative of a nation out
in the desert, looking in; the second tells the complex, this-worldly story of a people’s
possession of a land.

Yet, one may ask: while the Scriptures contain deep and complicated relationships
between Zion and Galut, is there proof of the same during later periods, especially after
the destruction of the second Temple? Scholars Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin point to the
existence of Jewish communities outside Palestine prior to the destruction of the Second
Temple as historical evidence of the interdependence between Zion and exile. They
write: “the Diaspora is not the forced product of war and destruction — taking place after
the down-fall of Judea — but that already in the centuries before this downfall, the
majority of Jews lived voluntarily outside the Land.”"* Eliezer Schweid rejects the

Boyarins’ analysis of the Diaspora:

Before [the destruction of the Second Temple,] the people of Israel
could be considered... a people dwelling in its own land; after the
destruction, it was a people in exile. More precisely: as long as the
people of Israel had some kind of proximity to the land, and even
those who dwelt in the Diaspora maintained their ties to it and could
still make their pilgrimages to the Temple, . . . the dispersion did not
assume its full spiritual and religious significance. Once the Second
Temple was destroyed, however, and it became clear that it would
not be speedily rebuilt, even the land of Israel itself was transformed
more and more into a place of exile."’

13 :
Ibid, xv.

' Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin, “Diaspora: Generation and the Ground of Jewish Identity,” Critical
Inguiry 19 (Summer 1993): 722.

'S Eliezer Schweid, The Land of Israel, 33.
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At Yavneh, Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai and his disciples were confronted with a
dilemma. They understood that the supremacy and uniqueness of the land could not be
relinquished. At the same time, reality now dictated that the Jewish people must find a
way to survive in Galut. Schweid explains, “the eternal uniqueness of the land of
Israel...had to be preserved, yet an alternative nevertheless had to be created, one that
would consciously and emphatically be no more than a substitute, never competing with

the original but constantly maintaining the tension of the people’s anticipation that they

would yet return to their true home.”'® To survive outside and yet to live in longing, to

carry out a holy way of life in exile and yet never to consider that place a homeland — this

is the state of creative tension the rabbis sought to foster.

Thus, for example, although the Temple service was eventually transformed into
prayers and study, the original Temple arts were never exactly replaced (we find constant
evidence of them, in the musaf prayer, the Avodah service, the treatment of the Shabbat i!
table, to name a few.) Thus, whatever new structures of meaning the rabbis created,

these structures were never allowed to transcend or obliterate the original service of the

Temple. Instead, the Temple became a second lost paradise in the Rabbinic imagination,
a place where the people had once been closer to God, purer and more whole.
Throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance, Jewish suffering, isolation, and
social inferiority in the Diaspora only confirmed traditional Jewish notions of Galut. It is
impossible to say whether the land of Israel would have ultimately retained its spiritual
supremacy without periods of anti-Semitism, for Jewish yearnings for Zion seem so often

to have been reignited by discrimination and hatred.

' Ibid, p.36.
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Though the limits of this study preclude an examination of many of the important
thinkers about Zion, including Yehuda Halevi and Rambam, it is worth noting briefly the
contribution of the Lurianic Kabbalah to the discourse on Galut and redemption. In the
Kabbalah, Rabbi Isaac Luria Ashkenazi (1534-72) expanded upon earlier portrayals of
Galut as a distancing of the people from God to include within it the entire world’s
suffering. According to Gershom Scholem, “the Galut the Ari’s Kabbalah saw as a
terrible and pitiless state permeating and embittering all of Jewish life, but Galut was also
the condition of the universe as a whole, even of the deity.” Therefore, “by connecting
the notions of Galut and redemption with the central question of the essence of the
universe, [the Kabbalists] managed an elaborate system which transformed the exile of

the people of Israel into an exile of the whole world, and the redemption of the their

people into a universal, cosmic redemption.”!” In this way, the Kabbalists helped both to

sanctify the life of a Jew in Galut and to make a state of pious longing the people’s only

real alternative.

'” Gershom Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism, trans. Michael Meyer (New York: Schocken Books,
1971), 43,

12
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The Psychological Function of Home-Longing

e

*“Nostalgia is memory with the pain removed.’””'® At first glance, this definition
of longing from a 1975 San Francisco Chronicle article can be misleading. Ah, we say
to ourselves — how simple it is after all. Just remove the pain from the total picture and
there you have it — the memory remains intact. Upon further reflection, though, we
realize the sophistication of the statement, for removing the pain — removing any emotion t
from a memory — essentially alters that memory, making it one more step removed from
actual events. Of course, all memory is a form of fiction, a story we write and rewrite
constantly, with each passing year. In sociologist Fred Davis’ words: “The past is never .

simply something there just waiting to be discovered. Rather, the remembered past, like

S S

all other products of human consciousness is something that must be filtered, selected,
constructed, and reconstructed.”'® Thus, though the way in which we remember our pasts
can teach us only a limited amount about what actually transpired, it can offer us
considerable insight into who we are at each new moment of remembering.

When one yearns for somewhere absent, whether that place is the shtetl or
Jerusalem, one is creating a situation of tension. There are suddenly two locations
instead of one — the place in which I stand and the place I envision. These two points
imply a relationship. Because this relationship is built on the tension of longing, it

naturally seeks some form of resolution. Mario Jacoby agrees, explaining that “the

'8 As mentioned in Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday (New York: The Free Press, 1979), 37.
"* Ibid, 116.
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longing for a place or condition of bliss [must include within it] the desire to close the
gap which separates one from it.”*°

While the desire for resolution may have been essential in the creation of
immigrants’ home-longing songs, this desire does not get expressed through a hunger for
action, except in the case of the Palestine-longing songs. In fact, none of the Yiddish
Theater songs we will look at in chapter four exclaim, “I am going home.” Instead, they
say, “I yearn for home” or “I wish 1 were home.” Similarly, the specific Zion-longing
songs we will examine in chapter five employ a traditional posture of distanced,
irresolvable longing. It is only the Palestine-longing songs of chapter five that try to
dissolve longing through action. But, interestingly enough, this call to action is directed
more towards others — towards the Jews of Eastern Europe ~ than towards the immigrants
themselves.

