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Contemporary synagogue musk must be viewed an hght of its own t.TadJtion as well as 

its culrural backdrop. Here in Amenca this backdrop refers 10 the "dominan1 significance of 

the American cultural carrier . . "1 Diversit) in America offers a multiplici~ of culrural 

sryles, and American synagogue music is one area that has been mOuenced by this diversiry. 

''Musically. the unique quality of tbe American cantorate is the blending of styles and 

approaches from world JewT) . Although Jewish music 1s always eclectic. the panicular 

combination of influences that shape Jewish-American music is characteristic only of America 

especially in our time. "1 This blending of styles is demonstrated by congregations and cantors 

today who: choose vanous congregational melodies and cantonal recitatives from synagogue 

music that spartS 150 years of tradition: uuliz..e Hasid1c. Israeli. and Sephardic tunes for variety: 

write their own creative services; and even use their choice of service within the Reform prayer 

book. In addition. "the intertWming of strands of indigenous American popular forms is 

uniquely American, as weU as the mixing of generational musics in the synagogue. This joy 

in musical innovation is American as is the radical difference among the simultaneous S!,Ylisttc 

pools being tapped.... AJI of these styles make up 'what is called the canon of synagogue 

1Lawrence A. Hoffman. "Responses." CCAR Journal. A Reform Jewish Quarterly 
(Summer 1991): 15. 

1Mark Slobi.n, Chosen Voices: The Stoff of the American Canto~ (Urbana and 
Chicago: University of lllinois Press, 1989), 283. 

'The new Reform prayer book. Chaim Stem, ed., Gates of Praver: The New Union 
Praverbook (New York: Central Conference of American Rabbis, I 975). vii-ix, is 
constructed in such a way that different services should be used for different purposes. For 
example, services nine and ten in the prayer book are designated as "family services. M while 
other services have various themes for Shabbat, such as peace and social justice. The idea 
that prayer serves a particular goal is crucial to the role that music plays within the service 
aod illustrates the essential connection between ~ic and prayer. 

•stobin, 283. 



music. 

With so many styles available composers of synagogue music have much to choose 

from. The musical canon is both large and ongoing. and contemporary synagogue composers 

are always looking to add something fresh to iL as well as 10 hold on to tradition. Indeed. it 

is the aesthetic of the twenueth century to incorporate many different styles into one· s work 

while expressing those styles in the most modi:m of idioms. s The composer is. after all. 

influenced by the period in which he Jives and its contemporary expression. In today·s poSl· 

modem world. variel) and eclecticism are key. Congregants expccl a certain amount of 

creativity in their synagogue music. Ln facL congregants cannot disengage their ears from 

outside influences when they enter into the synagogue. Their twentieth century post-modem 

ea.rs are yearning for innovation and this does not change when they come to worship. 

"Congregations should expect sacred music to be visionary. They want music that asks 

something of them even beyond what the) can anucipate ... . "6 

Thus, amidst so much \'ariery. the question one must explore is what motivates the 

composer to utiLize one particular style over another? Morcovet. \Ahal fw1ction does lhat 

particular style of music serve within I.he worship service? This thesis will address these 

questions by analyzing selected musical pieces of five contemporary synagogue composers: 

Michael Isaacson, Meir Finklestein. Benjie E. Schlller, Rachelle Nelson and Stephen Richards. 

~Aaron Copland, What To Listen For Jn Music (New York: McGraw-HiU Book 
Company. Lnc .. 1957). 159. 

"Janet R. Walton, "North American Culture and Its Challenges to Secred Sound," in 
Sacred Sound and Social Change: Liturgical Music in Jewish and Christian Experience. eds. 
LawTence A. Hoffman and Janet R. Walton, vol. 3 of Two Liturgical Traditions (Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame Press. 1992), 4-5 
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This project will describe their approaches to composing s111agogue music. and their particular 

musical styles. I will then explore the function of their synagogue compositions within the 

worship service. 

_J 



THE PRAYER MODEL Ai~D THEIR fNTERREL.\TIO~ 

fosic does nol act aloae wilhin a worship service. As part of the larger liturgical 

whole. 11 is one of man) factors involved in fulfilhng the goal of the service. The music. along 

"'1th the Hebrew texts. English readings and sermon. must serve a panicular function decided 

upon by the pr-dyer leaders. The prayer leaders should have a goal in mind when planning the 

service in order for the service lo be successful. and music. as pan of that service. should also 

serve that goal. Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman. Professor of Liturgy at Hebre\\ Union College-

Jewish lnstiru1e of Religion. offers a typology of three prayer models. These models represent 

three types of worship scyles--eacb serving a particular goal: priestly, prophetic. and pastoral.· 

Ideally, an effective worship service would incorporate all three prayer models. and thus. all 

three worship styles. Hoffman·s typology relates to the entire liturgical content., " .. the 

competent dramatic management of space. words, and music . . blend[s] together 10 constitute 

the composite art we call worship." • As a point of departure. this project will focus on the role 

that music plays in expressing these three prayer models. 

The goal of the priestly model is to bring the presence ol God into lhe worslup service. 

The origin of I.his model reaches back to the Temple in Jerusalem. where lhe "worship was 

cultic and priests or orher worship specialists invoked the presence of God on a largely passive 

congrcgation."9 The name of the model comes from this three-fold priestly beoeclicuon wb.icb 

invokes the presence of God for those being blessed. Because perceptions of the Divine are 

11..awrence A . Hoffinan, "On Swimming Holes. Sound Pools, and Expanding Canons:· 
in Sacre<l Sound and Social Change. 335. 

'Lawrence A. Hoffman, The Art of Public Pra\'er: Not for Clergy 0.n!..Y (Washington. 
D.C.: The Pastoral Press, 1988), 269. 

9Hoffman. "On Swimming Holes," 337. 



s 
culturally condiuoned. there are man) different v1ews of God. Is God intimate and personal. 

or is God transcendent and awesome? Eacb culrure has both 1ts O\.\TI past and present viev. of 

God and thus. the priestly model " ill reflect this view The nineteenth century German 

Reformers. for example, invoked a God that was transcendent and distant. 11' The goal of the 

music of their worship service was to invoke an awesome and mighty God. This was achieved 

through the use of big choraJ pieces by Sulzer and Lewandowski to conve~ God· s grand and 

glorious nature. 

Toda) ·s aesthetic has changed The pnestly model of today's American Reformers 

invokes a more personal God. one that is intimate and present. "God's presence today. is 

more likely to be evident in the intimacy of community than it is in the awesome grandeur that 

marked the ambience of European-based worship styles." 11 This idea of God is more in line 

with today's sening of American culture. "America emphasizes e'tuality of opporruniry. raclical 

democrac~. and. therefore, a scaling down of social dist.allce. God is therefore more likely to 

be kno\\-n as an intimate friend than as a clistant monarch. "'2 There are stlll umes in our 

worship when we want to invoke a lofty God. but those times are reserved for the High Holy 

Days and high moments of drama and grandeur. In generaJ, the God of today" s \\orship model 

1s one that the worshiper finds in his or her everyday life. Therefore. the music of this model 

needs to express the intimacy of God's presence and the closeness of God to the worshiper. 

Prayers lilce Hin 'ni and Avinu Maluinu invoke the presence of God into the congregation 

'°Hoffman, The Art of Public Prayer. 171-72, 275. 

11Ibid., 267-68. 

'2Hoffinan, "Responses." 16. 
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because of their direct dialogue "'ith God and. depending upon their musicaJ semngs. can either 

invoke a personal God or an impersonal God. A wonderful example of a synagogue 

composioon that invokes a personal and innmate God is M.1chael lsaacson·s setting of 

K rachem A,. (1982 l for the High Holy Days Tius melody is sunilar 10 a lullab). and could 

he interpreted as a parent caressing her child. 

The goal of the prophetic model is 10 move people to actJon. This model gets its name 

from the prophets. JUSt as the prophets preached action and group cohesiveness. this model 

Strives 10 arouse group consciousness. a sense of comm unit)' . and tikkun olam [ repainng the 

world]. "Preaching is central co this model. as well as music that delivers a message and 

unities the assembl) around a common ~k in the world."0 Thus. the function of music m 
.__. 

this model is to arouse the worshipers to social action and ethicaJ behavior. Songs of this 

genre might include: Ani V'atah !You and I Shall Change the World. 1971):u log X11 

1\.einmol [The Vilna Partisan's Song. 19431:1, and any hvmns where 1}c lCXt is essential in 

expressing social action and a common goal. The songs in the Reform movement's Union 

Hmma.1 16 labeled "Songs of Social Progress" are also examples of this model. It is interesting 

13Hoffman. "On Swimming Holes." 337. 

1•Music can be found in NFTY·s Fifty Songbook (Ne"' York · Transcontinental Music 
Publications, 1989), 64. 

asMusic can be found in Manginot (New York: Transcontinental Music Publications, 
1992). 161. 

16This is a book of songs and prayers for Jewish worship in the Reform movement 
published in 1932 by The Central Conference of American Rabbis, meant to accompany the 
movement' s Union Praver Book.. For more information on the Reform movement's 
hymnals see Benjie-Ellen Schiller' s article "The Hymnal as an Index of Musical Change in 
Reform Synagogues'' in Sacred Sound and Social Change 187-212. 
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10 note that the texts of the songs in the prophetic model arc not necessaril\' of lirurgical ongm. 

The prophetic model was extremely popular in the I 950s and 1960s. during the time 

of the Civil Rights movemenL heightened social consciousness. and a renewed call for Justice. 

"Congregations would no longer sit passi\'el) They would be asked to sing together. to 

consotute worshiping communities that transformed their members" lives. to infuse their 

worship with social conc:em ."1
' Therefore. Hoffman cites the musical example We Shall 

Overcome." a popular song of the Civil Ri~hts marches. not one of Je>wish origin but. 

nevertheless. adopted by the Reform movement. Today, the propheuc model gives us a "sense 

of purpose. the realization that we maner on eanh because we can make life cum out all right 

for others"19 through our calling as a community to do action in the world. Thus. a prophetic 

ser\"ice. and the music "'ithin that service. emphasizes the transformauoo of society and the 

repairing of the planet. 

Before one can fix a broken world, one must smve to heal him-relf. The goal of the 

pastoral model is the healing of oneself :?-l It i,s this model that is "en·\'Ogue" in today' s 

Reform movement. This modd is by far the most popular prayer model in use today. and it's 

name is derived from the concept of "pastoral" care. makine people feel bencr about 

themselves. When people speak of spirituality. many are referring to the resulting comfort that 

17Lawrence A. Hoffinan. "From Common Cold to Uncommon Healing." CCAR Journal: 
A Reform Jewish Quarterly (Spring 1994): 13. 

18Hoffinan, "On Swimming Holes." 337. 

19Hoffinan. "From Common Cold," I 7. 

20Lawrence A. Hoffman. interview by author. 27 December 1994, New York. HcbrC'» 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, New York Campus. 
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this worship model provides in healing loneliness and easing pain. The pastoral model is only 

successful if it brings people together into a warm and intimate worshiping community where 

the people gain a ~nse that the~ are pan of something larger lhan themselves. and that the) 

are not alone. 

The music of this model must function to comfon the worshiper and make him or her 

feel whole "People want ritual lmusic] that heals. heals their broken selves. heals lhe wound 

of broken communal connection both through time and across space. and promises healing in 

a world that can prove shanering "11 Examples of mUS1c set to appropriate teins that would 

fulfill !he goal of this model and promote wannth. wholeness, and internal healing are: Debbie 

Fnedman · s setting of Mi Shebeirach (I 990): Michael Isaacson· s intimate senings of Psalm 23 

( 1979) and Shi11i11 (1 992); and Meir Finkelstein·s lyric sening of El Malei Racham1m (n.p.). 

In addition to these melodies having a sooth.mg qualil). their textS also lend themselves to th.c 

healing of one's soul and a connection to God. 

An effective worship service seeks to combine the goals of all three prayer models. It 

strives 10 invoke the presence of God, promote internal healing. and arouse compassion and 

social j ustice for t.he world. Worship serves these functions b) creating a sense of c-0mmuni~· 

which results in invoking a sense of Godliness. Both a caring community and the presence of 

God promote a sense of wholeness and healing that causes worshipers to create and support 

these caring communities outside of themselves in the larger world. A service void of one of 

these functions is not complete. Therefore. it is impossible to view these models as fixed and 

isolated entities. All three models interact \\~t.h one another and must be viewed in this vein~ 

" Hoffman, ~From Common Cold, ~ 19. 
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a worship service does not solely fall mto one smgle model. lodeed. it 1s best to view these 

models as the three pomts on a triangle, each one with its distinct functions but overlapping 

and flov.1ng one into the next at \'arious places. For example. when people feel a pan of a 

community that has a shared history and a common purpose. they feel the presence of God and 

thus. feel whole and are assured that everything will be all right. Once a worshiper feels a pan 

of a caring community. he or she \\111 asplTe to create a caring atmosphere ID the world around 

him or her. One worship funcuoo, therefore. should lead to another rn effect. creaung an 

interrelated system: see Figure T. "The Interrelation of the Three Prayer Models." 

Toda)"s prayer service should be approached in a holistic fashion.:\:' incorporating 

... 
man) aspects of prayer and Jewish life. The music, too. should do no less. ''With the right 

music. mdh1duals recovec wholeness. discover community. and uncover the presence of a God 

who heals. "~ Moreover. the music of a good worship service need also serve the goals of 

the interrelationship of the three prayer models (as depicted in Figure I). Within one panicular 

servtcc, one might here the works of Sulzer, Fnedman. an~ Isaacson: their vast musical styles 

may simultaneously function as priestl~ , prophetic. and pastoral--one particular composition 

not fitting squarely into onl) one model Smee contemporary synagogue mui;ic draws from 

a diversity of styles and a musicaJ canon spanning 150 years. a particular piece may serve 

many functions, and thus, can be used to represent more than one praye~ model Hence. a 

composition may have overlapping functions within the prayer service. making the interrelation 

22As demonstrated in Lawrence A. Hoffman. Beyond the Text (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1987) and The Art of Public Prayer. 

" Hoffman. ~From CAmmon CAld." 23 . 
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of the three prayer models essential. 

With all this in mind. we \\ill nov. focus on the role of music in prayer as we turn to 

the various musical styles of contemporary synagogue composers. We will explore the 

compositioaal approaches of our featured composers and apply their selected synagogue 

compositions to the interrelation of the three praver models. By situating their compositions 
\ . 

"'ithin this interrelated system. we "'111 lughligbt the many functions that their compositions 

strive to fulfill ·within the worship service. 

.. 



Figure I 

THE INTERR£LA TION OF THE THREE PRAYER MODELS 

Priestly 

Prophetic Pastoral 



THE COMPOSERS 

•·A composer· s individual character . , is made up of two distinct elements: the 

personali!) ,,.,;th which he [or she] was born and the influences of the time in which he for she} 

lives. For, obviously. every composer lives in a certain period. and each period has its 

character. too.''1' Thus, the interaction of the composer· s personality and the period results 

in the formation of that composer's style. One·s environment directly affects one's personali!) 

and creativity. especially that of the anist who is so inclined to personal expression. Therefore, 

it is absolutely essential to know and understand the era in which the composer is born. raised 

and intl\Jenced. 

This next section will look at the biographical information of t11e various synagogue 

composers and will attempt to reveal the different environments from which each composer 

emerged. Through learning about the composer's background and influences. I hope to provide 

an understanding of the composer· s approaches to synagogue composition. The following 

biographical information was anained through personal interviews either by phone. mail. fax. 

or in person. Additional information was gained from anicles written by some of the 

composers themselves. 

After exploring each composer's background. I will focus on one specific musical 

example for each composer and show how mat particular piece demonstrates the composer's 

specific approach and style. Although it is impossible to capture a composer's entire style and 

approach co composing through only one musical setting, these pieces will serve as mere 

examples. Through musical analysis of these settings, I will discuss how these composers do 

indeed accomplfah what they set out to do in their compositions. 

l•Copland, I 59. 
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As mentioned earlier by the great Amencan composer Aaron Copland. writing, music 

is the complete personal expression of the composer. However, unlike composers of 

instrumental music. synagogue composers have more to concern themselves with than JUSt 

personal expression. A synagogue composer must take into account many different factors 

when sining down to write music. Most of the time they are not just writing music for music· s 

sake, bm are putting melodies to age old textS, and thus, need 10 keep the true expression of 

that text in mind whea setting it to music in a contemporary idiom in their own style 

The conteXt of the teXI is also essential-whether it is used within the liturgy, for a life 

cycle evenl a concen or a prayer service. and so on. In addition. the composer needs to keep 

in mind who he or she is composing for : the cantor. the choir, the congregation, an adult choir. 

a children· s choir etc. All of these factors must be thought of before the composer can beg.in 

her personal expression of the text. One might think that this would impede on the composer· s 

ability to express him OT herself freely. 11owever. these: cnoices only add 10 the possibilities 

and opportunities for creativiry. Compare it to a comp(>ser of instrumental music who has a 

choice between composing for a quartet or a full orchestra. Comp<1sing for a full orchestra 

might take longer and have many more considerations, but ultimate!}', composing for a full 

orchestra will have much more to offer by way of opportunity for creativity. The more- choices 

one is faced with. the more chances there are for innovation. Ben Steinberg, a prolific 

contemporary composer in North America, agrees when he says. "[t]he intelligent and careful 

introduction of contemporary musical techniques expands a good text, increases the 

effectiveness of its message, and illuminates its depths." :is 

2saen Steinberg, "The Jewish Tradition,'' Sacred Sound. 268~69. 
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Choices of texts and musical styles all add to the composer' s crean vity and expression. 