It seems, therefore, that longing can also exist in the mind, can even be
psychologically useful, without the mind seeking its resolution in any practical, external
way. Such longing fulfills a psychic need, one which is helpful through its very tension.
Because “longing harbors within it the yearning for confidence in some solid, nourishing
ground,” an expression of that longing helps the individual, and by extension the nation,
to continue searching for that stability which is absent.?! In this way, the Jews’ belief in
Zion expresses the people’s collective “desire to overcome [their] own self-alienation, to

achieve consonance with [their] own wholeness.” ?* It is this very act of expression

which is healing.

 Mario Jacoby, Longing for Paradise (Boston: Sigo Press, 1985), 215.
* Ibid, 8.
2 1bid, 9.
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The psycho-analyst Mario Jacoby describes a number of his patients who suffered
from obsessions with mythic homes, explaining that “what tortured them was the longing,
the painful yearning for something they had apparently never actually experienced: a
home situation that would provide them with the sense of an un-fragmented world, or

23 According to Jacoby, when a child does

what has been termed the ‘unitary reality.
not experience “a conflict free, unity reality” during infancy, that same child may well
grow up yearning for home or mythic mother, creating an inner fiction of the past and
then craving it. It follows naturally then that when an infant does fully experience
“unitary reality,” she will be able to successfully negotiate the process of separation from
the mother, and will in adulthood perhaps not long for a mythic home. “This {longing,
then,] is, at bottom, a longing for one’s own well-being, which originally was dependant
upon maternal care and protection.”*

When we feel fragmented internally, we create fictions of original unity; when we
strive for wholeness, we project back onto our past a vision of a fully integrated time. In
Jacoby’s words, “the world of wholeness exists mostly in retrospect, as a compensation
for the threatened, fragmented world in which we live now.”?* Certainly, in the case of
the shtetl-longings songs I will examine in chapter three, the immigrants who both wrote
and enjoyed them idealized the old country because their new lives felt so fragmented. In
point of fact, though, if the shtetl had been as blissful as described in these songs, the
immigrants would never have left it for America. So too, the image of the land of Israel

has always been like a lamp around which the many moths of our unconscious desires

and fears collect. Though I do consider the Zion idea to be of divine origin, the way we

2 Ibid, 6.
24 Ibid, 7.




have used it over time is quite human, exhibiting our continued struggle to overcome

dislocation and achieve, in exile, a certain wholeness.

It is important to remember that home-longing can be reactivated by any kind of
upheaval, whether psychic or external. For this reason “nostalgic reaction is most
pronounced during these transitional phases in the life cycle that exact from us the
greatest demands for identity change and adaptation.”®® Traumas awaken old wounds,
which then awaken our never fully extinguished longings for a true and lasting home. 1
will provide evidence of this in the shtetl and Zion-longing songs of chapters four and
five.

Moreover, there seems to be a psychological relationship between longing for home
and an inner sense of dislocation from one’s body. Performance studies theoretician
Peggy Phelan points out this correlation: “The psyche has no material form and yet in
describing it we tend often to give it a body. ... We talk about the psyche as something
subject to wound, tears, to traumas. We believe it can be made healthy. We treat it, in
short, as a body.”27 In this way, just as the homeland houses its nation, and the shtetl its
community, so too the body houses the soul. By extension, a fantasized unification of the
body may be conceived of as the longing for reintegration into the mother’s womb, “a
return to the utopia of biology and symbol united within the walled city of the
maternal.”?

Given this theory, it is important to note that the shtetl-longing songs make frequent

reference to the body, both in its primary state of unity and then in a later state of

> Ibid, 5.

2 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday, 49.

27 peggy Phelan, Mourning Sex (London: Routledge, 1997), 5.

?® Susan Stewart, On Longing (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1984), 320.
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dislocation. We can find examples of body imagery in a number of the Zion and

Palestine-longing songs as well. The Jewish people without Jerusalem are portrayed as a
fragmented body, or a body without its heart. After all, the land of Israel “stood at the
center of the geographic and cultural map of the world that the Jew created for himself.”?
Metaphorically, then, the Jew’s body stood empty in the West, while her dislocated heart
beat expectantly, far away, in the East.

As we turn from the psychological aspects of home-longing to a chapter on the
nature of immigrant music, it would be useful to keep this metaphor in mind. After all,
immigrant music struggles to bridge worlds, striving for a new kind of wholeness. It
attempts to express that immigrant’s experience who stands with his feet planted in a new

land and his heart still far away from him, lingering at home.

* Eliezer Schweid, The Land of Israel, 45.
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Performing the Immigrant Experience

“[A culture] must be performed to be transmitted; this is the source of its life.”*°

Victor Turner’s statement offers us a perfect key with which to unlock issues of
immigrant music, transplanted memory, and longing. If, following Turner, a culture can
only survive as long as it continues to perform itself, what does that mean for cultures
which have undergone severe dislocation? What are the implications of Turner’s
statement for refugee cultures which have been torn away from their native lands? What
can it mean for Jewish culture specifically, which has undergone continuous dislocation
and migration throughout its history?

Adelaida Reyes Schramm, an ethnomusicologist who has written extensively on
music and the refugee experience, points to the need to examine cultural transmission in
refugee cultures differently from their more stable counterparts. She explains: “[Refugee
cultures] urge a reexamination of what we understand by cultural transmission, because
the disruption and loss of control, the traumas of escape, and the trying circumstances
surrounding survival in a new and possibly hostile environment impede the usual
channels through which traditions pass from one generation to the next.”’

Obviously, the shtetl, Zion, and Palestine-longing songs to be examined in this
study were not the products of refugees. Unlike the Jews of Spain, or many other

refugees in Jewish history, the early-twentieth century composers, performers, and

audiences who participated in these songs chose to leave their homes to come to the

% Victor Tumner, From Ritual to Theater (New York: PAJ Publications, 1982), 37.
*! Adelaida Reyes Schramm, “Tradition in the Guise of Innovation,” Yearbook for Traditional Music
(1986): 91.

18




19

golden land, placing them in a different category than the Vietnamese refugees about
whom Reyes Schramm has written. Nonetheless, Reyes Schramm'’s analysis is useful in
understanding the way the songs of the Eastern European immigrants transmitted values
and preserved memories during a transitional time. From the music of radically
dislocated refugee cultures, we may derive a frame of reference useful for the music of
voluntary migrants as well. After all, the music of the Eastern European immigrants
“retain{ed] its identity away from the culture from which it sprang. [It] change[ed] in a
new context and still remain[ed] itself,” just as did the music of the Vietnamese.?? In this
way, “the refugee experience offers a [particularly valuable] understanding of tradition,
which is crucial for whomever is interested in issues of cultural survival.”*?

Trying to invent a category by which to understand refugee music, Reyes
Schramm employs the term “transplanted music,” explaining that “it refers to music that
has been relocated, and is marked by a cultural past from somewhere else and a cultural
present where it is not native.”** Reyes Schramm offers an excellent example of such
“transplanted music,” describing a Vietnamese holiday performance in America, in which
both Vietnamese and Western elements were noticeable:

From an outsider’s point of view, ambiguity in musical identity was
a striking feature of the music in the stage presentations [of this
major, public celebration day.] The special ornamentation of sung
melodic lines, specifically in solo and recitative sections, the
adherence to unison singing by vocal ensembles, and the strong
tendency towards pentatonicism to which harmonic usage was
frequently subordinated, argued against identification as Western.

At the same time, Western harmony had an undeniable impact
particularly on the instrumental parts. This fusion of Vietnamese

3 Adelaida Reyes Schramm, “Music and the Refugee Experience,” The World of Music, Vol. XXXILI.
No. 3 (1990): 4.

* Ibid, 6.

* Ibid, 18.




and Western musical elements in [this] contemporary context . . can
be seen as an analogy to the theme of unity on a deeper level.**

In the case of the music of the Yiddish Theater, Reyes Schramm’s notion of
“transplanted music” proves equally useful because, like the music of the Vietnamese
refugees, Yiddish Theater music was also a hybrid of old and new sounds. Nusach, or
traditional prayer chant, sat alongside Tin Pan Alley motifs; hazzanut and Yiddish
lullabies found their way into songs directly influenced by vaudeville and musical
theater. The ethnomusicologist Mark Slobin also links the Yiddish Theater to the popular

form of the American melodrama:

In many respects, immigrant theater in America emulated the

amazing success of the melodrama, the dominant genre of Western

entertainment. Melodrama offers exactly those characteristics

cited by [Irving] Howe as being typical of Jewish theatrical fare.

To quote a historian of the melodrama: ‘Farcical scenes and scenes

of violence and pathos follow each other in rapid alternation, this

sequence being one of the trademarks of melodrama.’*®
Those immigrants who started the Yiddish Theater in America -- the actors, singers, and
musicians who left Russia after the pronouncement of the Czar’s edict of 1882 banning
all forms of Yiddish Theater -- recognized that they had a new job: “to explain America
[to other immigrants], and to define the problems of adjustment to a New World.”*" To
this end, they created a new Yiddish theater in America, a hybrid theater, a theater of
“transplanted” performance and sound.

The values conveyed by the Yiddish Theater were “transplanted” as well. The

rags-to-riches story was a very popular and typically American theme found in the

3% Adelaida Reyes Schramm, “Tradition in the Guise of innovation”, 96.
3¢ Mark Slobin, Tenement Songs (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996), 85.
37 :

Ibid, 3.
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Yiddish Theater. It was often expressed in the very same play in which a different
character longed for the purity and poverty of the shtetl. In this way, the Yiddish Theater
was “a theater of primary, un-evaded emotions, Jewish emotions that had only yesterday
escaped from the prison-house of Europe. . .. It was a theater that staked almost
everything on a high romanticism or gesture, a theater of festival.”*® It was for this
reason an art form which could best express the ambivalence and contradictory desires of
its immigrant audience, their hunger both to assimilate and to return to the bosom of the
shtetl. It used its music, lyrics, character types and plot settings to exhibit this
ambivalence.

Ultimately, though, the Yiddish Theater helped immigrants to assimilate into
American culture by providing them with a halfway house between old and new worlds.
According to musicologist Ruth Rubin, “the Yiddish theater played an important role in
the Americanization process of the new immigrants, . . . and the songs that emanated
from it, coupled with the songs created for mass consumption, inexorably weaned large
sections of the Jewish population away from the old, traditional Yiddish songs from the
Old Country.”*® Obviously, just as immigrants gradually stopped singing the old songs,
so too did they relinquish the old ways.

But, why did the Yiddish Theater’s immigrant audiences often choose its
boisterous halls over the well-worn halls of the local synagogue? After all, America’s
synagogues were full of fabulous vocal artists during this period, masters at turning age -
old liturgy into new drama. The new liturgical drama being created at this time also

expressed the emotions and experiences of the immigrants, only differently than did the

% Irving Howe, World of our Fathers (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1976), 473.
*® Ruth Rubin, Voices of a People: The Story of Yiddish Folksong (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973). 357.
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theater. Certainly, many immigrants did continue to look to the synagogue for
sustenance, but it is also clear that, for many, the Yiddish Theater “took the place of
organized religion, by affirming a Jewishness that was elastic and didn’t require any
observance or piety.”** The audiences of Yiddish Theater could be entertained by
performers, some of whom had actually been a cantors in the old country, but were now
singing hazzanut in the midst of an operetta. The immigrants could focus on memories of
old world religion without being bound by its commandments; they could feel near to
God without actually praying.