As Copland states. the composer' s style is a combination of who he is and in what context he 

1s composing. Thus. we must explore the composer·s pcr.;ooal life experiences m order to get 

a glimpse of his thought process and perhaps. come to understand from whence he or she came 

and where ir 1s that he or she is going with his synagogue musical expression. 

Dr. Michael N. lsaaqoo 

Biography 

Michael lsaacson was born in Brooklyn. New York in 1946 and received his early 

education 31 Yeshiva Rambam. After carrung a Bachelor of Science in Music Education from 

Hunter College. New \ork, and a Master of Arts in Music Composition under Rohen Starer 

from Brooklyn College. Isaacson continued his studies with Samuel AdJer at the Eastman 

School of Music. ultimately rec.eiving a Ph.D. in Composicion. While in New York. he 

composed and conducted many scores for Broadway 1hcatrical productions. and was also a 

showcased member of Lehman Engers prestigious B.M.l. Musical Theatre Workshop. 

Dr. Isaacson was first formally introduced to synagogue music in high school when be 

sang in synagogue choirs and performed on High Holy Days in the Catskill Mountains and in 

synagogues around New York City. Prior lo bigb school. lsa!lcson learned nusach and 

caotillation while preparing for bis Bar-MittVah. After Bar-Mitzvab, he continued to stUd) 

Jewish music on bis own through independent research and private study with cantors around 

New York. At Brooklyn College. Isaacson had the opporrunity to study with the talented 

Israeli composer Roben Starer, a protegc oflsraeli composer YosefTaJ. ·rrus brought Isaacson 
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to Israel. where he studied music ar the Hebrew University of Jerusalem for a summer. Shortly 

after. while anending Eastman School of Music. Dr Isaacson gave many lectures on Jeu.ish 

music at the Hebre"' Uruoo College-Je....,1sh lnstitutc of Religion. School of Sacred Music. He 

also Laugh! a1 the State University of J\ew York in Fredonia. where he created a Hebrew 

chorus. Of course. one of lsaacson·s main Jewish musical influences came from his teacher 

al the Eastman SchooL Samuel Adler. After completing his Ph.D .• Isaacson became music 

director at Temple Tiferet in Cle\'eland. Ohio. where he said. that mucb of his training in 

Jewish music was learned on the job.2b 

Dr. lsaacson·s composing brought him lo Los Angeles, California where be composed 

and conducted original scores for many well known television series including: Jolm Williams 

& T[ie Bosron Pops wirh .Joan Bae=. Rich Man, Poor Man II. Lilfle Women. Bionic Woman, 

Hawaii Five-0; Time Travelers; and the daytime dramas loving and Days of Our lives As 

an arranger. orchestrator and conductor for feature films. Dr. J~son h.as had the pleasure uf 

assisting noted film composers Alex North. Elmer Bern.stein. Walter Scharf. and Charles fox. 

As a conductor and music producer. as well as the founding Music Otrector of The 

Israel Pops Orchestra., Dr. Isaacson bas conducted and produced new recordings of music with 

The Israel Philharmonic Orchestra. The Munich PhHharmonfo. The Mexico City Philharmonic. 

and The Tel Aviv Symphony Orchestra. In addition. his recordings with 1 he Hollywood Pops, 

which he also musically directs, may be beard on the Sony label. 

ln L990. Dr. Isaacson was appointed Founding Artistic Director of The Milken Archive 

of 20th Century American Jewish Music. in this capacity. he bas conducted and produced 

16Michael Isaacson, phone interview conducted on February I. 1995, New York. 
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fourteen of tv,renty CDs of newly recorded musical masterworks of the American Jewish 

community. This archive is the greateSt single documentation of a Jewish musical penod ever 

conceived and it's cornpktion is scheduled for Janua!') L 2000. 

Michael lsaacson is the recipient of grants, honors and awards from The Academ) of 

Television Ans & Sciences. The Eastman School of Music. The Schubert Foundation. Standard 

ASCAP Awards. The Foundation of the Milken Families, and The Cantors Assembly's hJgbest 

tribute for lifetime ach.ievt:ment in Synagogue music-The Kavod [Honor] Award. He has over 

I 75 Jewtsh musical compositions published. including instrumental, vocal. sacred. 

arrangements, editions and educationaJ works. Jn facL he is one of the most prolific synagogue 

composers of the twentieth century and is often commissioned by cantors and synagogues aJI 

over the United States. In addition, Dr. Isaacson is a freq uent lecturer in the field of Jewish 

mus ic and bas taught in Universities throughout America. 

Dr. Isaacson and his family are members of Stephen S. Wise Temple in Los '\ngelcs 

where Isaacson serves as music director of the Temple's ijigb Holy Day choir. Moreover. Dr. 

Isaacson has composed many sacred services and synagogue pieces for the Temple's Cantor. 

Nathan Lam, who bas been a long time friend and commissioner of Isaacson. Dr. Michael 

Isaacson and his wife Susan of twenty years, along with their two sons Ari and Andrew, live 

in Encino, Califorrua 21 

Approaches to Synagogue Composing 

"Living creatively within the li.mitations of society is freeing rather than restrictive. To 

21lnformation attained from biography provided by the composer. 

.. 
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do so one must understand the boundaries and then joyously ping against these walJs much as 

a racquetbaJI in motion does. " ~& This quote by Dr. Mjchael Isaacson represents his approach 

to composing S)'nagogue music. Dr. Isaacson believes in using society" s modem musical 

idioms to create new sounds. and the importance of this creativity and innovation in 

contemporary synagogue music is demonstrated in his own compositions. ln adrution, Isaacson 

argues that change is absolutely vital for growth and development within synagogue music. 

"Music has aJways mirrored the hopes and aspirations of its people. In this world standing still 

1s. in fact, moving backwards. . .. the hard truth is that constant change is here to stay 

either we recreate contemporary meaning from our Jewish trarutions and vaJues or we must 

severe!~ reexamine them ... ~ He believes thal synagogue music must accelerate with other 

areas of culture and events of the time. because people's spiriruaJ needs stem directJy from 

contemporary events. h is essential that synagogue music sustain the \'aJues of the pasL but 

make use of the vernaculars of today . 30 

Dr. Isaacson aJways finds new ways of cha1Ie.ng.ing the imagination of the congregation 

through bis music. With the use of adrutional instruments other than piano, guitar, and organ. 

Jsaacson seeks to add a sense of fresh color to the worship service "We need to be reminded 

of the greatness of the orchestra and large chorus and our lost legacy of instrumental music in 

uM.icbael Isaacson. "The Sensibilities of Sound." [photocopy] unpublished article 
attained from author, summer 1994. 

~ichael Isaacson. "Synagogue Music is Dead,• JoumaJ of Svnagogue Music 6. no. ! 
(October 1975): 5. 

30Micbael Isaacson, "Surviving Future Shock: Some Other Views." JoumaJ of 
Synagogue Music 9, no. 4 (March 1980): 30-31. 
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the Beil Hamikdash." JI Thus. his compositions include the use of the following: instrumental 

ensembles. string quarteL woodwind quinteL chamber orchestra, flute. harp. brass quintet, 

recorder. viola. percussion, clannet, cello. and more. lo adc!ition. Isaacson composes for a 

variety of vocal ensembles: four pan choir. two pan choir. children·s choir. duets. and muc.h 

more. His creativity and innovation has lead him to expand his composing possibilities to 

include much more than j\lSt voice and keyboard. 

lsaacson·s main non-sacred musical influences. such as Copland. Stravinsky. and 

Barber, as well as film and musical theater popular influences, have helped to shape his 

synagogue composing. According to Isaacson. the "programmatic music" of the tum of the 

century composers. Copland. Stravinsky. and Barber. tells a story. Isaacson feeJs that their 

didactic approach to the text can be applied to synagogue liturgy. however. this pamcular 

approach does not always leave much room for personaJ expression of the text. Some of 

lsaacson's synagogue pieces portray this approach. hut, in general, l~cson operates in the 

non-didactic approach. Isaacson states, "the conception of a piece differs as to its usage. for 

example. a didactic piece ([in my) Esther the Queen or The Prophets from Hooe For the Future 

cantata) is meant ro be highly accessible and clever in the sense that you wnte n completely 

for other's gratification and edification~ there·~ linle or no personal expression involved ... ;z 

On the other hand, lsaacson' s non-didactic pieces. for example Hashkiveinu and R 'csei from 

b.is Shir Ari service, represent personal expressive relations with the text. In such non-didactic 

31Michael Isaacson, interview by author, 26 October 1994, Los Angeles by way of fax 
machine to Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion., New York. 

... 
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compositions. "the text is illuminated in an extremely personal way."n 

The usage of a piece is extremely tmportant. In fact. for man) composers. lhis is the 

main detennining factor when conceiving of new work: indeed it is for Isaacson. Jn Dr 

lsaacson's "Ten Recommendations For Composers of Synagogue Music," recommendation 

number two states. "[c]onceive the large gesture before filling in the details. Ask the y,•s -

when in the calendar. what resources. why this text. where will it be performed? 

\\ 11ether a text is liturgical for a prayer sen ice or mtended for a life cycle event or a concen 

is going to directly affect how one composes for that tex1... Isaacson. therefore. believes that 

one should "map out the larger structure or dramatic gesture before writing the first note 

Details arc easier once the initial conceptualization is completed."1
! 

Of course many composers believe that the text is the most important aspect of a 

compos1t1on. and that a composer must be true to the text when conccprualizing a piece 

Isaacson supports this idea and believl.s that "pa-sonal expressive relauons "'1th the teXl are 

ways of creating a musical agodoh (story]. When the· te11.1 is a given it becomes the generating 

force behind all other parameters of music." )6 The music tells a story which is generated by 

the text, but in this case. unlike dJdacuc compositions. 11 1s the composer' s personal expression 

of the text which generates the music. This concept of creating a musical drama is a very 

important factor in [sa.acson's composing. Recommendation nwnber ~ in his "Ten 

)Jfbid. 

J.4Michael Jsaacson, "Ten Recommendations For Composers of Synagogue Music." 
[photocopy] unpublished article attained from author. summer I 994. 

" Ibid. 

36lsaacson, interView. 

.. 



Recommendations" states. "illUStrate the drama of the text. Each 1ex1 has an impact if treated 

like drama rather than neutral ritual."37 Isaacson thinks of the synagogue as the "Theater of 

the Jevlish Spirit." He believes that the synagogue experience should be a powerfully dramatic 

experience between man and God. As a result. Isaacson makes use of dramatic techniques in 

his musical settings such as: contrasts of sudden loud and soft: effect of opposites. like sound 

and silence: musical hyperboles: instrumental colors: and other devices to "wake up'' the 

indifferent congregant to the message before him.3t Indeed. the use of fear. awe. gratirude. 

pleading. and yearning are all dynamic in their implied drama and should be utilized in 

dramatic musical settings. J• Isaacson' s idea of the drama of the text is apparent in all of his 

musical settings. and will be demonstrated in a particular musical example. 

Jn addition to the drama of the text, a composer must consider the natural rhythm of 

tbe words. lsaacson is a firm believer in saying the words over and over again until their 

-
speech rhythm demands a musical rhythm. "Nev!:r misaccent a worci to fie a preconceived 

melody. To the opposite, consider a me.Jodie line only if it narurally serves the words.'' #/ 

Moreover, Isaacson speaks of the equal importance becween sound and silence. and that silco~ 

in between sound creates regular and irregular rhythms. "h is the importance of silence or 

negative space which allows the rhythm of the sound to be clarified. "41 Isaacson. in 

31lsaacson, "Ten Recommendations.'' 

n lsaacson, interview. 

39Isaacsoo, "Ten Recommendations." 

"°Ibid. 

''Isaacson, "The Sensibilities of Sound " 
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particular. has always utilized more than one text m some of his compos1uons. The use of 

both Hebrew and English has always fascmated him and has been a " . signature 

characteristic of much of my [lsaacson's) work." In fact. Isaacson calls this "TI1e American

Jew1sh Sound. "'l 

Melody also plays a major role in lsaacson·s compositions. He stresses that a composer 

mUSt maxmuz.e the power of a memorable melody "Give them a melod) 10 hold on to as an 

anchor m } our compositional sea. Once you· ve given the listener the gift of a good rune. the~ 

will repay your kindness by anenuvel) considering your most suphisoca1ed efforts in rhythm. 

texture. harmony. or counterpoint.'" 1 However, in o rder for the congregation to remember 

the melody and give it meaning, they must here it more than once. That is why repetition is 

so imponant to Isaacson. "Repetition is the only way of helping the coUective memory of the 

audience."" In addition. a good melody must be three dimensional: it mUSt have a sense of 

history based on the initial relationship of the first two tones [notes] in !he melody: it must 

unfold so that the listener is attracted to the drama of the pruent sound; and finally. it must 

create and define future goals and expectBtions which seek to be gratified.•· 

Finally. lsaacson' s number one recommendation to synagogue composas 1s. not to write 

"synagogue music." Isaacson claims that synagog1.1e music does not have one specific sound. 

and that each text setting should be treated according to its own merits. Moreover. although 

•
21saacson, in~ew. 

'
3Jsaac.son, "Ten Recommendations." 

" Isaacson, interview. 

•s1saacson .• "The Sensibilities of Souod." 
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"knowledge of nusach and cantillation are basic to one' s background. their exclusive 

employment is certainly not the only compositional direction which is valid today.n•b In fact. 

Isaacson feels that some cantors cling to nusach '' . . 10 tht> exclusion of finding more 

contemporary alternatives ... . ''47 Isaacson does utilize nusach and cantillation in his works. 

but for him it is more of an evocative quote than an organizing factor. Isaacson feels no need 

Lo be completely bound to nusach. so as to make it an organizing factor in his work. Instead. 

he feels free to allude to the tradition. in order to echo the sounds of the past as he incorporates 

them into his contemporary style. B 'ni, Esther the Queen. and Avinu Malkeinu are all 

examples of Isaacson ·s musical senings which quote from either cantillation or rrusach. 

Overall. Dr. Isaacson categorizes his musical style as "twentieU1 century American

Jewish conservatively contemporary synagogue music " He clai.fils iliat his sacred and his 

secular compositions do influence each other, but that the major difference between them is 

that. out of necessity, his sacred music rakes less chances b~acse it h:!s other functions to 

fulfill beside personal expression. 0 Many factors such as text. prayer function. intended 

audience. etc. influence the synagogue composer, and can either impede on the composers 

personal expressiveness or enhance iL For Michael Isaacson, these factors help him to be even 

more creative and innovative_ "Understanding the particular sound vocabulary or rules of the 

piece and finding the freedom within those limitations is the key to stylistic integrity and 

4~lsaacson. "Ten Recommendations." 

47lsaacson, interview. 

•'rbid. 



ultimate creativity."'Y 

Specific lllusrrarion 

To illustrate Dr lsaacson·s approaches to synagogue composition. I have chosen one 

particular piece to represent his approach. Although one composition is nm enough to 

represent a composer·s entire gamut of worl..s. this one example does demonstrate lsaa.cson·s 

stylistic approach. 

The musical setting. Bili [My Daughter] was commissioned in 1981 for a Bat-Mitzvah 

at University Synagogue, Los Angeles. Dr. Isaacson set out to research possible textS for the 

piece. however. very few traditional Jewish textS are wrinen about daughters. Isaacson asked 

Rabbi Kerry Baker to create a poem incorporating the style of a classical text. Since then.. this 

setting has become one of the moSt popular synagogue pieces to be sung at a Bat-Mitzvah or 

a girr s baby nanung; for a translation of the text see Appendix I a, "Analysis of Biti." 

The text of Bili plays a major role in detennining th~ composition·s overall struc~ 

The poem and. thus, the music can be di,ided mto three verses with a contrasting section 

between verses two and three. The poeric meter dictates the rhythm of the melody in cacb 

verse. and the poetic meter is the same in all three verses. It is therefore fining that aU three 

verses have the same melody and rhythm. In addition. all three verses have ~be same rhyming 

scheme, thus making the contrasting section distinctly different from the rest of the tc:ct. The 

structure of the entire composition, characterizing both the text and the musical setting. can 

Utus be represented by the letters AABA (A=verse, B-=contrasti.ng section)~ for a diagram of 

'9Isaacson.. "The Sensibilities of Sound.• 
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poetic meter and rhyming scheme. see Appendix 1 a. 