In addition, the Yiddish Theater, by nature a “theater of primary, un-evaded
emotions,” necessarily mirrored the immigrants’ immediate experiences more directly
than did liturgy. Instead of finding themselves within the larger liturgical framework of
the service, they needed to see themselves specifically, their struggles, their memories,
their language and associations and jokes. Though the theater employed mythic Jewish
images, and peppered its musical fare with hazzanut, the shows themselves were
culturally and historically specific. As Yiddish Theater expert Nahma Sandrow explains:
“[This] theater [functioned like] a breath of home: the music, the plot situations, . . . even
the actors themselves were all familiar from the old country. It filled the psychological
gap in the immigrants’ lives.™*! For this reason, because it was specific and not liturgical,
“the Yiddish theater became [for these immigrants] the new Jewish sanctuary.”*
Moreover, as “the new Jewish sanctuary,” the Yiddish Theater helped create a

space for longing, a liminal zone in which audiences were given permission to sit

:° Nhama Sandrow, Vagabond Stars New York: Harper and Row, 1977), 77.
' Ibid, 78.
%2 Heather Feffer, “From Second Avenue to the Synagogue” ( M.S.M. Thesis, Hebrew Union College-
Jewish Institute of Religion, 1991), 15.
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and remember home, without repercussions, guilt, or the assumption that these emotions
should be acted upon and resolved. Its performances functioned as rituals of grieving and
transition, allowing the immigrant community to process and navigate their psychic

difficulties within a limited island of fantasy. A kind of sacred space was held during

these performances, a memorial to absent places, to Slutzk and Warsaw and Beltz, to
unnamed shtetls in the Pale of Settlement, to places which people had left in body but not
yet in spirit. In the Yiddish Theater shows, these distant, mythic places were evoked in a
manner which ultimately drew attention both to their presence and their absence; the
shows were performed as “enactments of [both] invocation and disappearance.”
According to Peggy Phelan, it is in the nature of performance to create such
unique memorials to absence. She writes: “theater and performance respond to a psychic
need to rehearse for loss, and especially for death. Billed as rehearsal, performance and
theater have a special relation to art as memorial.”* Perhaps this is the case because
performance can present an audience with acted out versions of lost things, people, and
places. In experiencing them again, the audience is privileged to feel at once united with
the lost thing and forced, because theater is ultimately an illusion, to grieve its absence.
This is what cultural studies theoretician Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimlett means by the
production of cultural memory. She explains that any kind of cultural “memory requires
[its] prosthesis,” — not its open book for simple recording of events gone by, but its
prosthesis on which to lean while producing its past.* For the Eastern European Jewish

immigrants, their prosthesis was the Yiddish Theater, whose memorials helped to forge,

3 peggy Phelan, Mourning Sex (London: Routledge, 1997), 4.
44 . -
Ibid, 3.
5 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimlett, “Theorizing Heritage,” Ethnomusicology (Fall 1995): 376.
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out of still vivid recollections of the Old World, a reconfigured past which could

ultimately be laid aside.
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The Shtetl-Longing Songs

Noticing the tendency of Vietnamese immigrants to tamper with traditional
musical forms. Reyes Schramm observes that, “given the inherent adaptability and the
functional nature of tradition, and given the radically changed conditions under which
refugees must reconstruct their lives, it is not merely understandable, it is in fact
predictable that forms will change for the sake of conserving content.” Reyes Shramm
distinguishes here between the traditional content of Vietnamese music and its forms,
which change in order to convey the content within a transplanted environment. This
change in esthetics, then, is necessitated by a commitment to cultural continuity in the
midst of social upheaval. Reyes Shramm emphasizes this point: “given a situation where
Vietnamese-ness is either to be deliberately maintained or accepted as the function of
cultural contrast in the American context, it is almost inevitable that the expression
system should draw from Western music even as the content system retains traditional
values.”™*®
So too, the immigrants’ shietl-longing songs were strongly influenced by Western
music. Slobin explains:

The emigration song is typical of a whole group of ethnic

American folksongs, emphasizing the intimacy and rootedness of

the Old World environment and the pain of departure. . . . Early

songs of ethnic nostalgia such as “Kitty Neil” [an Irish emigration

song] served as the foundation for an emerging genre of

homesickness songs that flooded the American market for

generations. We find standardized ‘back home’ ditties sung about
small-town America by Jewish entertainers from 1910 on.... So

“ Adalaida Reyes Schramm, “Tradition in the Guise of Innovation: Music among a Refugee Population,”
99.
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the ethnics’ own concern for preserving memories of a past life

elsewhere can be accommodated to a popular genre founded on the

feeling of being uprooted, a strong emotion common to great

masses of nineteenth century Euro-Americans, natives and

newcomers alike.*’

The widespread appeal of the emigration song is not surprising considering our analysis,
in chapter two, of the function of nostalgia. Just as immigrant Jews’ sense of dislocation
aroused a yearning for the old home, so too did other immigrants pine for their
homelands.

Yet, though it is important to compare the Jewish, Eastern European immigrant
song to those of other immigrant groups, and important to see the Yiddish Theater within
a larger frame of melodrama, it is also crucial to notice the ways in which this particular
form of “transplanted music” was unique. Most important, hazzanut was being
preserved, both when used as a conscious imitation of the style -- as when the speaker
pretends to be the cantor and sings a page of hazzanut in the middle of the song “Vos iz
ge vorn fun mine shtetle?” [What has become of my shtetl?] -- and as an easily included,
familiar and comforting sound, brought in a phrase at a time.*® At once uniting and
dividing the Old and New Worlds, hazzanut in the context of the Yiddish Theater evoked
memory while also signifying a change. The Yiddish Theater’s hazzanut both “embraced

the sounds of the Old World [and married itself to] the new American Jewish way of

Ilfe 1249

47 Mark Slobin, Tenement Songs (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1982), 59.

* Abraham Ellstein, Vos Iz Gevor'n Fun Mayn Shtele?, lyrics by Isadore Lillian (New York: Ethnic
Publishing Co., 1949).