The melody is VCI) repetiuve but not easily sung. I do not believe this piece was 

intended for congregational singing, however, it 1s understandable and identifiable by the 

congregation because of its melodic repetition of the verses. It is not intended for 

congregational singing because of its large range and constant leaping of large intervals. such 

as major and minor sevenths. This octave displacement is a common rwenlieth century 

technique. but makes the melody very difficult to smg for a congregation However, the 

melody 1s "catchy" because of its repetition. memorable imervalic leaps. and sweet affective 

character. 

The accompaniment in this piece is very romantic because of its constant movement and 

flowing st) le. mostly due to the arpeggiated chords throughout. This piece was originally 

wrinen for harp. which explains its flowing accompanimenL In terms of the hannonic rhythm. 

the verses have a faster rare of harmonic activity, two harmonies per bar. than the contrasnng 

section, which has only one harmony per bar. In addition. Isaacson uses an extended harmonic 
' 

vocabulary consisting of chords with added sevenths and ninths. as weU as suspensions. 

inversions. and a few diminished chords (which are particularly idiomatic of the harp). Th~ 

harmonies create a very rich and lush sound. These rich and lush bannorues. in addition to 

their Romantic hannoruc progression, add to the sening's romantic quali~·-

The rhythm of the piece, as mentioned before, is governed by the text. It is the rhythm 

of the text that determines the rhythm of the melody. Tbe meter is in common time and stays 

constant throughout the piece. AU three verses have the same repetitive rhythmic pattern that 

is influenced by the poetic meter of the text (see Appendix I a). This repetition of rhythm adds 



a sense of familiari~ for the listener. In addition. Isaacson uses a fc..., triplets for added drama_ 

mostly at the ends of verses leading in to the next verse or section. lo prolong the phrase and 

accentuate the teicL 

Isaacson uses dynamics to add to the drama in his compositions. In this sening. the 

music starts mezzo-piano in the first verse and rises 10 mezzo-fone m the second verse 8) 

Lhe time we reach the contrasting secuon. the music is fone and the piece has reached its rugh 

point or climax. It then tapers back down 10 mezzo-piano and fmally. piano for the last verse. 

From the beginning of the piec~ until the end. the dynamics make a stead) rise. reaching its 

climax at the contrasting section and then tapering down to the conclusion. In addition, 

Isaacson uses tenuto and ritard markings al the beginning of the last verse. again. for dr.unauc 

effect 

Isaacson uses man) of his compos1uooal approaches in this particular piece. These 

approaches include: the use of additional instrwnents such as the harp. the treating of the text 

based on its own merits and its natural expression through music. the use of dynamics to create 

drama, and the contrast of soft and loud. One specific approach that Isaacson mentions is the 

use of the opposites to create drama. About his riskor Memorial Service Isaacson mentions 

that, "it is the opposite effect ~f stillness in the cwmoil of loss which reminds him of life's 

ultimate duality ... .. so This use of the opposites to create drama is apparent throughout this 

piece. 

The entire musical setting is very romantic. with both the accompaniment and the 

50Micbael Isaacson, "About the music . . ." in Seasons ln Time Volume lll : Yiskor 
Memorial Service. (New York: Transcontinental Music Publications, 1992), 3. 
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melody having a broad sweeping nature covering a large range. with notes JWTiping from one 

octave to another. This use of octave displacement and large intervaJic leaps. illustrauve of 

a twentieth century compositional technique, adds to !he romantic character of the melody. 

This is lsaacson·s way of using the opposite to create drama. There is an apparent contrast 

between the text. melody. and harmony. The text speaks of a parent"s love for a baby girl: 

this love is one of innocence and naivete The melody conveys this childlike love b) its 

sootiung luJlaby. The harmony. on the other hand. gives us a sense of adult love. romance. 

and passion ""ith its lush chords and arpeggiated accompaniment. Clearly this is the use of 

opposites to create an irony and, as a result. drama. 

The contrasting section of this composition also creates a sense of drama by use of 

opposites. The ""·ords of this section arc lhe most tender and loving of all stating. "I ha\e 

loved you my daughter. for you have brought blessing. and with tender hands I will bless you 

i.n return." Yet the music in this section 1s the most tense. To build the piece to its climax. 

Isaacson creates tension in this section by using a circle of fifths harmoruc progression. This 

harmonic progression creates tension and movement that leads us back to the last verse. TI1e 

resolution of this tension is finally achieved when th.is contrasting section leads into the final 

verse. The bannooy in the contra.sting section. not the melody. creates the tension. The 

building of tension in this contrasting sc:ction juxtaposes the love and kindness that the words 

convey. The tenderness of the text and the tenseness of the harmony create drama titrougb the 

use of opposites. 

Isaacson also uses his "effect of opposites" in his musical setting of .Avinu Malkeinu 

[Our Father, Our Jang, 1979 TranscontinentaJ Publication). In titis particular prayer. the 

-
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congregation is asking for comfort from God and for God to sa'e them. Like a cb1Jd asking 

his parent for forgiveness and guidance after he sins, so too, on the High Holy Days. lbe days 

of repentance. we sing "Our Father, Our King,'' askmg God 10 forgive our iniqu1ues. The tcX1 

describes God as our parent who renews our days. forgives us, redeems us. and comfons us. 

)et the music conveys tension and discomfort through the use of counterpoint. In this piece. 

the parts are always moving. constantly creating dissonance and resolution. thereby. the music 

creates a sense of drama through the use of opposnes. Hov.ever. the text is also pulling 

between tension and resolution. Oo the one hand. God 1s gracious to us and answers our call. 

yet on the other hand. we have sinned and have no merits. The music portrays the constant 

pull between God·s goodness and hurnaniry·s sins. The moments of dissonance represent 

hurnanit)'·s sins, and the moments of resolution convey God's perfection. 

Isaacson 's Composition and the Interrelation of 1/te T/;Tee I'rayer Models 

Music and its effect on individuals is highly subjective'. ll affects different people in 

different ways, and it 1s almoSt impossible to classify or categorize a particular piece. In fact. 

I would have to say that most musical compositions have many effects, Ideally rhe synagogue 

composer creates a piece that generates a sense of communal bonding, promotes individual 

healing, and as a result, brings a feeling of Godliness into lbe congregatton. The stnvmg for 

Godliness by the congregation is the ultimate reaction a synagogue composer can stimulate in 

his or her composition. Therefore, in applying lsaacson's composition to the three prayer 

models, it is essential to note that this composition is going to affect every one m a different 

way, and what may seem to invoke the presence of God for one person could possibly create 

-
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a sense of community for another Moreover. the same compos111on could, perhaps. create a 

sense of healing for yet another. Most importantly. however. lsaacson ·s composition has many 

effects and thus. will serve many functions of prayer. 

Isaacson· s Biti represents both the pnestly and the pastoral prayer model: see Figure :?. 

"The Interrelation of the Three Prayer Models "~th Compositions by Five Contempor~ 

Synagogue Composers." The text speaks of the birth of a child and the blessing she has 

brought into the house and the family. Although the text makes reference to God only once. 

ll is clear that God has played a major role m bnnging this child into the world. The tex1 

expresses the awe and wonder that this parent has toward the birth of their child. and God is 

very much a pan of the process. The la~ verse states. "My daughter. because you are loved 

by God, I will give you m) Jove." Clearly. the parent is aware of the fact that without God·s 

lo"e, there is no love at all . 

This piece is most likely to be used at a Bat-MitzVah ccremony n a baby naming. 

where the people gathered are family and guests. The peopla that come together for a 13at· 

MitzVah and a bab) naming are not necessarily there to pray. They are present to share in a 

life cycle event, a rite of passage, and lend suppon to the family. Howe\'CT, upon hearing Bifl. 

these family and guests are sbo·Nered with a sense God and Godliness. They cannot help but 

feel the importance of the Divine in human life. and must acknowledge God's presence among 

all of humanity. For those that did not come to pray communally. this composition allows 

them to pray silently as individuals and to experience a spiritual connection with God. It does 

not require their audible recitation. but only thei: uoderstanding of its lyric melody and 

soothing text. 
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Moreover. Blfi s lullaby like melody could calm any soul and create a sense of order. 

Life cycle events, as times of grov;th and change in life. are times of great vulnerability 

During these ntes of passage. individuals need to be reassured that order will be reStored. 

Therefore. lhls composition not only creates a sense of Godliness. but in doing so. also heals 

and consoles the soul. The listener is assured that they are not alone. because God is present. 

For lhls reason. Biti also represents the pastoral model. because of its ability to comfon the 

soul. As a result. I feel it lies berween the priestly and pastoral prayer models in Figure 2. and 

represents both models. Avinu Malkein11. on the other band. beSt fits the pneStly prayer model 

because of its mam focus on God and God's presence in the life of the worshiper as a guardian 

and parent: see also Figure l 

Cantor Meir Finkelstein 

Biography 

Meir Finkelstein was born in Israel in 1951. At 1.he age of four. Finkelstein and his 

family emigrated to Eng.land. where his late father, Cantor Zvi FinkclStein accepted the position 

of Chazzan at one of London· s most prestigious synagogues At the age of ei~L Meir joined 

his older brother Arych as mesh:irerim, singmg with their father in services. It was also at this 

age that Finkclstdn began to develop his piano skills and wight himself how to accompany 

his father in cha22.anut on the keyboard. Only a year after his Bar-Mit.zvah. Finkelstein 

assumed his first professional cantonal position in Glasgow, Scotland making him one of the 

youngest cantors in all of Europe. 

Growing up in the 1960s. Finkelstein was influenced most by jazz. folk. opera. and the 
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pop music of the era. especially The Beatles. At sixteen, he left home to anend high school 

in Newcastle. and at eighteen, Finkelstein returned to London where he was employed as 

Chazzan at Golders Green Synagogue. He later received a scholarship to anend the world

renO\\l!led Royal College of Music. where he studied voice. opera. and composition. 

Finkelstein graduated with honors and an Associate Degree. A.R.C.M. tn singing and 

composition. 

In London. Finkelstein mei and married Leba Nemeth. In 1974 th~ inurugrated to the 

United States and Finkelstein became Cantor at Temple Beth Hillel m Wilmette. Illinois. Their 

daughter Nadia was born shortly after. 

After four years in the Chicago area. Finkelstein moved to Los Angeles where he 

acruall~ gave up the cantorate for a few years in order to pursue a secular music career. Being 

tn Los Angeles gave Finkelstein the opponunity to pursue his other musical interests. sucb as 

composing secular music for television and movies. and arra'lging rnusiral <;cores 

Consequently. Finkelstein was employed in the entertainment industry as a studio musician on 

keyboard, and an arranger for Hollywood film scores and television. Some years later. he 

accepted a cantonal positioll at B' nai David-Judea Congregation. and h~ had a second child. 

his son Adam. 

Meir Finkelstein did not become a composer for synagogue music 1uitil J,e was elected 

Cantor of Sinai Temple in WestWood in 1982. At Sinai. Finkelstein was following in the 

tradition of a cantor and composer Carl Urstein. This was Finkelstein' s first time working with 

a choir and an organ, and it was then that he began 10 write liturgical compositions in order 

to supersede the music that was composed by the previcus cantor. Finkdstein·s first 
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synagogue composition was L 'cha Dodi. to replace Cantor Urstein ' s sening. Finkelstein 

believed that his compositions could be more exciting than those of UrStein. and he began 

quickly to compose more and more_ Since he joined Sinai Temple, Cantor Finkelstein has 

composed nwnerous musical settings for the Shabbat, High Holy Day. and Festival liturgies. 

He continues to serve as Cantor at Sinai Temple to this day, and his synagogue compositions 

are sung by cantors and choirs all over the United States and Canada.H 

Approaches to Synagogue Composing 

As mentioned above, Finkelsteio' s musical style was influenced by the popular music 

of his time. However. Finkelstein was also raised on the sounds of the synagogue--chazwnur. 

nusach. Israeli folk songs. and great synagogue composers such as Max Helfman and Max 

Janowski. Cantor finkeJsteio is moSt impressed with Hel.fma.o · s dramatic Style, and his ability 

to look at the tex1.S and express them musically without being tied to notion'> of nu,wch and 

preconceived ideas of what Jewish music shouJd be. Fink~lsteio admits that his early 

compositions were very "Helfrnanesque" in starure and grandeur of stylc.'2 

More imponant than Finkelsteio's Jewish musical influences were his non-Jewish 

musical influences. Highly influenced by Puccini. P.aclunaninoff. and all of the Romantic 

composers in general, Finkelstein uses minor sevenths and minor ninths, as weil as flattened 

tenths, in bis synagogue compositions. On the inside cover of one of his Temple recordings. 

~'Information attained from interview by author, I 0 November 1994. Los Angeles, tape 
recording, Sinai Temple, Los Angeles. 

n Meir Finkelstein, interview. 



From Sinai to Sinai. Finkelstein writes, "The vanous musical styles used in sening our Jewish 

liturgy have, lustoricaJly. been influenced in great pan by the secular. nonsecular and popular 

music of the age . ... many of our most familiar and beloved synagogue melodies can be 

craced dire-ctly to these non-Jev.~sh SOW'CCS."s; In this particular album. Finkelstein states that 

he has employed many different musical styles in sening prayers from the High Holy Day. 

Festival, and Sbabbat lirurgres. He claims that the eclectic nature of the compositions is 

mlcationaJ. and he sets forth the following statements as guidelines wtuch he follo"'-s when 

composing synagogue music: the uulization of a musical style which best expresses the intent 

and meaning of the prayer; the adherence to traditional modes lnuschaot) whenever possible. 

without being necessarily bound by them: and allowing the meter of the prayers to inspire the 

melodic line and structure of the composmon. 50 (These guidelines echo those of Isaacson). 

Cantor Finkelstein began composing synagogue music as a reaction to other synagogue 

composers He became very critical of olher composers' sy11agogue settings in which the 

liturgical Le>..1 served the music and not the reverse. As a studen.t at the Royal College of 

Music. Finkelstein studied German lieder and French art songs. Composers of these genres 

set the music 10 the lyrics and not the other way around. Likewise for Cantor Finkelslein.. the 

lirurgical text comes first. Thus, he began Lo approach the synagogue liturgy in the same 

manner. The melody must always stay within the confines of the lyrics, and musi constantly 

be true to the text. When Finkelstein starts to compose a synagogue piece. he will read 

SJMeir Finkelstein. "Introduction," [recording notes] From Sinai to Sinai. Sinai Temple 
recording. Los Angeles, 1986. 

!'Ibid. 
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through the text of the prayer firsL and v.ill allow the meter of the text to determine the meter 

and the style of the musical sening. Finkelstein believes that, "the meter points to a certain 

style, so. in facL the text begs the melody ."~' He: does admit, however, that at times he will 

start \\~th a melody and then search for a te>..'t that fits that melody naturally. Such was the 

case ~th his senrng of L ·dor I 'ador 

For Finkelstein. melody plays a major role of imponance in bis compositions "I always 

felt that when you leave the theater. you should leave hununing something. And melody is the 

Kmg ... .1• Finkelstein is always looking for a "catchy" singable melody that has depth. as 

Ol)posed to being trite. Finkelstein believes that this can only come from inspiralioo. ln fact, 

his most popular and successful melodies came narurally. For example. Finkelstein claims that 

his L 'dor l'ador sang itself. and came to him \\ith the least amount of effon. "All good 

melodies are just dictated. 1 had that melodr in my mind. I don't know bow. I don' t know 

why. But it works."n Finkelsteio knows the importance that melody plays in the worship 

service because he sees the immediate response that the melody evo1'es from the congregation: 

when he senses this reaction. be knows that the melody "works. " He states that a good melody 

is one which seems familiar to the congregation. as if thev have been singing it for twenty 

years. He regards a melody that "works" as one which has an emotional impact on whomever 

hears it. 

1n effect. according to Finkelstein. ooce one has a text, the words ~II highly influence 

ssFinkelstein, interView. 

j6Jbid. 

57Ibid. 
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both the melody and the rhythm. The text will suggest the rhythm by the accent of the words.. 

and the "natural stress of the lyncs·» will imply both the rhythm and tempo. As for the use 

of nusach, Finkelstein believes that it should be utilized where it can. but m oo way should the 

composer be a slave Lo it (a position sim1larly held by Isaacson). Finkelstein states thaL 

"nusoch docs not allow you Lo express the text in the best way possible " ' 0 In fact. he 

believes that in cenain instances. the proper nusach actua.11~ takes away from the text rather 

than adds to it Finkelstein gives the example of Halle/. Traditionally, Halle/ is done in 

minor. However, Finkelstein has composed pieces for this liturgy in major. clauning that the 

ffi3JOr scaJc expresses this liturgy most affectively in our present time. Hence. Finkelstein 

envisions the Halle/ liturgy in the same n1Lrach as the seven wedding blessings. cheerful and 

happy. 