*® Hether Feffer, “From Second Avenue to the Synagogue” (M.S.M. Thesis, Hebrew Union College-
Jewish Institute of Religion, 1991), 15.
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Before we actually tumn to the shtetl-longing songs themselves, we must first take

note of the “symbolic shorthand” of stock images with which they are peppered. David
Roskies explains:

Jews were not the only people in modern times to have experienced

a loss of their homeland. Nor were Jewish rebels, revolutionaries,

and just plain immigrants the only ones to discover that ‘you can’t

go home again.” What distinguished the Jews from the other

uprooted peoples, however, was the symbolic shorthand that they

developed, a modern semiotics of exile that allowed them to read

their individual experience in the light of historical archetypes. At

the heart of their cultural code lay the evolving image of the

shtet].”*
When looking at a number of these songs, one is quick to notice the relative uniformity of
images used to conjure up the shtetl. Typical images include a little goat, a little mill, a
little shul, a bird, and one’s childhood cradle. The image of a mother is often included as
well, and she is usually depicted singing a niggun. These stock images are obviously not
remarkable; what is surprising is the extent to which they repeat themselves from song to
song.

Psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas attempts to explain this sort of aesthetic
repetition, writing that “each generation selects its generational objects, persons, events,
and things which have particular meaning to the identity of that generation.™' Although
I agree with Bollas, it is important to add that the act itself of selecting these images is
important, and what is absent may be as important as what is selected. In the case of
Yiddish Theater emigration songs, the image of the shtetl created by stock images helped

to build a new sense of social cohesion through the creation of a common past. Although

the shtetls from which immigrants came actually differed considerably from each other,

% David Roskies, The Jewish Search for a Usable Past (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 43.
3! Christopher Bollas, Being a Character (New York: Hill and Wang, 1992), 259.

27




28

depending on location, political environment, exposure to secular culture, and anti-
Semitism, the Yiddish Theater shtetl-longing songs helped construct a unified vocabulary
of memory. In this way, “the Jews, like the Irish, . . .found a certain path towards
consensus during the immigrant years: through popular music and entertainment.”2

This served both to unite the community and teach social values at a time of

radical transition. For this reason, it mattered little if one actually came from a shtetl or a
town, if the local mill had closed down, or if a particular shtetl’s cantor was disliked.
Individual memory became subsumed within a common, constructed past. Of course,
this memory-making process was not a conscious one, especially not on the part of those
audiences who watched the shows and sang the new songs to themselves afterwards. In
'the same way as nostalgia rewrites memory, so too did the Yiddish Theater’s longing
songs rewrite many disparate pasts into a single story. Thus, “the shtet] was reclaimed as
the place of common origin (even if it wasn’t,) [and as] the source of collective folk
identity rooted in a particular historical past.”*?

We are now ready to tum to the shtetl-longing songs themselves. I will divide
them up into five basic categories which reflect inter-connected but subtly different
aspects of home-longing found in the songs. The categories are: a) longing for
wholeness, and/or a return to the mother; b) longing for one’s childhood or place of birth;
¢) longing for a time of religious innocence and greater intimacy with God; d) loss of an

entire world; €) longing for the values of the Old World.

52 Mark Slobin, Tenement Songs, 198,
%} David Roskies, The Jewish Search for a Usable Past, 57.
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a) The Longing for Wholeness:

This category can be separated into two parts — the longing for one’s mother, and
the longing for an inner unity personified in the image of the shtetl as a complete world.
Concerning the yearning for one’s mother, there are of course realities tied to this
emotion: many young immigrants left parents behind in the Old Country. Those
immigrants may also have felt guilty for being so far away. Despite these real concerns,
the repeated presence of the mother in these songs does seem to be more symbolic than
material. Just as nostalgia is memory without the pain, so the mother depicted in many of
these songs is super-human, an idealized force of goodness and nurturing, a complete and
foolproof barrier of safety. For example, let us look at Gilrod and Friedsell’s 1921 hit,
“Ich beink a heim " 1 long for home] which was probably premiered by Rosa Zuckerberg
as part of the operetta, “Di Yiddish Neshomeh” [The Yiddish Soul]. In this dramatic
number, the speaker exclaims, “4 helft fin mein leben volt ich up gegebn tzu zein vider
dort un mein mooter tzu zehn” [1 would give half of my life to be there again and see my
mother]. In Rubin Doctor’s 1917 concert song, “Ich Beink noch mein Shteitele” [Ilong
for my little little shtetl], on the other hand, the speaker sings, “Dort shteit mein vigele
vie mein mames nigele far viegt hot mich noch alles kind.” [There still stands my little
cradle, where my mother’s niggun rocked me when I was a child].*

In addition to representing the mother, the image of one’s cradle can symbolize a

yearning for inner wholeness. Fred Davis explains, “The sureness of ‘I was’ is a

** Rubin Doctor, Ich Beink Noch Mein Shteitele (New York: Saul Schenker Co., 1917.) This song was
probably premiered by Miss G. Hausner, whose picture appears on the front of the sheet music.
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necessary component of the sureness of 'l am.™ ** In other words, when I have lost my
sense of who I am, | crave to retrieve my past, in order to be able to weave that past into a
new, but still disconnected present. What could be further excavation into one’s past then
the yearning to retrieve one’s cradle?

In Louis Hersher’s self-titled 1927 “Hebrew folk song,” “Ich beink" [I long], the
speaker provides a list of objects he pines for, including his little goat and his cradle,
concluding with the statement “Ich benk noch mein mutter's gezang” [1 long for my
mother’s song).’® Wedding the mother to her song is typical in Yiddish Theater numbers;
most of the time when the mother is yearned for, she is imagined singing. Missing the
mother’s song is particularly interesting psychologically: just as her niggun drifted into
every comer of the little house, and just as music can seem to surround and envelop us
sometimes, so too the mother’s protective nature is envisioned illuminating every corner
of that child’s perfect life.

In Rumshinsky’s 1934 hit, “Ich beink aheim” [I long for home], taken from the
musical, “Dem Rebbe s Niggun" [The rabbi’s niggun], we encounter memories of a
mother singing as well, this time a Shabbat prayer. The speaker imitates his mother
praying over her candles, “Es fleg sein finster in shtieb ven mein Mameniu flegt singen
azoi lieb — 'Gott fun avrohom, fun Yitzchok un fun Yakev. Al dos beinz fun unser hois, al
dos guts in unzer hois.” [God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob — take all the bad from
the house].”” These opening words are actually taken from a traditional woman’s prayer

which was recited before havdalah. The prayer, titled “Gott Fun Avrohom” after its

55 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday (New York: the Free Press, 1979), 30.