As for which liturgical texts to set, Meir has less of a choice than other contempor3.I') 

synagogue composers because. on a whole. re is ronfined !O Hebrew teiru. exclusively. Tb.is 

1s due to the fact that Finkelstein serves a conservative congreg!itioo where most prayers are 

sung in Hebrew. We will see that the other contemporary synagogue composers utilize both 

Hebrew and English texts. Finkelstein. however. docs have a few pieces composed for botll 

He!)rew and English that are not part of the prayer service. For within the acruaJ worship 

service. he has only one composition that uses both languages. which is May the Words (Yih yu 

l 'ratzon). ln general. Finkelstein composes for himself as cantor. He writes in keys that arc 

)'Notice the use of the word lyric to imply liturg!caJ text. Finkelstein· s treatment of the 
text is very much influenced by I.he pop culwre, even to the point of calling the liturgical 
tC.X'l ''lyric." 

jTuid. 
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texts that he will be able to use in his o·wn congregation. 

This also affects the type of mstrument.auon for which Cant0r Fmkelstein can emplo:. . 

and somewhat restricts his creativity. Finkelstein loves to compose for strings and orchestra. 

which he does use for concen pieces and special events. such as his >'islwr Requiem. entitled 

.'Vishmat T=e.dek (A Righteous Sou/). a chamber orcheStra in seven movements. For practical 

purposes he only includes what he can make use of in the synagogue service at Sinai. which 

uses an organ and four part choir. Finkelstein believes that anything should be incorporated 

which enhances the text. and this includes the use of \'arious instrumentS other than piano and 

organ (with the exception of gui tar. which Finkelstein ts opposed to in the prayer service). In 

facL Finkelstein is so in favor of instrumentation and accompanimenL that he belie\'es his 

compositions do not work well a cappella. He maintains that it is the lush chords that make 

his compositions so special. and it is absurd cot to have accon1paniment. Finkelstein states that 

the chords and a sweeping accompaniment make his synagogue music successful. as well as 

the modulations and chord progressions. 110 Thus. the majority of his compositions arr writttn 

for organ and choir, but Finkelstein states that he would gladly use other insuumeotS in the 

synagogue if it were solely up to him. 

Finkelstein argues that the worship service is not a davening experience, but rather a 

musical experience. Indeed, anything that can be added to make it a more moving and spiritual 

musical experience should be sought out and added. Th.is includes congregational singing. He 

60Jbid. 
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notes that congregational singing is a "mystical experience."01 There are times when a 

congregation chooses to join Lil and sing. and there are times when a melody 1s so enjoyable. 

that they prefer to Sii back and listen Finkelstein not only composes for himself as cantor. but 

he also composes for his congregation. He wants people to sing, therefore he writes lyric. 

familiar melodies for people to sing along. Jn addition. hts cong:regationaJ composiuons are 

available in two keys for higher and lower \Oices. opposed to his solo compositions which are 

wrinen in keys to suit his voice. 

Finally. Finkelstem classifies his style of synagogue composition as "cantonal fusion " 

Indeed. lus musical style is a result of the many Layers of musical influences in his life 

experience, including: opera and classical music. jazz. rhythm and blues. pop. and the 

entertainment mduscry. He complains thaL "man} J~ish composers lack the d.tsc1phne and 

good taSte to know the diffcrene.e between making somellung sound like it comes from tht.'. 

I 9QOs and setting a text and making it come alive with all differen: style~ cf music.-~ 

Finkelstein assens that talent is layered. and the more layers one has. the more styles one has 

from which to chose. Vast musical experiences have given Finkelstein a broader pallet ol 

textures and musical ideas to incorporate into his synagogue compositions. He declares that 

what makes his synagogue music "Jewish," is Jewish texts. The scyle, on the other hand. is 

universal. because all musical styles are universal. Thus Finkelstem maintains that be is not 

a composer of "Jewish music." but rather. a Jewish person wbo wants to bring alive Je-wisb 

611bid. 

621bid. 
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textS 1n good taste. and does not want to copy any particular style.61 His main approach 10 

synagogue composition is through the true expression of the text. Finkelstein achieves this by 

way of his personal expression of the text which, by its very nature, includes aJI of his past 

musical influences. 

In an article in the Heritage Southwest Jewish Press. a Jewish newspaper in Los 

Angeles. Cantor Samuel Fordis wrote about Finkelstein·s Nishmat Tzedek Yislwr Requiem 

stating, "Composer Finkelstein deserves credit for a work of captivating melodies. moving 

intensity. deeply-affecting pathos. and readily-listenable musical ideas. . . This composition 

1den1ifies him as a composer of substance. capable of expressing moods of entbra.lling beauf)' 

in a setting of 'S)'mphonic proportions."60 

Specific Tllustration 

To illustrate Cantor Meir Finkelsteio·s approaches to synagogue composition. I will look 

at one of Finkelsteio·s most popuJBI synagogue pieces. l 'dor l{ador [From Generation to 

Generation). This prayer is recited daily at the conclusion of the K 'dusha io the T'filah section 

of the service. The text conveys God's holiness and greatness. and states. that from generation 

to gmerat:ion. we will declare God' s holiness and prt.ise God. Finkelstein assertS that his 

particular melody is used to convey the spirit and meaning of the prayer, and ha!. become the 

most popular of all of his synagogue meJod.ies. u 

l>l fbid. 

MHeritage Southwest Jewjsh Press (Los Angeles). 3 December 1993. 

6~Meir Finkelstein, "Introduction," [recording notes] L 'dor Vador. Sinai Temple 
recording, Los Angeles, 1990/1992. 
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Finkelstein composed L 'dor llador about seven years ago when he sought out a text that 

his predecessor. Cantor Carl Urstein. had nol yet set. Finkelstein was very conscious of not 

crying to usurp his predecessor· s compositions. rather he found alternative texts to set in order 

to add to the repertoire at Sinai Temple. Consequently. L 'dor Vador was one text in the 

liturg_v that Urstein had not set. thus. allowing Finkelstein the freedom to compose a musical 

setting for it. In contrast to what Finkelstein states above, about the text dictating the melody 

and rhythm. this particular composition is one which started out as a melody first. and the text 

followed later. fitting the melody naturally. Finkelstein comments on this composition. saying, 

•· ... after about five or ten minutes. the L 'dor Vador melod) came and l just started playing 

it, and it JUst flowed. Then I opened up the siddur f prayer book] and said. wow, 1 think this 

1s going to work. l think this is going to fit. It 's one of those accidents."60 Therefore. in this 

particular instance. the melody came first. and jus1 happened fo fit the text perfectly. with every 

ac.cent accurately rendered by the melody. 

It is clear in L dor Vador that the melody. not ihe text. is the determining factor of the 

composition. The entire StrUcture of the piece depicts a pop influence. The text itself does nol 

suggest a refrain-verse structure. yet, Finkelstein has divided it Up this way-a convenient 

structure inherent in pop music. Because the text does not suggest this St:rUcture. it is imposed 

upon the Jirurgy. Thus, the structure of the entire composition can be represented by the letters 

AABAC (A=refrain, B=verse, C=ending section); see Appendix 2a, "Analysis of l "dor Vador." 

The use of melodic repetition and sequences within the melody give the melody its 

familiar quality. There is essentially only one main melody in this piece that repeats itself 

66Finkelstein, interview. 

--
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three times in the form of a refrain. It feels like a melody that people have been singing for 

twenty years67 beca~ it is predictable and easily understood by the congregation. lo fact. 

lhe sequences can be thought of as quesnons and answers that the congregation readily hears 

and comprehends. The verse also has sequences and a melody that is similar to that of the 

refrain. As a result. the listeners sense that they have heard this melody before because it is 

a repeat of the opening phrases. The opening octave leap sets the tone for lbe entire 

compos1tion, and. conse.quently. this octave leap repeats it.self throughout the piece. 

lo addition. the refrain melody is very lyrical and simple. which allows it 10 be 

congregational In contrast. the one verse is probably meant to be the cantor' s solo because 

of its high range and complicated melismas. It is in the verse that we see Finkelstein make use 

of his traditional cantonal background. and utilize a nusach Style. Many of Finkelstein's 

compositions use I.his format of melodic, congregational refrain and cantonal free-sryle verses 

(For example. Shalom Rav). 

The rhythm of l 'dor Vador is vef) straight fol"\..-ard . , he composition is in duple meter 

and its main rhythmic interest is the effect of holding notes over lb~ bar Line to create suspense. 

This is a rock-rhytlun termed "pushing the bca1."61 also known as syncopation. Accordingly. 

the first note of a measure is de-emphasizx:d, and the feeling of the down·beat is delayed until 

the second note. As a result, Finkelstein delays the sensation of the down-beat being the 

strongest beat, and tlus, in tum, generates !ension. \\'hen the sensation of the down-beat does 

67Finkelstein. interview. 

61Joscph Levine, Synagogue Song in America (Crown Point: White Cliffs Media Co., 
1989). 19L 
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occur on the second beat of the measure. this creates a feeling of resolunon. Hence. the ennre 

composition is very fulfilling for its listeners because of 1ts constant tension and resolution. 

Of equal 1mponance to the beautiful melody. is the composition ·s accompaniment and 

harmonies. According ro Finkelstein. his compositions are so successful because of their lush 

and rich hannon.ies which accompany the lyric melodic line. Therefore, the harmonies arc 

mainly supportive of the melody, and ll 1s the iypc of chords which creates the "larger than 

life" quality of the piece. Here again we sec the influence of pop music on Finkelstein· s 

synagogue compositions. His use of jazz chords. added sevenths and runths. as well as added 

fifths and sixths. nine-eight suspensions. inversions. and dissonance all stem from his pop and 

jazz compositional techniques. The harmonic progressions are also indicative of these . 
techniques. Moreover. the use of dissonance and suspension also helps to generate tension and 

resolution which creates drama in the music 

In addition. some of Finkelstein· s harmonies allude lo nusoch. For example, at the 

conclusion of the piece, both the harmony and th~ melo<i) allude co the phregish scale (also 

known as the ahava raba mode). with the lowered second (see last two pages of music 

attached in Appendix 2b). The G nat chord leading to the F major chord subtly infonns the 

con~gation that the T'fllah section is beginning, and that this section is to be davened in the 

ahava raba mode. Of course, this style of davening in the mode would only cc.cur in 

conservative and orthodox synagogues. However, let us not forget that Finkelstein composes 

for his own conservative environmenL 

Finally. Finkelstein's signarurc move, that occurs in many of his compositions, is what 

he calls the "swprisc cadence." Essentially, it is the use of a minor chord moving to its 
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parallel major chord by introducing the leading tone into the harmony as a passing tone. Its 

effect is very uplifting and for that reason. Finkelstein probably terms this move a "surprise.· 

This "surpnse cadence"' can be seen in each opening phrase of the refrain (see music anached 

Appendix 1b). The ~ of major and minor chords can be very effective wbeo used in this 

Wll) . For many , the minor scale has a history of sounding sad. Therefore, the introduction of 

a rrused third would have a very strong uplifting quality and, potentially. a spiritual impact. 

both of which Finkelstein"s compositions embrace. 

Finkelstein 's Composition and the /nte"elacion of tire Three Prayer Models 

The L "dor Vador text clearly fits the priestly prayer model because of its praise of God 

and acknowledgment of God's glory, and is therefore situated closest to the priestly prayer 

model (see Figure 2). The melody is also one which portrays the grandeur of God"s glory 

Even the opening phrase. with its sequences moving higher and higher. represents our striving 

to reach up to God, and grasp the Godliness that 1s in each and every one of us. The climax 

of the composition, both in the melod} and in the text, comes in the verse when the text stat.c.s, 

"For You, God. are a great Ruler, For You, God, are a great Ruler, and You arc Holy." 

Finkelstein repeats the text to accentuate God' s greatness. and the melody reaches its highest 

moment with its highest noteS. After this section. there is oo doubt in the mind of the 

congregant that God is mighty and awesome. 

More so than the text. however, it is lhe melody that brings us lhe sense that God is 

present The familiar quality of the melody with its lush. comforting chords, crearcs the feeling 

that we are in the presence of an old friend. someone \Ve have known for twenty years or 
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more. In addition. the allusion to nusach at the conclusion of the piece. gives those who are 

familiar with its sound. something from the past to hold onto. Many of I.be older coogregants 

will be remmded of their childhood days when they used 10 daven in the traditional modes in 

their shuls, while the younger generations will be moved by the modern idioms of pop and 

film. which they find so easy to relate to. This composition has somethmg for everyone. 

because people fi nd God in different places and through different mediwns 

Cantor Benjie-EUen chiller 

Biography 

Benjie-Ellen Schiller was born in 1958 in New York. New York. and grew up m 

Stamford. ConnecticuL Neither of her parents we.re musical, yeL both Cantor Schiller and hCT 

brother Steve grew up studying music. At the early age of five. even without a piano in the 

house, Schiller was able play songs on the piano. improvising in any key. Although she was 

formally taught to play the piano by her aum. she continued to improvise. which enabled her 

ear to develop harmonically. Cantor Schiller claims that much of her composing today is based 

on her improvisational skills. 

Cantor Schiller continued to study and play piano throughout high school until college. 

Sbe also srudied music theory in high school, and played recorder and folk guitar. Cantor 

Schiller did not begin to develop her vocal technique until six months before she applied to 

Boston University. She auditioned there in both piano and voice, and carried a double major 

for a year. After the first year, she dropped piano, and changed her major to theory and 
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composition. under the influence of Steven Alpen. Cantor Schiller graduated from Boston 

Uruvers1t) with a Bachelor· s de~ in Music Theory and Composition She later anended the 

Hebrew Vruon C0Uege-Jew1sh lnsuru1e of Religion, School of Sacred Music. from where she 

was invested as cantor in 1987. 

Cantor Schiller was first introduced to synagogue music at a young age when her 

Cantor. Charles Julian at Temple Sinai in Stamford. "''rote a jazz service for the jumor youth 

group of which Schiller was a member. Up until this point in her life. Schiller bad never been 

moved by synagogue music. and Jewish music never spoke to her. "It (the jazz service) 

unlocked ... what I thought were inaccessible doors of Jewish music.'' 69 This was the first 

lime that Cantor Schiller could express herself free.ly through Jewish music because tlus jazz 

service was "folksy.'" casual, and improvisational in style. From this experience. Schiller 

became involved in Jewish music, and traveled to Israel with her cantor and a group of 

children as their song leader. At this time, she also began teaching Jewish music in her 

synagogue' s religious school, and became involved with NFTY Cami:s (The North American 

Federation of Temple Youth) as a song leader. Five years later. Schiller became the head song 

leader at her camp. 

In college, Schiller acted as cantorial soloist and a mUSJc teacher. Even though she 

never considered becoming a cantor until much later, she composed Jewish music all 

throughout college. During these years, Schiller composed a lot of vocal music using both 

Hebrew and English t.cxts from The Gate§ of Prayer. Sbe evenrua.lly joined the Zamir Choral 

~enjie Ellen-Schiller, interView by author, 24 October 1994, New York. tape 
rec-0rding. Hebrew Union College-Jewish institute of Religion. New York. Campus. 

-
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m Boston. a Jewish singing group that perfonned choral music from Israel, as well as other 

Jewish choral compositions. This was Schiller·s first exposure to Jewish and Israeli choral 

music. including compositions by Israeli composers Paul Ben Haim and Yehez.ldal Braun. nus 

group made a major impact on ber life. She began to travel with the Zamir Choral. and 

became ve~· involved in the Jewish community. It was then that she realized. "the music 

served a whole different purpose. . . and [she) saw a great connection between the music and 

spirirual expression. . .. that [they] were learning the music to express [themselves] as 

Jews. "10 This choral group opened up a door 10 traditional Jewish expression and prayer for 

Cantor Schiller. 

Toward the end of SchiUer·s undergraduate studies, she met her husband Rabbi Les 

Bronstein and they were married in June of 1981 . Rabbi Bronstein introduced Scbiller to 

traditional da\'enmg in his community Chavurar Shalom. and that ·was where Schiller learned 

Hebrew. Growing up in Temple Sinai in Stamford. Schiller did not have a Bat-MitzVah, 

therefore. sbe never learned Hebrew until she joined the chavurah community. After she 

married Rabbi Bronstein, she went with him to Israel for his first year of rabbinic studies at 

Hebrew Union College and she took the ulpan program with the other rabbinic students. When 

she returned to Manhattan, sbe auditioned for the Manhattan School of Music in vocal 

performance. At this time, Schiller was auditing a liturgy class being taught at the Hebrew 

Union College by Professor Lawrence A. Hoffman. 

It was not until Schiller spoke with Rabbi Hoffman that she realized she wanted to 

become a cantor. Rabbi Hoffman's influence on Schiller was one of the main reasons that she 

10Jbid. 
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enrolled in the School of Sacred Music. In the cantonal program at the Hebrew Lnion 

College. Schiller was exposed to all of the classical Reform composers including: Max 

Helfman. Heinrich Schalit. Ben Steinberg. and Maurice Goldman. Leonard Bernstein was also 

a major influence on her Jewish composing. In addition. she was first formally introduced to 

nusach by her teacher Cantor Lawrence Aver) . Schiller developed a real love for nusach and 

chazzonut. and they taught her to understand how tbe Hebrew language is sung. the natural 

phrasing of the liturgy, and both the rhythm and the meaning of tbe text. For her Master"s 

Thesis, Schiller composed a work, under the guidance of Samuel Adler. entitled life Song 

Cycle The year after Cantor Schiller graduated Hebrew Union College ( 1987). she was asked 

by the Director of the School of Sacred Music at that time, Rabbi Hoffman, to join the 

c.antorial facuJ~·. She has served on the faculty since that time and is now the proud mother 

of three beautiful children. 

Approaches to Synagogue Composing 

As mentioned above. Cantor Schiller was influenced by both folk music and the 

classical style. Growing up in the NFTY camps and joining the chavurah movement. her 

Jewish musical experience was always "folksy.• comforting, accessible, and informal. Folk 

singers. such as Joan Baez and James Taylor, also added to her folk music experience while 

growing up. Schiller's classical musical training came much later in her life when she began 

to study music theory and composition formally at Boston University. The classical music 

training. in addition to her folk style from her childhood, added to her layers of musical talent. 

Finally, Schiller received her classical Jewish music training in cantoriaJ school. and this helped 
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to shape Schiller·s synagogue compositions in a new way All of these styles and influences 

are readily apparen1 in Cantor Schiller's synagogue compositions. The biggest inspiration b~ 

far for SchiUer·s synagogue compositions, has been being a cantor herself. 

Wben Cantor Schiller sits down 10 compose synagogue music she bcgl.J\S "'itb the text 

She examines the liturgy from all perspectives and allows her mind·s eye to see images that 

help her to bring the text alive. She treats the teX1 as poetry and imagery. and this becomes 

her inspiration for the music. Schiller claims that the text actually smgs itself. a statement that 

we have already heard from both Cantor Finkelstein and Dr. Isaacson. Many times Cantor 

Schiller will look at different English translations of the Hebrew to be inspired by imagery of 

the words. lo either language. she assens that the phrasing of the text is extremely import.am. 

and the melody should be the natural expression of the text. The rhythm of the words must 

be the main influence on the meter and rhythm of the musi~ and the imagery of the text 

should set the mood of the melody. By singing through the text over and over again. Schiller 

creates a melody that is completely connected to the words. 

Cantor Schiller believes that the melody 1s the next most important factor in her 

compositions. She does most of her composing on the piano. and says that her ability to 

improvise inspires her melodies. She begins by composing a simple melody. after which she 

adds the harmonic accompanimenL ScbiUer' s classical musical training has taught her that lhe 

accompaniment should act as another melodic line or as other voices. She claims thal a good 

accompaniment brings sophistication to a piece. Sometimes, however, Schiller's 

accompaniments have so much of a life of their own, that they actually compete with the 

melody line and over power the melody. Cantor SchiUer says that her best pieces are the ones 
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which narurally flowed and were the most easil) composed: "they [good melodies] Y.Tite 

themselves and they work."
71 

This seems to be true for both Finkelstein and Isaacson as welt 

A good melody for Cantor Schiller is one which stands on its own-meaning. 11 does 

not need any ac.companiment, and can be sung a cappella. Many of Schiller's melodies can 

be perfonned .,..rjthout their accompanimenL and m facL are conceived of without an 

accompaniment. This is opposite of how Cantor Finkelstein conceives of his compositions. 

For Finkelstein. both the melody and the accompaniment are created together and work best 

when performed together. But for Cantor Schiller. the melody should be so expressive and 

romantic that it needs nothing else. Moreover. a good melody should express the mood of the 

text and speak directly to the congregation. 

In order for the melody to be successful. it must sound familiar to the con~gation and 

touch their souls immediately. Not all of Cantor SchiUer·s synagogue compositions are simple 

melodies that can be learned immediately by the congregation. UnJike Finkelstein. who 

believes that a one time bearing of a melody should leave its audience humming the \u.ne, 

Schiller thinks that a good, in-depth melody takes longer to learn. Much of her synagogues 

compositions are meant for congregational singing. but are not easily learned by one or two 

hearings. Cantor Schiller intentionally writes more sophisticated melodies because she does 

not like simplistic music th.at is redundant She wants her compositions to be challenging and 

have integrity. yet still be approachable by the congregation. Therefore. Schiller composes in 

a comfonable range for the congregation, and her melodies are praye:rful. and sound welcoming 

and inviting. 

"Schiller. interview. 

--
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Cantor SchiUer uses rhythm to add interest to a composition, much like Dr. Isaacson 

She states, "I.he rhythmic nature of the text IS somethmg I love to pl&) with." When she feels 

that a rnelody 1s too square and bonng. she uses syncopated accompamments and changing 

meters. Similar to Cantor Finkelstein .. Cantor Schiller also utili.zes the "pushing of the beat"n 

technique. Ln general. Cantor Schiller sticks to very w1ct and straight meter due to her 

classical training. She does not utilize the cantonal recita11ve style. which she terms "cantor 

freely," lhat Cantor Finkelstein so often uses. 

Like Dr. Isaacson. Schiller loves to combine both Hebrew and English m her 

compositions. In six of her synagogue compositions. she uses both the Hebrew and the English 

1ex1. She feels it is a challenge to utilize bolh languages well. mostly because many of the 

English translations are bad translations. Schiller prefers the vernacular to be a prayerful 

e:q>ression of lhe text. and claims that many times the English translation hinders the 

congregation from relating 10 the Hebrew language. For this reason, she is very careful when 

choosing wluch English texis to set. 

Unlike both Finkelstein and Isaacson. Schiller composes mostly for piano and organ. 

She admits that she docs not love the organ in the synagogue. and would prefer lo use either 

the piano or the gui tar in the worship setting. Schiller feels that a cappclla singing allows the 

freest expression for the cantor beca~ she is not glued 10 the music and. therefore. has the 

opportunity to be spontaneous. Thus, Schiller favors a mix of both accompanied and a 

cappclla singing in the prayer service. Ln addition, Schiller enjoys composing choral music as 

well as cantorial solos. Her synagogue compositions include a number of choral pieces. She 

72Levine, Svnagogue Song in America. I 91 . 
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has composed for solo voice. nvo pan choir. four pan choir. duets. and choirs with up to 6 

parts. 

Finally. Cantor Schiller classifies her style of synagogue music as "melodic lirurgical 

music with a contemporary flavor that incorporates many different types of sryles."n She 

claims that she composes for herself, to express her own sacred experience and personal 

emotions. Schiller wants to stir her listeners on their first hearing. tap their emotions. and 

leave them thinking. At the same time. she strives to keep her compositions at a high level. 

both theoretically and barmonicaJJy. By doing this. Schiller hopes to raise the level of musical 

quaJity in the synagogue. She states that her music is. ''as expressive as a niggun [a song 

without words]. but full of textures."'• In other words, her compositions are on a high 

musical level, but still very expresswe. UnJike high church music. which Schiller claims to 

be both impersonaJ and lofty. her high level synagogue music speaks to the soul. and even 

more importantly. speaks the words. Her goaJ in composing synagogue music is to write music 

with interesting harmonies and textures for real fol k people. 

Specific lllustrOJion 

To illustrate Cantor Schiller's approaches to synagogue composit ion, I Yt~ll look at one 

of her many pieces written for life cycle events. Fo:: her Master' s Thesis at the School of 

Sacred Music, Schiller composed ber first major work entitled Life Songs Cycle which included 

eight pieces for the life cycle eventS such as: birth. Bar/Bat-Mitzvab, conversion. wedding, 

n scbiller, interview. 

1•Ibid. 

-
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dedication of a new home. funeral. etc. Among these pieces was Zeh Dodi (This is M!-

Beloved] for a Jewish wedding ceremony Schiller composed the piece in 1985 for the 

marriage of her husband· s brother. At tlus lime. she only wrote the melody line. The 

harmonic accompaniment came two years later. in 1987. when she wanted to include th.is 

composition in her Master' s Project. She v.Tote tbe accompaniment to legiumii.e the piece, 

wluch otherwise would not have been published. 

The wedding couple provided the text for the piece which is based on the English 

translation of a conservative K tubah [Jewisb mamagc contract). mixed v.1th a fe\.\ Hebre\\ 

words or phrases from Song o/Songs in the Bible. Schiller·s goal in composing this piece was 

to make it prayerful, joyful. tender. and melodic. She wrote it solely for the couple. and 

wanted the lyric melody to be infectious. Schiller knew that this piece would be heard only 

once by its audience. hence. she purposely made the melody readily understandable and 

repetitive. 

Similar 10 the structure ot bolh Bin and L 'dor I ador, Zeh Dodi bas two verses and a 

refrain. Its refrain makes use of both Hebrew and English. while the verses are set only in 

English. Ln facL the use of Hebrew is very minimal. most likely to ht! a cessible for the 

intended audience. who are not necessarily Jews or Jews that know Hebrew. Schiller uses only 

three Hebrew words which arc immediately translated into English-Zeh Dodi, Zeh Rei [This 

is my beloved, this is my friend] . These words make for a perfCCl refrain, which 1s then 

e laborated in the verses, together telling a story of two people's love for each other. The 

structure of the entire composition can thus be repre.sented by the letters ABABA (A=rcfrain, 

B=verses I and 2). Although the words differ in the two verses, the melody remains the same. 
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resulting in only two distinct melody lines. one in the refrain and one in the verse. Again. this 

structure of refrain and verse ponrays a popular music inOuence; ~ Appendix 3a. "Analysis 

of Zeh Dodi " 

Both the refrain and the verse repeat at least twice throughout the composition. Because 

lhe melodies are repeated. the composition 1s very memorable. Similar to Finkelsrein 's L 'dor 

I 'ador. Schiller utilizes sequences and repeauog phrases to create familiarity. In addition. the 

melody expresses the texi very well. The telCt speaks of tenderness and intertwining. lives. and 

because of its lyricism. the melodic line conveys this message well. The melody is espec1all~ 

expressive when ii rises 31 rugb points in the l~1. and fOWCTS for tender moments in the teXl. 

Even more impressive is how the melody flows like the spoken word. Tiie melody Oows 

freely to convey the natural phrasing of the text, and the rhythm allows for a spoken quality 

The meter in this composition is constantly changing. It moves from common time to 

three-four time to duple time to five-four time and so on. Schiller does this so as not to alter 

the text in any way. Instead of making the text tit into a seL preconceived meter. sbe simply 

changes the meter to tit the texl. Therefore. the teKt decides the meter and rhythm of the 

composition and not some predetermined melody. This constant changing meter allows for the 

free Jlo.,.,fug feel of the text and permits its natural eicpression. ln this way. Schiller avoids 

square and predictable rhythms. As a resulL the composition is less "folksy" and rnore at the 

level of an art song, making it mucb more cballenging for its performer. 

The harmony of this piece is also not predictable. To start, the harmonic rate of change 

is not constant. The changing of the hannonies docs not always occur on the down-beat of 

each measme. This adds interest to tbe accompanimenL In some pla.ces. tbe harmonic cbange 
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comes late Lo the measure, on the second beaL thus causing a feeling of suspension. as if the 

harmony has left us hanging in mid-air, waning. This delayed reaction causes a temporary 

tension. soon to be resolved m the next down-beat. Employing the technique of "pushing the 

beat"n or syncopation. as we have seen Y.ith Finkelstein· s compositJons. creates this delayed 

reaction. and the flwruation of the harmonic change rate allows the harmon~ to fit the more 

free-flowing melodic line. 

In the fir51 verse. Schiller uses a syncopated harmony to add fresh activity to the piece 

Tlus more active harmony competeS Y.ith the melody. and almost takes on a life o f its own 

This is exactly what Cantor Schiller claims is her biggest problem-creating an accompaniment 

which overpowers the melody. In the second verse, the accompaniment calms down and 

becomes more intimate, to parallel the intimacy of the text in this section. ln this verse. 

Schiller uses many simple passing tones in the accompaniment and the harmonies are even.. 

arriving on the fi.rst and third down-beat of each measure. These passing tones arc meant to 

resemble a music box and the childlike innocence of first Jove. 

Other harmonic innovations that keep SchilJer' s composiuon interesting is ber use of 

jazz chords. As we have seen with the other two contemporary composers so far. their use of 

lush, full chords adds richness to their simple melodies. Schiller' s use of major seven chords 

adds complexity Lo her simple melodic line. In addition. her use of dissonance throughout the 

piece creates a sense of tension and resolution. Schiller uses this panem of dissonance m every 

measure, which helps to keep the piece moving forward. This dissonance causes tension. but 

nLcvine. Synagogue Song in America. 191. 
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always resolves quickly. usually on the first beat of the next measure thus. pulling the melod~ 

over the bar line. To counterbalance the tension. Schiller uses simple chords on e'en down

beats to create resolution and tenderness. Many times throughout the piece, however. the 

melod~ and the harmon~ are disjointed. 

Cantor Schillcr·s use of dynamics in this composition help to express the text. She 

begins the piece with a piano marking to allude to its tenderness and then builds 10 mezzo-fone 

to show the heightened enthusiasm. Verse one has a stronger text. and thus. Schiller uses more 

forte markrngs. The text in verse rwo, on the other hand. is much more tender and calls for 

piano markings. It is interesting to note that the high points of the composition are not marked 

by loud dynamic markings. ln contrast. the climax moments are marked by mezzo-piano and 

piano. The texts at these two climactic moments are "my devoted one." and "the Holy One." 

Schiller shows with this composition that our highest moments in life are really ones of 

tenderness and calm. 

Sclrillf!r's Composition and the Interrelation of the Three Prayer Models 

Similar to Isaacson 's Bili. uh Dodi is also a composition intended for a IJfe cycle 

evenc. When people think of life cycle events. they usually do not consider them to be acts 

of worship. However. in the Jewish religion, any Life cycle event involves the presence of God 

and, therefore. becomes an act of prayer. This 1s also true of the Jewtsh wedding ceremony. 

wltich involves the ultimate act of creation-the coming together of a man and a woman to 

fulfill their part of the Jewish covcaant and create a family \fl keeping with the laws of Moses 

and Israel. At this time, the union of a man and a woman invokes the presence of God. 
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The composiuon Zeh Dodi. speaks of the lives of the couple being iUurntned b) the 

Holy One. Indeed. Uus is the climactic point of the piece. reveahog the imponance of God's 

presence in the act of marriage. The implication is thaL without God. a perfect union is 

impossible. At the same time. the tenderness of the melody communicates to the couple that 

every thing is going to be alright. and that they are not alone in this quest for ulumate 

happiness. Both the melody and the text together coo,·ey that God is with the couple. Thus. 

this composiuon serves cwo f\mctions-11 invokes the presence of God into the communit) 

presenL and ll actS to console the couple at its most vulnerable time. Accordingly. this 

composition fits both the priestly and pastoral prayer models; 1l lies in becween these two 

prayer models in Figure 2. clearly showing an example of the interrelation of the two prayer 

models. 

Cantor Rachelle Nelson 

Riography 

Rachelle >JelS\:>n was born in 1956 in Miami. Florida to parents \\ho were both 

musicians-her mother is a piano teacher and her father is a singer. lo addition. Cantor 
.___ 

Nelsoo·s sister Eve composes for television and movie scores, her broth~ 1s also a fme 

musician, her grandmother was a musician, and her great grandfather was a cantor. As a 

result. Jewish music was very prevalent in her home, and s.be was always invo)\'ed musical!}', 

her talents being closely connected with the synagogue and Jewish life. Cantor Nelson's 

Shabbat experiences were very musical around the piano. including both Yiddish and Hebrew 

melodies, and her world while as child was very culturaJly Jewish. 
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Cantor Nelson began to stud) piano. fiute. and guitar as a child. and was highly trained 

as a classical pianist, ~~th the idea that she would pursue piano as a profession (similar to 

Cantor Schiller). She grew up in Je~sh camps. including Brandeis Camp in California and 

Camp Colman in Florida. where she was music director for a summer. Jn addition. Cantor 

Nelson attended Interlocken Music Camp, and she was very involved in NFTY camps as well. 