% Louis Hersher, /ch Benk (Baitimore: Alexander Mueller Pub. Co., 1927.) This song was probably
premiered by Cookie Cohen, “the sunshine girl,” who is featured on the front of the sheet music.

57 Joseph Rumshinsky, /ch Beink Aheim, words by Ludwig Satz (New York: Metro Music Co,
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opening words. “was designed both as a prayer and as a source of inspiration, {and was
therefore] composed in Yiddish, the prevailing language among Eastern European
Jews.”*® Reciting these words of protection at the start of the new week, the mother in
“Ich beink aheim" appears as a kind of guardian angel, whose prayers protect the home
from evil spirits, and from the dangers of the outside world.

On the other hand, in the popular 1936 folksong “Slutzk, ” the speaker remembers
his mother not as a presence at home but out in the world, fighting for her children in the
marketplace. This speaker states: “Yedn frimorgn mit beigl fleg di mame in mark handlen
di kinder zoin zate zain” [Every moming, my mother used to do business in the market --
so the children will be well fed].”® In both cases, the speakers long for an inner sense of
protection, one which the struggles of the New World have dislodged. Lacking this inner
sense, they turn back in hunger to the image of the mother figure, to that fantasy of “an

unfragmented world, or what has been termed the ‘unitary reality.’”(’0

Obviously, there are many Yiddish Theater songs, including famous ones like
“My yidishe momme” [My Yiddish mother], which yearn for a lost, archetypal mother.
In fact, as Slobin points out, all “America had a passion for songs of home and mother [at

»61 What is different, however, about

that time], an obsession that cut across ethnic lines.
the songs in question is that they contextualize this yearning within a larger framework of
place-yearning. It is not just the mother that is missed in these songs. It is the whole lost

world which she inhabits.

1934.)

%8 Rabbi Nosson Scherman, Rabbi Meir Zlotwitz, ed, The Complete ArtScroll Siddur (Brooklyn: Mesorah
Publications, 1984), 621.

5% H. Wohl, Slutzk, lyrics by A. Lebedeff (New York: Harry Lefkowitch Co., 1936.) This song was first
performed by Celia and Misha Boodkin, whose pictures appear on the front of the sheet music,

% Mario Jacoby, Longing for Paradise (Boston: Sigo Press, 1985), 6.

1 Mark Slobin, Tenement Songs, 125.
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Ruminshinsky’s “Ich beink aheim" [1 long for home] is a telling example of the
longing for wholeness personified in the image of a whole and complete shtetl. In this
fabulous theater song, the speaker traces the year in his shtetl through its many songs and
melodies, including those of “shabbes koidesh, ” the dancing songs of the Hassidim, the
hazzanut of the meshorerim on Yom Kippur, the nusach of “der shabbes rosh choidesh,”
and the heder chanting which surrounded “shabbes hagodel. "% In this way, the speaker
creates a musical map of his lost home, painting a picture of a world which seemed to
attend to all spiritual needs, from joy to sorrow, awe to petition. There were no holes or
moments of silence in this imagined world; the fabric of one’s year was intimately woven
into a constant array of suitable melodies.

It is interesting to note the absence in all of these shtetl-longing songs of non-Jews
or anti-Semitism. As is the case in Rumshinsky’s “Jch beink aheim, ” the shtetl world
depicted seems totally autonomous. Roskies reinforces this argument, explaining that
“the shtetl was seen, for better or worse, as a kind of Greek city state: independent, self-
regulating, and oblivious of the contemporary world.”® This was, of course, a nostalgic
reconstruction of the truth. In actuality,

the fate of the actual, historical shtetl hung in the balance along the
nexus of Jewish-gentile relations. There was no safety in numbers.
... As recompense for the loss of their homes, the survivors and
ex-patriots either demonized the Goyim, or erased them from the

landscape, to conjure up a place more perfect and durable than ever
existed.®

Interestingly enough, life in the shtetl probably did feel deeply autonomous

because it was extremely introverted — the outside world was ignored and denied, despite

€2 Joseph Rumshinsky, /ch Beink Aheim.
% David Roskies, The Jewish Search for a Usable Past, 44.
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or perhaps because of its constant threat of violence. Of course, shtetls did have
elaborate methods of internal government, increasing each community’s sense of
autonomy. Yet, many of these governing bodies were reinstated in some way in the
Lower East Side. Therefore, this repainting seems to be have been caused by the
immigrants’ exposure to the accessibility and tolerance of non-Jewish America. What
the immigrants may then have actually missed was a life without the viable presence of
the outside world. Ironically, in their shtetl world, Jews had felt part of a seemingly
autonomous, but fundamentally unsafe world; in America their world became safe, but
suddenly full of many other cultures’ voices. They were now living in a society which
considered them citizens, did not pass anti-Semitic decrees against them, and certainly
did not threaten them with pogroms. At the same time, they were no longer unified in

isolation from the outside world.

b) Longing for Childhood or Place of Origin:

In many of the songs, childhood memories are seen as somehow larger than life.
In Elistein and Lillian’s "Vos iz gevorn fun mayn shtetele? " [What has happened to my
shtetl?] for example, the speaker remembers walking at night, a simple activity, surely,
yet in that place and time remarkable, and somehow more alive. He/she sings: “In de
sheyne vinternekht, flegn mir shpatsirn geyn, un kholemen khaloymes on a tsol. Oy, vi
demolt is geven, azoy hartsik, azoy sheyn, ven mir flegn geyn farbay di shul” [In the
lovely winter night, we used to go for a walk, and dream dreams without number. Oh,

how it was then, so heartfelt and so lovely, when we used to walk by the shul].®

* Ibid, 46.
% Abrahan Ellstein, Vos is Gevor 'n Fun Mayn Shietele?
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Obviously, that person could walk by a shul at night on the bustling, urban Lower East
Side as well, but it would not be the same. The poet, Rella Lossy recognizes this
tendency to glorify one’s childhood:

And more was important,

more was uneven,

than it has been since. . . .

and I mean

it was important,

being young there.*

Similarly, childhood is yearned for as a timeless realm, far from the bustling,
inescapably temporal milieu of the Lower East Side. In Rumshinsky’s “Ich beink
aheim ", which we have already examined briefly, the world surrounding the musical
calendar takes note only of liturgical time, and not of years passing or seconds slipping
by. In this sense, the lyrics seem to point to a timeless world. So too, in Louis Hersher’s
“Ich benk” [I long], the speaker admits: “/ch benk noch dem vigele, dos goldene tzigile,
dos vasser by dem milichel, dos ferdile mein shpielichel” [I long for the cradle, for the
little goat, for the water and the mill beside it, for the pony I used to play games on).*’
These sentiments express yearning for a period in which time didn’t matter, in which one
lived without its pressures, in which eternity seemed more real than the long week of
work ahead.