Up until tlus point m her life. Nelson' s musical experience had been mostly Jewish and 

very informal. It was not until high school that Cantor Nelson began to take music more 

seriously. especially her piano skills. She became more involved in classical piano and began 

to compete in various piano competitions. Her formal musjcaJ training continued when she 

attended the University of Miami on scholarship. There Cantor Nelson sang with a group 

called n1e Sunshine Celebration, a group of twenty-eight hand selected students who not only 

could sing. but also bad to have compositional sk.ills. Cantor Nelson was accepted into the 

group as a freshman, and traveled tluoughout the world. concertizing a fow times a year. This 

experience allowed her to use her musical skills. not only ~ a singc:a, bul also as a composer 

and arranger. 

Cantor Nelson was a composer from the age of six, composing at the piano bannony 

pans for all the melodies that she knew. In fac" Nelson Slates, "I never heard melodies, l 

always heard harmorues. ''76 At the age of nine. she began to notate her musical compositions.. 

76Rachelle Nelson, telephone interview by author, 24 October 1994, Miami to New 
York. tape recording. 
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including some Jl'wish compositions. By the age of twelve. Nelson bad composed songs that 

were already sung around Mjami. As she entered hlgh school, Nelson studied composit1on 

privately with a woman in her neighborhood. At the University of Miami. Nelson majored in 

Music Education because. at that point, she knew she djd not wam to he a classical concert 

piarust. Moreover. Cantor Nelson did not think of herself as a vocalist at that time. Jn facL 

she was not even training VClcally at all. Instead. Nelson saw herself as an instrumentalist and 

composer. As a result. her minor was in composition. 

It was not until the end of her college education that Rachelle Nelson decided she 

wanted to become a cantor She thought it would be a wonderful avenue for her 10 utilize her 

compositional skills in Jewish music. still play flute. guitar. and piano, conduct (another love 

of Cantor Nelson's). and at the same time, develop herself vocally. Similar to Cantor Schiller. 

when Cantor Nelson auditioned for the Hebrew Union College. School of Sacred Music. she 

also had only six months of voice lessons under her belt. During her training at the Hebrew 

Union College, Nelson acted as cantonal soloist at Temple Israel 1.u Miami. and commuted 

back and fonh from Miami to New York. Cantor Nelson was invested as Cantor in I 984. and 

married Harvey Saunders in 1986. She is the proud mother of twin girls and currently serves 

Temple Beth Am in Miami, Florida. 

Approaches to Synagogur Composing 

Cantor Nelson states that her composing has been mfluenced by her great Jove for 

poetry and writing. Nelson has wrinen poetry since she was a little girl and has a great love 

for words. Because of her musical ability, Nel,50n was able to put those words to life through 
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music It was very narural for her to write poetry and then set it to music Cantor Nelson 

c.laims, "I automatically heard melody when I wrote words. And I j ust did it narurally. Jc was 

never taught to me. I had no influences. no composers in my family around me. 1 just did 

lo terms of sening Hebrew texts to music. Cantor Nelson feels that it is of urmost 

importance to set both the Hebrew and English whenever possible. "! always felt that, when 

composing Jewish music, it is very imponanL since your greatest audience is either non-Jewish 

or 99.9% of your Jewish audience does not know Hebrew. whenever possible. to incorporate 

both the Hebrew and the English into a piece of music. "'1 Therefore, most of Nelson· s 

synagogue compositions are a mixture of both Hebrew and English (for example, s·u Sh arim. 

Ana Dodi. Shehecheyanu. etc). Nelson does this so that anyone in her audience can enjoy her 

works. Thus. a main factor influencing. Cantor Nelson's synagogue composing, is the use of 

both Hebrew and English in order for her works to be accessible to the congregation. 

Indeed the most imponant factor influencing Nelson·s synagog:.:e colhposing 1s the use 

of melody. Cantor Nelson considers herself a melodist. She assens that she mites melody. 

and she tries to write what a lay person out in the congregation would enjoy and find preny 

to their ears. At the same time. however, she tries not to demean the intelligence or the beauty 

of Jewish mus:c. In addition to a beautiful melody, Nelson tries to incorporate more harmo!lie~ 

and richer colors so that the music can reach a higher level. Unlike the music of Debbie 

Friedman, Cantor Nelson wants her music to move out of the camp feel and into a level that 

17Ibid. 

''Ibid. 
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Still makes people feel the. can hum along and sing. yet. at the same time. they are hearing 

a fine piece of art music. not just a pop song or a gui tar song_.~ Therefore, Cantor Nelson 

tries to take that next step in her compositions and still write beauufu!. popular melodies. but 

\\~th a higher level of soplusucation meant for the synagogue or even the conccn hall. 

Melody to Cantor Nelson is essential to Jewish music. Although she respects those 

synagogue composers who write With an aconal feel. she does no1 think that is what Jewish 

music is or should be. An) composer who has tned to take melody away from Jev.rish music 

has failed. Nelson believes that JeW1sh music is melod)'. and that people come to synagogue 

10 relax and sometimes. be entenained. She does not feel that there is anything v..rong v.ith 

commg to synagogue to be entertained. as long as it is not total entertainment. Jn fact. Nelson 

says there is nothing \\TOog with coming to the synagogue because you love to hear your 

cantor sing or your rabbi preach. What is most imponant. according to Cantor Nelson. is thar 

people feel relaxed by their music-synagogue music should not be too harsh, atonal. barbaric 

or loud Th.is kind of music only turns congregations away, and cantors need to know the 

difference between what music belongs in the service and what music belongs in the concert 

hall. Synagogue music must be higher. mus1cclly. than camp songs. but it must also have a 

melody for the congregation to hang on to. Nelson does utilize camp songs in the synagogue. 

however, she sets them to piano, not just a strumming guitar, which elevates them lo a prettier 

sound. 

79"fhis idea of composing art music. echoes the words of Cantor Schiller and her style 
of composing. However, thus far, not one of previous composers have mentioned 
composing for the listener. They have only referred 10 composing as personal expression. 
regardless of the listener's response. 
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In general. Cantor Nelson composes for piano. She has never composed for the organ 

Nelson declares that when she writes music she bears the piano. strings. and even an orchestra. 

but never an organ Jn fact. when Cantor Nelson performs her compositions m l!Je synagogue. 

she has her orgarust use the strings. flute. and keyboard accompaniments on the organ. because 

the organ sound is too "churchy" for her. Subsequently. Nelson' s compositions utilize mostly 

piano. flute. smogs, and harp. These are the mstruments that make people feel good and 

Nelson's main goal. through her synagogue compositions. is to make people feel good during 

worship. She maintains that the function of prayer is to feel good Jewishly. and have a sense 

of Je"ish identity-feel part of a close knit community. Cantor Nelson feels that ber lyric 

synagogue melodies c reate a warm environment. and promote congregants to feel positive 

about their synagogue. 

Cantor Nelson feels that the relationship between the teXl and the music is the most 

essential aspect in synagogue composing. Nelson c laims that she putS music to words. and not 

words to music. Tlus has been a common theme among all of our contemporary synagogue 

composers mentioned thus far. When Cantor Nelson sits down to compose. she puts the Lext 

in front of her, and she tries to understand the mood of the teict she is ~'ing to conve)-. ShL 

tries to create a musical line that brings the te>.."t alive. always making sure to convey the words 

through the music. Nelson is more interested in communicating the message of the lCJC1 then 

j ust putting forth a melody. As a result, Nelson will read a line of text and Stt what mood it 

brings her. Then, l>iie will begin with a melody and later add harmonies. 

Cantor Nelson is very careful to give the congregation what they like. She states. ''I 
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am very tied-in to what people like. I write for the masses."10 She does not compose for the 

intellectual trajned musician. but rather. for her congregation. In fact. she uses her 

congregation as guinea pigs to see what "works" in a prayer semng and what sounds beautiful. 

Cantor Nelson feels very strongly about congregational singing and giving the congregation 

something to involve them. There should always be a few melodies in the service that are 

"hands on." lfthe congrcgants walk a"-'aY humming the melQdy. then she knows she has done 

something right. Nelson tries to ftnd the "hook" in every piece that she writes--that recurring 

theme that gives the composition its famiharil) . something to bold onto. Agam. this is very 

similar to Cantor Finkelstein· s idea of music 1.hat "works." Both FinkelStein and Nelson agree 

I.bat the synagogue composition that "works" must give the listener something to hold onto. 

In terms of the Jewish modes and misach. Cantor Nelson maintains that they are 

interwo\'en in her music. She assertS that the influence the modes have had on her synagogue 

composing has b::cn primarily subconscious. and that she does not think of modes when she 

composes. In effecL the modes have become part of her ear, but she docs not consciously tr) 

to utilize them at the expense of becoming too technical. Instead. Nelson prefers to rely on 

her natural abiliry to compose simple and beautiful melodies. rather than become too mvolved 

in technique. For Nelson. simplicity is beauty-less ts always more. 

Many of Cantor Nelson· s synagogue compositions arc written for choir. Her main 

choral influence comes from the singing group she panicipated in at the University of Miami. 

Nelson feels that choir adds color to synagogue compositions. and good cboral arrangements 

give the piece a whole new personality. She claims, that certain melodies are so rich, and their 

'°Nelson. interview. 
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hannonies are 5"l lush. that they stand well on their own. YeL some melodies need the added 

excitement of a choir. However. a good piece of music must be able to stand on its own. and 

it shouldn't need a choir behind it to make ii "work:" if it does, the piece is weak, and the 

choir really is not adding. 

Cantor Nelson categorizes her musical style as melodic and lyrical "ith some classical 

intonation s. She does not consider it "pop" music by any means. Al though a few of her pieces 

do incorporate some popular rhythms. such as her Shehecheyanu. she feels that even this "pop" 

sound 1s more class1calJy orientated. Even her harmonies are class1cally onentated. Jokingly. 

Cantor Nelson declares that she can call herself the Miami "pops" with a classical bent. ln 

addition. she claims that she writes "mo"ie theme" type music that can fit into various settings. 

Overall. Nelson believes that she composes music which "works," music which is sweetest IO 

the ear. She is not ashamed to admit that she writes for the masses--music that is nol 

ethnically strong. but can be used in the church as well as in the synagogue.. In fact. many of 

her synagogue compositions are currently being used in churches around Miami because of 

their lyrical melodics and accessible narure (these pieces utilize both Hebrew and English) 

In general, Nelson's works can be classified as Jewish music that is melodic. speaks to our 

time, and makes people feel good. 

Specific fflustralion 

To illustrate Cantor Nelson's approach to synagogue composing, 1 have chosen one of 

Nelson· s most popular synagogue compositions, the Shehecheyanu. This is one of those pieces 

that is popular in both synagogues throughout the country, and churches throughout Miami, 
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where Cantor Nelson lives. The popularity of the piece 1s mostly due to its use universal 

quality. The text praises God for granung us hfe. sustaining us. and enabling us to reach lhis 

day--certainly a text that applies to any rebg1on and race The te>.1 is 1n both Hebrew and 

English so many peoples can understand il and the melody is of a generic narure. not 

ethnically lied to any culture. This prayer is used in the context of worship at the beginning 

of all festivals and holidays. for all life cycle events, and any time that one wishes to praise 

God for something new in life. 

Cantor Nelson composed Shehecheyanu in 1987 for the convention of the Arnencan 

Conference of Cantors in Tampa. Florida. She wanted this piece to be uplifting and generic 

enough to be used for all occasions. ln additton. the melody had to be simple enough so that 

everyone at convention could sight read it on the spoL because it was handed out as a closing 

piece. Therefore. when Nelson sat down to compose Shehecheyanu. she took all of these 

factors into accounL First and foremosL she looked at the text and tried to find the mood the 

text conveyed. She understood the Shehecheyan11 as the happiest poem. thanking God for 

bnnging us life. What more could we thank God for other than life? When Cantor Nelson 

read this text. she felt such joy. that she tried to create a musical line that reall~ w~ juyful. 

With her composition, Cantor Nelson feels she truly captured the mood of the text. 

The piece is wrinen for cantor, four part mixed choir, and keyboard. This division of 

parts helps to form the structure of the piece. There as a refrain that is first sung by the cantor 

and then repeated by the choir. The piece continues in this way. with the cantor singing and 

then the choir repeating each sect.ion. ln addition, the piece switches off between Hebrew and 

English. with the cantor always starting off in the Hebrew. Overall, there are four different 
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sections to the piece, two in Hebre\\ and two in EngJish. that can be represented by the leners 

ABCD (A=refrain in Hebrew sung by cantor and repeated by choir. B=verse in Hebrew sung 

by cantor only. C=verse in English sung b~ chotr onl~. D=verse in English sung by both cantor 

and choir together). The text is the same over and over again. just alternating between the 

Hebrev. and its English cranslation Again. we see the influence of popular music on lhe 

structure of a synagogue composition. The text ii.Self does not suggest this structure. therefore, 

Kelson repeats the tex1 over and over again in order to fit it into thts verse-refrain strucrure of 

the pop music style. Thus. the complete structure of the piocc can be represented b) the letters 

AABCAAD; see Appendix 4a.. ''Analysis of Shehecheya1111." 

Although there are four different sections to this piece_ there are really onl) two main 

melodic lines. The A section. the refrain. acts as a low melodic line. probably meant for the 

congregation to sing along with both the cantor and the choir The melody of sections C and 

I) are exactly the same. yet in different keys. And, the melody of section B is very simjJar the 

that of sections C and D, probably a variation on the same meJod; .. thelne. Moreover. the 

melodic line of sections B. C. and D acts as a high melodic line, in contrllSt to section A, and 

is probabl) meant as a solo for either the cantor or the choir. These two melodic lines are 

ex1remely lyrical. and because of their repeating phrases and repetition, they create a sense of 

familiarity for the congregation. By the second repeat of the refrain. the congregation is bound 

to be humming along. More importantly, the melody is so singable. that the entire piece cao 

~ done without accompaniment, and can even be convened into a solo composition to be used 

without choir. According to Cantor Nelson, this is the sign of a successful piece, one thar 

"stands alone." 



The rhythm of this composition gives it added interest. and again reveals its popular 

music influences. It is written in common time throughout. yet Cantor Nelson makes use of 

a lot of syncopation. This helps to get the congregation e"Xci ted and mO\ing m thelT seats 

Originally. the piece was even more syncopated. but Nelson added extra notes to make 1t less 

rhythm.Jc so that the congregantS would be able to sing along more easily. She \\as concerned 

that the music would be too difficult for her congrt:gation to sing along with. a factor lha1 

Cantor Schiller is less concerned with in her synagogue composing. This is a perfect example 

to illustrate how Cantor Nelson gives the congregation what they like. Her use of notes held 

over the bar hne also adds to this syncopated rhythm. and her accompaniment bas a syncopated 

rhythm to follow her syncopated melody. 

. 
The harmony in this piece is the most essential aspect of the composition. The 

accompanying chord progressions arc very basic. mostly I. JV, and \I chords. Cantor t\elson 

also makes use of many jazz and pop chords, such as added sevenths and ninths. Th.is is 

common among all of the contemporaJ)· synagogue compo~ discus~d thlli far. However. 

what we have not seen so far. in any of these compositions. that w~ do see m the 

Shehecheyanu, is successive modulations. The repetition of melodies and texts alone would 

eventually get boring if it were not for the constant modulations in the composition. The key 

changes go up in thirds, from C major 10 E tlat major (a major third). and fTom E flat major 

to G major (a minor third). From the key of G major. Nelson uses the circle of fifths to return 

to her original key, C major. and then she repeats the piece from the beginning. This constant 

harmonic movement upward gives the piece its uplifting quality. The congregation cannot help 

but feel their spirits being lifted higher and higher with every modulation. The idea of moving 

-
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up in thirds. both major and mmor. was employed b) nweleenth cenrury composers: 11 is called 

"The Third Relation." The use of both nineteenth and twentieth cenrury characteristics has 

been common to all of our conlemporat) synagogue composers and has caused their 

compositions to sound very romantic in style 

Cantor Nelson·s dynamic markings parallel the constant rising of the melodic line and 

the harmonies. The piece begins with the low melodic line (section A ) in mezzo-piano. h 

then repeats in mezzo-forte. after which. the high melodic lines (sections B, C. and D). are 111 

forte. Finally, the climax of the piece comes at the very end in double forte, with both the 

choir and the cantor singing together. As the piece develops. the dynamics get louder and 

louder. the melodic line builds and rises. and the keys move higher and higher until the highest 

point of the piece. the conclusion. The piece ends on an eXU'emely high note. both literally and 

figuratively . Tlus leaves the congregation with feeling that they have reached their highest 

potential. Instead of resolving the piece so that the melody comes back down again at the end. 

Nelson purposely leaves it up in the air, so that the listener has a feel ing of O::bding on a nigh 

note with uphft. This also coincides well with the Lex"t. The piece ends in ·English with the 

words repeating, "Helping us reach. Helping us reach. Helping us reach Ibis day." These 

words are the main point of the Shehecheyanu prayer--highligbting the specialness of the day, 

whatever that day may be. Thus. it makes sense to end with those words as the climax and 

high point of the composition. 

To reitcraie, the effect of building higher and lllgher in meJody. pitch. intensity. 

loudness, and text. really conveys the mood of the prayer. It has the ability to uplift and 

heighten the listener's emotions and spirituality, which is what makes this piece "work." The 
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fact that the text repeats seven times throughout the composition allows the congregauon to 

come together as a community and share in a common interest. the praising and thanking of 

God. The repetition of the teXl acts like a mantra effect to create communal bonding and 

group identity. The ' 'anauon m the piece comes from the altemaung of lhe text. between 

Hebrew and English. the voice. between cantor and choir. the keys, the melody lines. and the 

dynamics. All of these features add interest to the composmon. and build suspense and drama 

Nelson 's ComposiJion and the Interrelation of the Three Prayer Models 

So far we ba\'e seen synagogue compositions that fit both the priestly and the pastoral 

prayer models. Cantor Nelson' s Shehecheyanu is the first synagogue composition that really 

fits all three prayer models. priestly. pastoral. and prophetic. It clearly exemplifies the priest!~ 

model because of its focus on God and its praising of God. In fact. the act of saying the 

Shehecheyanu automatically invokes the presence of God because it acknowledges God's 

power and presence in our Ji\'es. This piece repeats o'·er and over agam God's name and 

God's ability to grant us life. sustAin us. and help us. Moreover. the Rabbis claim. that when 

you bless something, you bring the presence of God down from the heavens and into ch!! 

world. How more so when you bless God directly' Therefore. this composition allows God 

to enter our lives and is weU suited to the priestly prayer model. 

As we have seen with other synagogue compositions that fit the priestly prayer model 

more often than oot, these pieces also fit the pastoral prayer model. This is due to the fact 

that, when God is present in people' s lives. they feel comforted. God is the ultimate pastor 

and healer, and with God on their side. worshipers feel that they are not alone. They have that 
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sense that every thmg will be alnght. and that God is looking out for them. The Shehecheyanu 

especially has that quality because of its 1ext and uplifting melody and harmonies The 1ex1 

States that God is there to help you and susuun you. What can be more healing than that" 

And the constant rising of the melody and harmonies gives the listener a spiritual high that 

heals the broken soul Thus. the priestly and the pastoral prayer models are closely related. 

and t.lus piece represents both. 

Finally. the Shehecheyanu also suits the prophetic prayer model: see Figure 2. As 

mentioned above. this piece has the abilil)' 10 bnng people together because of its popular style 

and melody. It is indeed a "people's song .. With this piece. Cantor Nelson successful!} 

achieves what she tries 10 do in her synagogue composing-write for the masses. This song 

is one that belongs to the congregation. The melody is simple enough so that every one can 

learn it after one bearing. the text is the same lhroughout the piece with constant repeats. and 

the entire composition was conceived of in a popular vein. with very Little ethnic quality. For 

thi:. reason. it is used m both synagogues and churches alike. h .. ,vorks" weU in a worship 

sening because it creates a communal bonding effect. Even the text.. "helping us reach this 

day." suggestS that the communit} . as a whole. is praising God. Together the congrcgauon as 

united in singing God's praises and thanking God for life. thus being restored by God' s 

presence. To pray with sincerity is one of the highest forms of social action. and is, absolutely, 

a common interest ofhumanity-the essence of the prophetic prayer model. Therefore. all three 

prayer models are integrated, and their interrelation is represented by this composition. 
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Cantor Stephen Richards 

Biography 

Stephen Richards was born m 1935 in New York. New York. He is the son of a 

successful popular musician. Sidney Solomon, who worked as a piano accompaniSt for Rudy 

Vallee. and a sheet music arranger for Irving Berlin. His father rebelled againSt his orthodox 

. 
upbringing. and his mother came from an assimilated background. As a result.. Cantor 

Richards had no religion in the home while he was growing up. However, there was always 

music in his home. The Richards family had cwo pianos, one in the living room and one in 

Cantor Richards' bedroom. 

Cantor Richards began composing at age seven. He would make up tunes and try to 

notate them. but many times his father would have to rewrite them. By the age of ten. 

Richards was proficient at the piano and did not need his compositions rewritten by his fathel 

anymore. In 1957, Richards received ttis Bachelor of Arts degree in Music from New York 

University. and went on to Columbia Univef'Slty to study for his Master of Arts degree in 

Music Composition. 

At tttis 1ime. Richards was not rruly happy with either himself or his music. Dunng the 

1950s and 60s, people were creating dissonant music and atonal music. It was completely 

different from the kind of music Richards had grown up with and was used to bearing and 

composini. Moreover, it was not t11e type of music one would want to sing a1on& with 

However, atonal music was in vogue. and Richards was expected to compose it. Richards 

hated composing atonal music, and at the age of twenty-four. "Richards foWJd both his 

personal identity. and a niche for creating music be related to in what [his] parents had 
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rejccted--fhis] Judrusm. "" 

Cantor Richards began directing a synagogue Junior choir in New York and he \\Tote 

a children's opera for the group based on the Book of Ruth. A representative of TIKVA 

Records heard a performance and asked Richards to adapt the opera to an adult performance 

scored for chamber orchestra. The Ballad of Rurh was released by TIKVA Records in 1959, 

and was Richard·s entree into Jewish music. Richards c-0ntinued to work in musical theater 

and compose for off-Broadway theater companies. chamber groups, choruses. and ballet 

troupes. as weU as coach singers. teach, and play piano. However, he also continued to 

compose and arrange synagogue music. 

After a while. Richards decided it was time to formally learn Hebrew. He enrolled in 

some Hebre\' classes at the Hebrew Union College, and at age thirty. became a full time 

cantonal student in the School of Sacred Music. At the beginning of his cantorial studies.. 

Richards still saw himself as a composer who would write music for the concert hall and work 

with great professionals. "BUl in the course ofcantorial study, (he) bad to lUm 180 degrees-to 

-
see (his) main job as involving people in music . ... he learned that a cantor's role is to get 

the congregation to join in. if not actually singing, then to join in emotionally .. r. 

Cantor Richards was invested as cantor m 1969. and went on to scne vanow. 

congregations in the United States. ln 1980. Richards moved to Pheonix, Arizona. where he 

served Temple Beth Israel for eleven years, and later. served Temple Kol Ami. He married 

''Sharon Mandel Peerless, "Cantor's Story ... Reads Like ' Jazz singer' in Reverse." 
Cleveland Jewish News. 17 March 1989, 36. 

°Ibid. 

"-----=!J 
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\1arjorie Morse Richards in I 985. and currently. Cantor Richards serves Congregation B' nai 

f ikvah in Walnut Creek, California, and is the father of six children. He claims that his 

theatncaJ background has helped him in his work tn the world of synagogues. and that what 

he does best is getting people lO participate m music. Richards states. "I love working with 

choirs. especially kids" choirs, and leaching music lo young people."" 

Approacltes ro Sy,,agogue Composing 

Due to Cantor Richards· extensive involvement in Broadway in the 1960s. his 

synagogue composing is very much influenced by the style of musical theater. as well as that 

of Puccini and other Romantic composers.*' His music has a sense of drama that i:> similar 

10 movie scores and operas-creating a "larger than lifen effect. Richards believes that thi$o 

dramauc effect is created by three things: tension and release. for example. diS50nance 

resolving: passages that change tempo or modality: and build-up of textures. dissonances. and 

rhythms. 

Richards creates various textures in his synagogue compositions by composing for man~ 

different insttumeots. His synagogue compositions include the use of: piano, oboe, string~. 

hrass quintet. and organ. Richards feels that the use of instruments in the won;rup service 

combines both praying and striving for beauty. lo addition. he adds layers to lus music by 

n s tepheo Richards, "Musical Roots," Baltimore Jewish Sun January 1994. Information 
for biography aaained from newspaper articles sent to me by the composer. As a result. 
infonnation is limited .. 

"Richards. infonnation in a letter received from the composer by mail. 26 October. 
1994. 

......... 
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sening pieces for both cantor and choir Cantor Richards belie' es that volunteer choirs are an 

essential part of synagogue hfe. He declares. "fi)t 1s the e-SSence of the worshiper actively 

praying; it maintains the connection between the institution and its members. , . . music has 

the power to bnng people together in a common bond and purpose. and the volunteer choirs 

in our synagogues bring people together 10 a most holy common purpose." 1' 

Cantor Richards is a strong advocate of congregational singing. He believes that the 

music of the synagogue should actively involve people of all ages--"somctimes smgmg. 

sometimes listening ."~ Here, Richards menuons the idea of active listening. Tlus idea 1s 

based on the fact that one does not necessarily need to sing a prayer aloud m order to 

participate in iL Instead. one can pray by listening intently to a beautiful melody rendered 

either by the cantor or the choir. and still feel as if he is actively m\'olved. Man} of Richards" 

synagogue compositions have beauuful lyric melodies that art readily understood by the 

congregation. but are not necessarily intended for congregational singing. These are the kind 

of melodies that congregants leave the sanctual) hunimmg tc themseives. 

Oo the other hand. Richards states r.haL "the sanctuary doesn · t have to be con\'cned mto 

a camp."11 Richards feels that I.his onJy results m a ~secularization of the service. ··U 

Whereas Richards believes that the music of the synagogue should be baSed on elements of 

stylizerl folk song, he does not approve of replacing the cantor with a song leader and 

a.sstepb.CD Richards, ~Music and Prayer in Rcfonn Worship." Journal of Svnagogue 
Music 9. no. 2 (June 1979): 24. 

~Ibid .. 25. 

'ibid. 

"Ibid., 23. 
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congregants stomping and clapping to the guitar. He Strongly maintains that ilus activity only 

works against striving for holiness 

Cantor Richards asserts that the worship service LS not for our ell)oymem. but rather to 

serve God. a ve.ry different view from that of Cantor Nelson. As a result. be feels that the use 

of secular music in the synagogue is inappropriate. AJthougb it may stimulate a ruce sensual 

feeling. and a pleasant sociological experience. Richards asserts that it is not a religious 

experience.H However. he is aware that secular music and Jewish music have influenced one 

another throughout hlstory. Thus. Richards believes that secular music can be infused with 

synagogue music if it is done with an attitude of holiness. 

This. therefore. is the basis of Cantor Richards· synagogue compostttons. He feels that 

synagogue music ''must be ste,eped in the liturgical and musical tradiuons of (the Jewish) 

people. yet infused with aU the technique and art we can muster, still seeking primarily to 

involve the worshiper and capture the moods and spirit of the prayers. "90 Richards strives to 

find the perfect balanc.e in his synasogue compositions hcrw~n an music and stylized fol}; 

music, and between active, vocal participation on the part of the congreganL and active, 

participatory listening. 

Overall, Cantor Rfobards sees his synagogue compositions as a primary function of 

prayer. They reach inward and affect our deepest feelings. as well as express our needs and 

aspirations to God. furthermore, Richard's synagogue music allow-s us to enter mto a spiritual 

eio;pcrience and be clevated-"to surmount the ordinary, the secular [and) to strive toward 

'9Jbid., 24. 

'IOfbid .. 25 
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hoh~ss. ~· • This is not the fi rst time we have heard a contemporary synagogue composer 

connect the music of prayer with transfonnation toward hobness and transcendence. Many of 

the compositions we have explored thus far. have echoed the same. 

In addition. R.icbards maintains that one of the main purposes of prayer 1s to 1nsp1re us 

lo social action--to JOio in partnership with God to repair and perfect the world. Active and 

participator) experiences within worship can promote this behavior. Music 1s essential in 

creating a bond between people. as mentioned above The nght kind of synagogue music can 

generate a collective response and eventually. resuJt in group identity and social action. 

Specific ll/ustracion 

CaOLor Stephen Richards· most popular synagogue composition is R '1ze1 PuWished b) 

Transconunental Music Publications in 1988. it is sung in synagogues around the country. and 

is a favorite of man) congregations. The R '1:.ei prayer is part of the T'jilah section in eve!") 

worship service, but in general, in the Reform movemeat tlus pam U:ar pu~cc 1s used most!) 

on Friday rugbts and Saturday mornings during Shabbat worship 

Unlike most of the contemporary synagogue composers we have studied so far. 

Richards does not alter the text of the prayer to fit into a preconceived structure. Up until 

now. all of the composers. with the exception oflsaacson. have utili.z.ed a pop musical structure 

for their compositions-the refrain-verse structure. Cantor Richards does oot use this structure. 

rather, he goes straight through the text, from beginning to encl without ever repeating the 

same words. For Richards, this is the natural e.~ression of the text. and this is the structure 

91l bid., 22. 
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which the le>..'1 itself suggests. 

Although Richards does not repeat texL he does repeat melody. also a common trend 

among our composers. Cantor Richards uuhzcs two basic melodies m lhis composition. and 

he alternates berween the two. The first melod). melod~ A. employs nusach by Starting in the 

ahava raba mode (a major scaJe with a lowered second). This first melody is a lower melodic 

line and bas a very minor feel to it. This lower melod.ic line is used to build drama and 

tension in the piece. The second melody. melody B, 1s a higher melody line and bas a maJOt 

feel 10 it . In fact. it could be thought of as going to the relative major of melody A nus 

higher melodic line 1s used for the high points of the piece, to create drama at the climactic 

moment. and it also corresponds to the climax of the textual meaning. Thus. the melodic 

strucrure of the entire piece can be represented by the leners AABAB: see Appendix 5a. 

"Analysis of R 'rzei ." 

As stated above. Richards alternates between two melodies, one with a minor feel (A) 

and one with a major feel (B). His use of the repeating melodies and repeauog sequences adds 

a sense of familiarity to the composition. another common trend among our composers. This 

sense of familiarity leads the congregants to believe that they have an understanding of where 

the piece is going. Moreover. the congregants walks away with the sensation that they have 

been singing along with the cantor, although not necessarily audibly. 

The rhythm of this piece is extremely interesting. At fist glance:. il appears a lot easier 

than it is. The melody line is io duple time, boweve.r. it plays against the accompaniment. 

which is in triple time. This causes the piece to be very busy. and in certain places, even 

disjointed., causing tension and syncopation between the melody and the harmony. Sometimes 

-
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this effect is Jarring to the listener. and causes him to "wake up." This 1s one of Richards' 

dramatic effects. He uses rhythm to create tension and release. as \\ ell as dissonance resolving. 

This syncopauon. or ''pushing of the beat" which "'e have seen before \vtth Finkelstein. 

Schiller. and Nelson. is another common trend among our composers. In addition. Richards· 

use of oiplets. like Isaacson. adds drama by prolonging the rendering of the text. 

The dynamics in tlus composition are aJso important to note. Cantor Richards begins 

the piece .,..;th the lower melodic line in piano and builds 10 mezzo-piano. Then. the lower 

melodic line repeats. and again it is piano buildtng 10 mezzo-piano. When he finally reaches 

the higher melodic line. it is in mezzo-forte and forte. after which. Richards returns again 10 

lhe lower melodic line. again in mezzo-piano and now. mezzo-forte, as it builds to the final 

climax.. the closing blessing and the blessing of God's name. The climax of the piece is, of 

course. the higher melodic line. "'~th forte markings. ftoall} coming to a close with 1.hc 

repetition of one word. "Zion." in piano and double piano; see Apf)\.~dix 5a. 

Cantor Richards' dynamic marlangs correspond beautifully "vith the text. The enurc 

. 
composition builds louder and louder until the final declaration of God as the one who returns 

lus presence to Zion. This is the high point of the piece, the ultimate climax. There is also 

another high point to the piece, when the text states. "pour your spirit on us." This part also 

acts as a climactic moment, because the t.cx1 is speaking of the presence of God in our lives 

Therefore, the high points of the text correspond to the high points of both the music and the 

dynamic markings. It is interesting to note that all the high Points of the text are rendered in 

lhc major melody, and all the building partS of the composition are rendered in the minor 

mclod) . 



76 

The most important aspect of this composition is the texi. Both the melody and the 

meter are round and symmetrical . The text. however, 1s not so round and symmetrical. It 

seems clear to me. therefore. that the melody of this piece came first Cantor Richards wanted 

10 be true to lus melody. yet not alter the text too much. In order 10 round out the text 10 

better fit his melody. Richards added the nonsense syllable "Ah" 10 his composition. In 

general. the Hebrew teX't is phrased and accented correctly. The onl:v problem was that 

Richards "ran out" of words. Jo order to maintain his preconceived melody. he had to add 

something. Rather than alter the accentuation of the Hebre"' . or force the words that do not 

lit naturally. Richards opted LO add to the text Therefore. the "Ah" syllable acts as a filler 

It also could be interpreted as a spontaneous. improvised release of expression. meant to add 

10 the drama of the text. but probabl) less likely. 