Irving Howe acknowledges this shift from an Old World clock to the racing clock
of America:

[The] condition of permanent precariousness [in shtetl life] gave

the Eastern European Jews a conscious sense of being at a distance

from history, from history as a conception of the Western World.
Living in an almost timeless proximity with the mythical past and

5 Rella Lossy, “Once upon a Time,” in Time Pieces, (Berkeley: Reflections Press, 1996), 136-137.
" Louis Herscher, /ch Benk.
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the redeeming future, with Abraham’s sacrifice of his beloved son

to a still more beloved God and the certain appearance of a

cleansing messiabh, . . . the Jews could not help feeling that history

was a little ridiculous, an often troublesome trifling of the gentile

era. Once the shtetl began to crumble under alien pressures, the

sense of history, suddenly rising to acute consciousness, became an

obsession; or, more accurately, the modern idea of time as the very

stuff of life which can never be held or held back, was absorbed

into a faith that had always been addressed to eternity.®
What these songs seem to be pointing to, then, is a missing sense of mastery over time, an
Old World value muted greatly by the struggle for achievement in America. Expressing
the yearning for childhood becomes one way of wishing oneself still free of time, above

its ticking seconds.

¢) Longing for a Time of Religious Innocence and Intimacy with God:

In Alex Olshanetsky’s “Ich vill tzurik aheim” [T want to go home], the speaker
pines for his synagogue in the Old World, exclaiming: “Sis gevesn mir fil liver in mein
kleinem orimen shtebel vi ba main tatn in dem raichn land” [It was more beloved to me
there, there in my poor shteibl, than here with my father in this rich 1and).®® This
statement exhibits a longing for a time of greater connection with God. In the
aforementioned quote, the speaker pits the wealth of the New World against the poverty
and purity of the Old.

Again and again in these shtetl-longing songs, we find such sentiments as “I miss
the shul,” “I miss the cantor,” “the praying was so lovely there.” This may strike us as
somewhat strange considering that the synagogues of the Lower East Side at this time

were experiencing an amazing musical flowering, as great cantors from Europe made

% Irving Howe, World of our Fathers (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1976), 11.
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their way to the New World. Nonetheless, despite its Old World hazzanut, the Lower
East Side was still a product of the New World and, as such, could not duplicate the
religious world left behind in Europe. It is precisely this earlier world which the
immigrants seemed to miss.

The longing songs therefore do not so much pine for the shtetl’s religion as for a
time in which Jews’ relationship to religion was simple. In the relationships of the
Yiddish stars themselves to the synagogue, we find ample evidence of present
complexity. In her thesis on the Yiddish Theater, Heather Feffer explains: “some of the
nostalgia for Shul — for a purity of the old way of worship — was as against this new,
complicated world of the Yiddish Theater, in which so many of its participants had been
meshorerim and cantors in the Old World, and now they were doing that music and
worship in a half-way place, the Yiddish Theater.” That half-way place was, in turn,
used by audiences “unceremontiously, as a meeting place, just as their fathers used the
little synagogue back home to study, gossip, pray, drink shnapps, and eat black bread and
butter.”’® Here, then, was a strange, New World, in which old liturgical songs were sung
by former cantors, and enjoyed by audiences for whom they may well have taken the
place of formal prayer.

It is therefore not surprising that the songs reflect this complexity even as they
perpetuate it, expressing yearning for the old ways even as they continue to create the
new. As Gilrod and Friedsell’s hit, “Jch beink a haim” bemoaned, “dus shteebele dorten

zoo shain, a helft fin mein ben volt ich up gegebn tzu zein" [The little shul over there,

8 Alex Olshanetsky, /ch Vill Tzurik Aheim, lyrics by Jacob Jacobs (New York: Henry Lefkowitch, 1932.)
© Nahma Sandrow, Vagabond Stars (New York: Harper and Row, 1977), 77.




which was so lovely — 1 would give half my life to be there again]." With the
performance of every new theater song, that simple relationship to worship was
becoming more removed.

The immigrants’ longing for the old shul also reflects a belief that in the past, one

was more connected to God.” This religious nostalgia arises when the present methods

of relating to God are shaken, as they most certainly were for Eastern European

immigrants. This is obvious in “Voz is ge vorn fun mine shetele?” [What has happened

to my shtetl?] in which the speaker describes walking by the shul and hearing the cantor.
Interestingly, he feels no need to go inside. Yet, even that casual encounter with the
tradition seems to have satisfied him emotionally. In that special and distant time, the
song seems to tell us, even walking by the shul could bring one very close to God. Now

that same level of intimacy required considerably more effort.

d) Loss of an Entire World:

One of the most famous Yiddish Theater songs, Jacobs and Olshanetsky’s "Mein
Shtetele Belz, ” illuminates this category. First performed by Isa Kremer in 1930, in
Olshenetsky’s play, The Song of the Ghetto, “Belz” was one of the first specific town
longing-songs and certainly the most famous. This sub-genre of specific town songs
dates from approximately 1930; none of the specific town songs considered for the

purposes of this study were published before that time. It is entirely possible that this

"' L. Gilrod and Louis Friedsell, /ch Baink a Haim (New York: Theodore Lohr Co., 1921.) This song,
part of the operetta, Di Yiddish Neshomeh, was probably premiered by Rosa Zuckerberg.