Ricliords' Composition and tire lnterrelmion of the Three Prayer !tfodt!.ls 

The narure of the R 'r=e1 prayer is that of supplication and praise of God. lt Is the 

congregation asking God to hear and accept their prayers in love. Moreover. it 1s asking God 

to shower us with God' s spirit. It is actuaJly. the ultimate prayer for invoking the presence of 

God into our midst, other than the priestly benediction it.self. It even makes mention of the 

Sh 'china [God' s presence) in its closing blessing. Clearly. this composition best fits the 

priestly prayer model, but like the other compositions that fit t.hls model. there is an appareot 

implication of comfort and relief present in this prayer that allows it to fit the pastoral model 

as well; see Figure 2. 

The closing blessing of the prayer gives us the hope that we will be restored to Zion. 
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In addition. the other high point of the composition states. "God. you are close to all who cry 

oul to You. You tum \'our face lo Your servant [Israel) and are gracious 10 us. Return us to 

Zion in mere~ . " Again. God is the quintessentiaJ pastor. lhe ulumate heaJer. God is there for 

us. all we need 10 do is cry out. Tb.ts synagogue composition aJlows the congregation to cry 

out to God. The allusion to the aha\'O raba mode even helps to make the crying authentic. 

After all. it is this mode which 1s the most Jewish of aJI the modes. and is knovm for its crying 

quality. Moreover. the yearning melody 1s full of our yearning for Zion. The disjomted 

feeling conveyed by the conflicting meters of the melody and the harmony. revcaJs our tension 

and conflict with the return to Israel. lndeed. we not only sense that God is with us. but we 

implore God to comfort us when we sing. "God. be satisfied with Your people Israel. and 

accept our prayers in love ... 



Figure 2 

THE INTERRELATION OF THE THREE PRAYER MODELS WITH 

COMPOSITIONS BY FIVE CONTEMPORARY SYNAGOGUE COMPOSERS 

L 'dor Vader (worship) 

R 'rzei (worship) 

vinu Malkeinu (worship) 

Shehecheyanu Biti (life cycle) 

• 
(worship) 

Prophetic 
Pastoral 



CONCLUSION 

"Perhaps the single most dominant characteristic of twentieth century WeStem an music 

is its variel) ' and eclecticjsm and thus its resistance 10 eas~ ca1egori7.ation and generahz.ed 

stylistic descriptions" 91 As contemporary synagogue composers writing in the twentieth 

century. these five composers are pan of this post-modem1stic St) le The~ draw from a 

multitude of earlier musical styles. including those of the nineteenth centw) Romantic 

composers. as well as I.he non-classical twentieth centllf)' techniques of Broadway. film. and 

pop music In addjtion to the use of eclectic musical styles. as part of the post-modem era. 

thes-e composers enjoy the freedom of expressing themselves individually and creatively. In 

facL creativity is one of their main goals. The idea of being cruthful 10 one's imagination and 

inner creative urges is essential when composing in the twentieth century. 

However. these five contemporary composers are not just composmg for their own 

gratification. They are indeed synagogue composers, and have additional goals and obligations 

10 fulfill other than pure 5elf-satisfaction. They must take into account the congregation for 

which they are composing and thus, the congregation' s needs. These live contemporar) 

synagogue composers are aware of the effects that certain musical styles and techniques have 

upon the worshiper. Their synagogue compositions convc) an understanding of the correlation 

between contemporary musical techniques and how they function within the worship sen~ce 

Isaacson, Finkelstein. Schiller, Nelson. and Richards al l realitt that certain musical devices are 

more effective in the worship service and bener facilitate spiritual and meaningful prayer. As 

a result. they all tend to utilize these coropositiooaJ devices in their synagogue compositions. 

92Don Michael Randel, ed. The New Harvard Dictionary of Music (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1986), s. v. "Twentieth Century, Western art music," by Rohm P. Morgan. 
889, 
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Bi ti, l dor J "odor Zeh Dodi, Shehecheyanu and R "t:ei. all have lush. extended 

harmonies created by full chords with added sevenths and ninths Kot onJ) do these five 

c<'mpositions make use of a ne'' harmonic vocabulary. but most of them utilize creative 

hannonic progressions as well It is less common to find a simple 1-IV-V chord progression 

among. these contemporary synagogue compositions. These new and innovaove hannoruc 

progressions provide a sense of uplift and excnernent for the worstuper. In addition. the use 

of pleasant dissonance to create tension and resolution is common to all of these pieces and 

generates a sense of building and climax for the listener. 

Another compositionaJ device that is common to all five pieces ts varied repetiuon of 

melodic motifs. and lyric melodic lines I.hat make use of sequences. The repetiuon of a 

melody results in a memorable melodic line. one that conveys a sense of familiarity, and is at 

least hummable. if not singable. Due to theu twentieth century pop aesthetic. all of these 

melodies are readily understandable by the listener. A farnjfiar and readily understandable 

tnelody contributes to the worshipcr·s sense of continuity within th,. worchip ~rvicc 

In order for a melody to be congregational. it must be either easily sung or readily 

understood by the worshiper. Melodies ~;th a lower tessiarura are more likely to be sung by 

the congregation. However, as mentioned above. a melody can also be considered 

congregational if it is at least hummable. In these five compositions, we see the use of 

sweeping melodies witb a broad range. The two pieces intended for life cycle events, Bi11 and 

Zeh Dodi, are more similar to art songs because their melodies are extremely broad. making 

their degree of performance more difficult Therefore. they are more likely to be performed as 

~lo pieces, and are less likely to be congregational. On the other hand, the pieces intended 
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for v.-orship. L 'dor l'ador. Shehecheyanu and R 't:e1 also have broad ranges. but they include 

a refram or a repeating melody that has a lower tessiatura and a sunplificd style. intended for 

the congregauon to sing as well. Whether or not the piece is intended for congregational 

singing is made obvious by the fact that the rwo life cycle songs are \\Tineo for solo voice. and 

the three worstup pieces are wrineo for both solo voice and choir. This implies that the choir 

is employed to urge the congregauon to JOin in with the melod~ 

Rhythm is also a factor to take into account when composing for congregationaJ smging 

or noL Sometimes an interesting. syncopated rhythm can inspire the congregation 10 join in 

with the cantor and choir. Although some rhythms may be difficult for the average congregant 

to follow. they work to keep the worshiper engaged and moving in bis or her seat. Such 1s the 

case \vith Nelson's Sheliecheyanu. Originally the syncopation was even more prominent. but 

she toned it down to make the piece more accessible to her congregants. Shehecheyanu is not 

the only piece that uses interesting rhythmic patterns. In fact. all five compositions utiJize 

creative rhythms. Syncopation. or "pushing the beat," happen« to he !he most ::-opubr 

compositional trend because it helps to propel the piece forward, and gtves the composition 

movement and excitemenL The employment of triplets is also a popular effect meant to create 

drama by prolonging a phrase. 

The employment of various instruments in synagogue compositions also creates a sense 

of drama. Certain instruments lend themselves to being plsyed in a romantic and dramatic 

style. Just as orchestration in a film score adds to the intensity of the moment, so too does the 

use of cenain instruments in synagogue music add to the drama of the worship sen.;ce. In 

general, these five contemporary composers write for a vari~ty instruments, including flute, 

.. 
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strings. organ. and piano . However. in the particular pieces illustrated here. only the keyboard 

is utilized. An example is Isaacson 's Bi ti. Written for keyboard. it is also intended to be 

performed with a harp. The arpeggiated chords in the accompaniment are idiomatic of this 

tnStrUment. Overall. Isaacson. Finkelstein. Schiller. Nelson. and Richards. all employ the use 

of instruments in their synagogue compositions in order to add to the dramaLic style of their 

composing. and to enhance the sacred drama9
; of worship 

Two extremely popular trends that are imphcn in thrtt of these compositions. are the 

use of octave displacement (Bili and Zeh Dodi) and intervaJic leaps CL 'dor Vodor). Both are 

\wentieth century compositional techniques and add to the sweeping melodic lines, and help 

10 shape their broad range. The octave displacement is what gives Bill and Zeh Dodi their 

exceptionally romantic quality. It also makes the compositJons difficult to sing, both for the 

congregation and the performer. Nevertheless. for the active Listener. these piec~s can be 

extremely moving and emotional. 

The use of both Hebrew and English seems to be the most popular tren(I in 

contemporary synagogue music. With less and less Jews knowledgeable ir:i Hebrew today. this 

trend is essential for full participation in prayer to be possible. Thus. all five of these 

composer.; use both Hebrew and English texts in many of their compositions. some more often 

than others. Finkelstein is the only composer Lhat does not mcorporate both languages on a 

regular basis because he wric.es for his consen·ative congregation, and they pra)' mostly in 

Hebrew. Even with this being the case. Finkelstein still has some pieces that utilize both 

languages together. 

91Hoffman. The Art of Publk Prayer. 185. 
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With regard to the specific compositions illUStrated here. only ah Dodi and 

Shehechcyanu incorporate both Hebrew and English texts in the music. It is interesting to note 

that neither of the pieces that lie c-losest to the priestly end of the model make use of the 

English tex't.. Perhaps this suggests that the Hebrew teX\ is more likely to give the congregation 

a sense of Godliness. Zeh Dodi employs the English because. many times at weddings. there 

is tremendous diversity of people present from a whole host of culrures. and not all. or even 

most, understand Hebrew, including the wedding couple. Jn this case, it is essential 10 make 

use of the English in order for those present to be able 10 understand what is taking place. 

Similarly. Shehecheyanu incorporates the English in order to create a sense of communal 

bonding which is crucial for those compositions situated closer to the prophetic end of the 

model. For today's worshipers, the English te>.'t allows them to understand what is being said. 

and therefore. empowers them and enables them to share in the knowledge of performing a 

common goaJ. 

All of these nineteenth and cwentieth cencury compositional styles give the synagogue 

composer a starting point with wluch to beg.in their creative process. However, it is not the 

use of any one single musical technique which makes a synagogue composition successful. 

On the contrary, it is the entire effect of the piece which reaches out and touches the 

worshiper. The music as a whole. combined with the sacred teXL within the context of a 

religious ritual, elevates the worshiper to a higher spiritual and emotional level. In the 

Romantic period there existed the mystical conception that, "art [music) gave entry into a 
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uanscendent spiritual world. undefinable and mfini1e. "9
' In addiuon. lhe exploration of 

1Movative and extended hannonies, and ne\\ kinds of tex'lllre and instrumental sonori1y 

contribu1ed to the creation of new Romantic effects. h 1s these effects that contemporary 

synagogue composers tend to make use of in their synagogue compos1t1ons in order to conve) 

a sense of holiness and Godliness to t11e worshiper. 

The use of melodic repetition and sequences. along with tlle allusion to nusach to create 

a feelmg of familiarity, all help to promote a feeling of comfort and serenny-toward the 

pastoral end of the model Lyric melodic lines accompanied by lush harmorues raise the hopes 

llJld aspirations of the listener to new found levels of holiness and spirituality--toward the 

priestly end of the model. Simple or catchy melodies tllat encourage congregational smg10g 

foster a sense of community and group ldentity-toward the prophetic end of the rood.el. This 

sense of community, in tum. helps to connect us with God. fot the covenant is between God 

and the people of lsrael. lnteresting rbytluruc techniques. such as syncopation. as well as the 

use of harmonic dissonance. help to "wake-up" and "shake-up" the worshiper out of his 

indifferent state. Various instruments, such as strings and harps, played in a romantic and 

dramatic style. can add a new kind of holiness and perfection to the worship service. 

The worship service 1s most effective when its music incorporates all of these 

compositional techniques and thus, promotes aU three functions of worship--priestly, propnetic, 

and pastoral. These compositional devices work to enhance tlle funcuons of !he three prayer 

models and make them come alive in a truly effective way. The appropriate synagogue 

,.Randel, ed. The New Harvard Dictionary of Music s.v. "Romantic" by Don Michael 
Randel. 715. 

.. 
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composition can combine a.JI three prayer models. and make obvious their interrelauonship and 

overlapping qualities. Such a composition would be situated in the middle of all three models. 

and itS overall effect would generate a sense ofholmcss. group 1dentit). wholeness and spmrual 

renewal. These five synagogue composers. as well as others. make use of these compositional 

techniques in their compositions in order to arouse the feelings and emotions that these three 

prayer models rcpresent--wholeness. holiness. and a sense of belonging. 

Clearly it is the overall impact of the entire piece within itS rirual context which crcakS 

a sense of holiness aruJ connects the worshiper with God. Because the music constantly strives 

for wholeness and perfection. the worshiper also feels this desire. However, the music 1s not 

acting alone to create holiness. The music is an expre.ssion of the text, and the text is the 

music' s inspiration. What links aJJ of these composers and their styles to Judaism and the 

tradition. 1s their connection to the text. The text is the inspiration for lhese synagogue 

composers· creativity. Their works are a personal e>.'Prcssion of the text fused with the 

holiness the te>.'1 conveys. Through these composers· synagogue compositions. lhe worstuper 

IS touched with a sense of God1iness. The te.>.1 becomes secondary to the musi only ID the 

moment that the music touches the listener. At that m.stanL it is no longer the text which is 

creating the spiritual effect, but the music. The music transcends the tex-L Why else would 

the Hasidim use niggunim [songs without words] to elevate the spirit during worship? The 

music may be the vehicle to convey the words, but it is the music which is the medium that 

Lifts the soul to a level of holiness. 

Isaacson. Finkelstein, Schiller, Nelson, and Richards all understand the function that 

music plays in both the worship service and the life cycle evenL Not only do they know the 

.. 
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effect that the dramatic expression of the tex1 has on the worshiper. but they are also aware of 

the importance of drama in music because they have all been mfluenced by opera. theater. and 

film. In facL all of these influences have manifested themselves in these composers· personal 

expression of the text. AJL in t11eir own way, incorporate dramatic trends into their synagogue 

compositions; some even use more than one trend at a time. 

For some composers, their dramatic styles act as their personal signature on their 

composilions. In Bi11. lsaacson uses the effect of opposites to create drama. In l 'dor l'ador, 

f mkelstein's dramatic signature is his lush extended harmonies and. what he calls. the 

"surprise" cadence tgoing from a minor chord to its parallel major chord). In Zeh Dodi, 

Schiller uses sweeping melodic lines and octave displacement to portray the drama of the text. 

not to mention the text"s romantic content. In Shehecheyanu. Nelson 's dramatic expression is 

manifested in the nineteenlh cennuy Romantic compositional lechnique. the "Third Relallon." 

where the melody modulates and ascends in both major or minor tblrds. In R 'tzei, Richards 

utilizes two separate meters. one for the melody and one for the harmony. to produce 

dissonance and resolution through syncopation.., thus creating drama. 

Hence, the dramatic expression of the text is. in actuality. the composer's expression 

of the lCX1 through bis or her personalized medium of music. ln essence. a synagogue 

composer' s composition is simply a portrayal of his or her own personal aspirations to strive 

to a level of holiness and Godliness as inspired by the text and commurucated in the music. 

~What, after all, do we listen for when we listen to a composer? He (or sbe] need not tell us 

a story Like the novelist; he need ool "copy" nature like the sculptor. What is it that be gives 

.. 
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us then? Only one answer seems possible to me he gives us himself."
0

' Thus, the 'ar1ous 

musical styles tha1 a composer utilizes in his or her works is his or her way of expressing him 

or herself to God. and through the music. tlus expression enables the congregation 10 feel 

connected with Judaism and God during worship. It is for this reason that the Jewish musical 

canon is so Vast. so as to include everyone's personal musical expression to God. As a result. 

"it is to the liStener a sort offuusical Tower of Babel. And yet so many varying melodies and 

musical styles are all part of our musical tradition. The needs of such a diversity of peoples 

can be met by embracing it alL For us it can all be a pan of our expression to the Eternal 

One."96 

95Copland, 158. 

'*Jlatricia EmeSt Hickman, "Views From A Pulpit: A Tower of Babel," Koleinu: A 
Publication of the American Conference of Cantors. 3, no. 2 (January/February 1995): 2 . 
Citing Amnon Shiloah, Jewish Musical Traditions (Detroit: Wayne State University Press. 

1992). 17-19. 
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THE MUSIC OF BIT/ 
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ANALYSIS OF ZEH DODI 
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THE MUSIC OF ZEH DODI 



For The Wed.ding of Wi!Uam and Denice BronsleCn 

ZEH DODI 
For Solo Voice and Keyboard 

Song of Songs 5: 16; Uni.Led Synagogue Ktubah 
Adapted by Lester Bronstein 
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ANALYSIS OF SHEHECHEYANU 
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Be gnielous. Adonal, our God, to Your people IS11el, 

and reoeJve our pniyers with love.. 

0 may our worship alw1ys be acceptable to You. 

Fill 111 with the knowledge lh1t You en: nur 

To all who eeelt You In tnith. 

Let our eyes behold Your presence In our midst 

And ln the midst or our people In Zion. 

Bleued ls Adooal, 

WhOM presence gives Ure to Zion and 111 lsr.e.L 
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