72 See chapter one for an explanation of this idea in the Zion myth, which assumes that, during Temple
times, Jews knew how to relate with God in a way that has since been lost.
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sub-genre arose in response to the actual destruction of the shtetl in Europe occurring at
that time. Indeed, the sub-genre only grew in popularity during and after the Holocaust.
The song opens with a conversation between the speaker and an old man who

recently arrived from the shtetl: “Der tzeil mir alter, der tzeil mir geschvind — weil ich wil

vissen, alles a tzind. Wie sait ous dus shtiibel, wuv hot a mul ge glanzt? " [Tell me, old

man, tell me quick. I need to know right away. What has happened to my little home,
that used to shine in the sun?] the speaker asks frantically. When the old man tells him
that Belz is now destroyed, the speaker launches into the song’s refrain, “Belz, mein
shtetele, Belz, mein heimele,” [Belz, my shtetl, Belz, my little home].”” Interestingly,
when this speaker first asks about his home, he doesn’t seem to yearn to return. Instead,
he simply wants to know that it is still standing, along with the tree he planted there years
ago, before leaving for America. He wants to know that he can rely on his memory, that
it still corresponds to a living place, that he does not carry that world solely within his
own mind.

When the speaker discovers, though, that the shtetl has been destroyed, he begins
to pine for it in its entirety. Burdened by the weight of his now subjective memory, he is
forced to sing in order to make up for the loss of the actual town. His song, then,
becomes a i(ind of memorial to the destroyed shtetl. In singing, this sole survivor (the old
man cannot count because he is not portrayed as engaged by the loss) is thereby engaged

in *“performing [his] moumning [in order to] recover from the trauma of loss.”™

73 Alexander Olshanetsky, Mein Shtetele Belz, lyrics by Jacob Jacobs (New York: Kammen Music, 1932.)
7 Peggy Phelan, Mourning Sex (London: Routledge, 1997), 4.
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¢) Longing for the Values of the Old World:

Many of the longing songs also express yearning for an old way of life, one in
which money was unimportant. Irving Howe provides us with an immigrant’s statement,
written in mock-Mishnaic style, which parodies the greed of America: “’The New World
stands on three things: money, money, and again money. All the people of this country
worship the Golden Calf.””" This parody reminds us how shockingly new the possibility
of self-advancement and wealth were for so many immigrants. In Rubin Doctor’s “Ich
beink noch mein shteitele” [1 long for my shtetl], the speaker exclaims, “Dort, in dem
shtetl, die shtub in dus kleitel, vie mein tate mame senen helend a lein. Nor dort leigt
mein glik — es 1zit mich tzu rik” [There, in the shtetl, is the room where my mother and
father sit, poor and alone. Only there lies my happiness — it draws me back]. In other
words, only there, amidst the abject poverty of the shtetl, will I be able to reconnect with
my lost values, and become once more who ] used to be.

In Jacobs’ and Olshanetsky’s “Ich vill tzurik aheim” [I want to go home], on the
other hand, the speaker bemoans not only the American race for riches, but the lack of
real relationships in America as well. He sings in the chorus, “Ich vil tzurik aheim, in
shtele in dem, vi ich hob gelebt sich ruhig un bak dem. Ich kennit mer sain do vikain
fraindshaft is nishto — ich vil tzurik in main alter heim” [1 want to go home to the shtetl,
in which I had lived peacefully and quietly. Ican’t be here anymore, where there is no
friendship — [ want to go home].?6 A paradigm is being set up in this song between Old

World poverty, purity, and emotional depth, on one hand, and New World riches,

 Irving Howe, World of our Fathers, 75.
7 Alex Olshanetsky, Ich Vill Tzurik Aheim.
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corruption, and superficiality on the other. If only the speaker could return to the shtetl.
he would be able to reconnect with all that is brightest and best in himself.”’

Throughout all of these shtetl songs, shades of longing are being painted in the
broad strokes so popular in the Yiddish Theater. Taken together, these shades of longing
helped create magic spaces within which immigrants could process their unresolved
yearnings. Together, too, these performative acts of memory helped audiences not only
to remember, but also to forget. After all, it is only when our past homes have been
sufficiently digested -- sufficiently retold, restructured, and rethought -- that we are
finally able to relinquish them. We do not need to long for them anymore; we are once

more standing on stable ground.
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Songs of Zion, Songs of Palestine

According to historian John Stratton, the notion of the Jewish Diaspora cannot be
equated with those of other migrant cultures for one reason: until the late nineteenth
century, the overwhelming majority of Jews did not think of bringing themselves home.
“One crucial aspect of Galut thinking,” Stratton explains, “is that the Jews should not
return to Eretz Israel until the coming of the Messiah. This is founded on a
fundamentally religious view of a return which, by implication, advocated acceptance of
exile as a punishment from God.”"®

This fundamentally religious view provides the line with which to separate the
immigrants’ Zion-longing songs from their songs to Palestine. What is the difference,
though, between Zion and Palestine — are they not two names for the same place? These
terms actually represent two vastly different attitudes towards the homeland. The first
represents a homeland which will be rewarded only in the mythic future, after the
punishment of exile has been fully meted out. The second is the product of Zionist
thought, reconstructing the land from Messianic home to modern nation state. Thus,
instead of waiting patiently for God to act, a Zionist could actually bring himself home,
casting aside the specter of the Diaspora for good.

Both of these attitudes towards the homeland are reflected in the music of Eastern
European immigrants to America at the turn of the century. The traditional Zion-longing

songs were popular in the Yiddish Theater for a number of reasons: longing for Zion is a

”® John Stratton, “(Dis)placing the Jews: Historicizing the Idea of the Diaspora”, Diaspora: Journal of
Transnational Studies 6 (1997): 307

41




standard part of liturgy, and since many immigrants were attending the theater more
frequently than the synagogue, the ritual of longing for Zion became transferred to the
theater’s domain as well. In addition, Zion songs were popular for the same reason as
were shtetl songs — as the expression of an inner need for wholeness and unity with the
past.

Yet, the popularity of the Palestine-longing songs among immigrants to America
requires a bit <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>